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Dedication
 
   This one is for my little man. Travis you are the most amazing son a mother could ask for. I praise God that he has blessed us with you and I hope that you know that you can be anything you want to be, you can do whatever you want. My prayer is that whatever you choose you will do it for the Glory of God. He created you, He loves you, and He has great plans for you!
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Important Elvish Terms
 
    
 
   A'maelamin (My beloved) 
 
   Amin mela lle (I love you) 
 
   Im harma le (I treasure you)
 
   Amin naa lle nai (I am yours to command)
 
   Arwenamin (My lady)
 
   Sereg'wethrin (Assassin)
 
   Lle amin (you are mine)
 
   Melethron (lover, masculine)
 
   Sh'mai (Beloved of my soul)
 
   Almare (Bliss) Plant being used to make Rapture.
 
   Lotse (flower) lótë
 
   Tirith (Guardians loyal to Triktapic- Tyndril and Tao)
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[bookmark: Prologue]Prologue
 
    
 
   "There is only so much darkness the human race can endure. At some point the shadows will wrap around them and suffocate any light that might have given them reason to hope. Without hope they would begin to die as, one by one, their souls reached out and took the darkness.” ~Cush
 
    
 
    
 
                 I never thought I’d die a virgin, Elora said to herself as she stood in the dark, damp dungeon. Then again, I also never thought I’d be stuck in a dungeon with a bunch of elves and my mom. Her eyes wandered over the room, landing briefly on each member of their little rescue party until they landed on him. Ah yes, now if these other five bystanders weren’t in the way, I just might not have to die with said virtue intact. Her stomach growled, drawing her mind from her less than innocent thoughts and she pushed away from the wall. 
 
   “Have I mentioned how hungry I am?” Elora asked as she began to pace.  Lorsan had thrown them in a cell, after he was done kicking their asses, and there they had been for three days with only the occasional bread and water. The air was thick with humidity and the walls slick with condensation. The tendrils that fell from Elora’s messy bun stuck to her neck as sweat trickled down her back.
 
   “Only sixteen times,” Tamsin answered dryly.
 
   “Well apparently it was sixteen times too few because I still do not see any food,” she retorted.
 
   Their once hopeful mission to rescue Trik and Cassie had not gone exactly as planned. Now here they were—two humans and five elves—battle scarred, ticked off, and hungry awaiting their fate at the hands of a psychotic dark-elf king hell bent on enslaving the human race.
 
   Elora glanced around the dim room, illuminated only by several small windows at the very top of the twenty foot walls, watching the faces of her comrades. She nearly snorted at herself for thinking of them in such terms. But then, she had been in a battle with them and so what else could they be? Lisa sat with her back against the far wall across from the door. Sidhion, aka Sid as she called him; Rincavornon, aka Rin; and Beleg, aka Bel, all three stood leaning against the wall to the left of the door, their eyes constantly roaming the small room. Tamsin sat a few feet from Lisa with his legs drawn up and his arms lying over his knees. Cush was crouched down on the balls of his feet, arms leaning on his knees. He had been sitting like that for hours, motionless, and Elora marveled at his patience. Her legs were cramping up just looking at him, but he didn’t seem to be bothered. His eyes stared at the iron door, as if willing it to open by the sheer force of his mind. Elora tried her hardest not to stare at him but finally gave up when she realized she just might die any day now, so why not enjoy the view while she could?
 
    
 
   Cush felt a shiver of awareness and knew that her eyes were on him. At first she had been trying to be discreet about it, but now he realized that she wasn’t even trying to hide that she was watching him. It was slightly unnerving, her level of confidence and her unabashed bold behavior—unnerving and sexy as hell. His muscles felt tense as he knelt down, watching the door, waiting for it to open so that he could spring into action. He wasn’t concerned that they were captured; he and his brethren had been captured before. They had been outnumbered in battle many times in the past and yet still they lived. But for some reason, this time he felt different, and he had a feeling that it had something to do with the beautiful, dark, mysterious girl whose eyes were trained on him. He finally turned his head slowly until their eyes met. He expected her to look away, to be embarrassed at being caught, but instead she just returned his stare. He held her gaze and her purple eyes seemed to be searching his, asking a silent question. Maybe it was the same question that he had been asking himself—why was there this pull between them? What was with the magnetic energy that seemed to be drawing him to her? She finally raised a single brow at him, a silent challenge for him to relent. His jaw tightened as he fought the desire to go to her and to make sure she was well. He gave her a slight nod and then turned back to the door. He willed it to open, needing to fight, needing to get rid of the pent up energy building inside of him, but mostly needing to get as far from Elora as possible.
 
    
 
   Elora let out an annoyed sigh and looked away from the warrior who had just blown her off. She didn’t know why she cared, didn’t know why it mattered to her that he avoided her even in the tiny space where they were all stuffed like five toes shoved into a shoe two sizes too small. Her eyes landed on Tamsin who was giving her an odd look. He seemed to have witnessed the little play-by-play between her and Cush and the small smirk on his face told her that he found it amusing. 
 
   “What?” she snapped.
 
   He shrugged but didn’t answer.
 
   “So do we have a plan?” Lisa spoke up.
 
   Tamsin started to answer, but Cush held up his hand to silence him.
 
   They all tensed suddenly. Those sitting stood slowly and those leaning righted themselves and took steps towards the door.
 
   There was a rustling noise just on the other side and then a thud. The door shuddered and then flew open. The group steeled themselves, waiting with baited breath for the enemy to enter.
 
   “Are you guys just going to stand there while we rescue you or are you going to give us a hand with the dozens of dark elves that are sure to be headed our way?” Trik stepped into the cell covered in weapons from head to toe, looking every bit the assassin his reputation claimed him to be. 
 
   “Took you long enough,” Tamsin growled, but it was followed by a smile.
 
   “Yes well, from what we understood you guys were to be the rescuers, not the resucees. So quit your bellyaching and let’s go,” Cassie answered as she stepped around Trik.
 
   Elora grinned and walked over to her best friend. “I’m so not happy with you,” she told her.
 
   “I love you too.” Cassie smiled and pulled her into a hug.
 
   Lisa pushed past the elves in her way and wrapped Cassie in a hug as soon as Elora released her.
 
   “I’m so glad you are alright,” she whispered. 
 
   Cassie nodded. “Me too.”
 
   “Alright beautiful,” Trik spoke up. “We need to get going before Lorsan realizes what’s going on.”
 
   Cassie nodded and took Trik’s outstretched hand. 
 
   Elora watched as Cush, Sid, Rin, and Bel—she had given them nicknames because their names were just too freaking much—all stepped in front of Trik and walked out into the hall. Apparently, they would be going first. She glanced back at Tamsin.
 
   “Shouldn’t the all-powerful Trik be going first?” she asked.
 
   “We will protect the king at all cost,” he told her.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Dumbest thing I’ve ever heard,” she grumbled under her breath.
 
   “All the elves will be fine, Elora,” Tamsin told her, implication thick in his tone as he nudged her forward to follow the others.
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   He chuckled behind her. “Just keep telling yourself that if you must.”
 
   Elora glanced around her mother’s shoulder as she made her way into the dim hallway. She caught sight of Cush and felt herself breathe a tad easier.
 
   Holy crap, she thought to herself. I have a crush on an elf. That’s not something a girl admits to everyday. She didn’t know when it had happened, but she knew that it was not good, not good at all.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Lorsan paced his study as he waited for Melda, the she elf that had at one time been in charge of Cassie’s care, to arrive. He knew that she had grown fond of the human and had even helped Trik get her back. She would be punished for that. He smiled to himself, and what better way to punish her than to have her betray her new friend, he thought smugly. 
 
   He heard a knock at the door and readied himself for the performance he was about to give.
 
   “ Enter,” he called so she would hear him through the thick door. 
 
   Melda walked in with her head down and he could see the slight tremble of her hands as she clasped them in front of her. It was obvious that she thought he was going to punish her. He tried not to chuckle at her pathetic demeanor. After all, he knew it was really an act. Anyone bold enough to defy him and assist his enemy was not really so docile. 
 
   “Melda,” he purred her name. Her head snapped up and her eyes widened, obviously surprised at the sound of his voice, “I’ve been watching you.” 
 
   “ My liege,” she said with a convincing amount of apprehension. 
 
   “ You did a good job taking care of Cassandra, and even though I am disappointed that you let her get away, I find myself fascinated with your tenacity and willfulness.” 
 
   Her eyes grew even wider.
 
   Lorsan stalked towards her, slowly looking her over, his interest as plain-as-day on his face. She wasn’t an ugly she-elf, but he had a Chosen with incomparable beauty. So convincing Melda of his interest in order to get the compliance he wanted might be tricky. But he was sure he was up to the task. What woman wouldn’t want to be with a king? 
 
   “I find myself in need of a distraction during these trying times, with war knocking on my door and my Chosen constantly nagging me about this and that. I need a woman who will just listen to me and meet certain needs. You see a man of my status has needs, Melda, and well a woman like you…,” he motioned to her feminine form with desire dancing in his eyes, “could definitely meet those needs.” 
 
   She swallowed and he could see it was with great difficulty. Her hands we now clasped so tight that her knuckles had gone white and her eyes were the size of saucers. 
 
   “Now, what I think is important for you to know is that there is a war coming, and there will be many deaths, but those who are closest to me, those,” he paused dramatically, “who help me, will have the full weight of my protection. Who knows what kind of horrible death Triktapic has planned for the dark elves. Even though you helped him, you are still a dark elf, my dear, and will be subject to his wrath if he should make it this far.” He could tell that she was really beginning to think about what he was saying, beginning to understand that he could keep her alive. If Lorsan knew anything about his dark elves it was that above all else, survival was their instinct. They would do what they had to to survive.
 
   “What would you have me do, my king?” she finally asked after several minutes of silence.
 
   He smiled as he stepped up in front of her and ran a thumb across her lips. “I’m glad you’re seeing things my way.” 
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
   [bookmark: Chapter1]Chapter 1
 
   “Have you ever noticed that something as smooth as milk slides down your throat easily but can cause lots of backups on the opposite end? Yeah, well think of our escape as milk. It started out smooth but then the exit got very backed up.” 
 
   ~Elora
 
    
 
    
 
   Elora crept up silently to stand beside Cassie. The light-elf warriors were scouting out ahead of them in the murky tunnels of the dungeon, ensuring the way was clear. Elora was amazed at how silently they moved, especially as large and as muscular as they were. She found herself feeling like a sloppy toddler floundering around in the dark by comparison.
 
   “So how’d you get to us so quickly?” she asked her best friend.
 
   Cassie cast her a quick glance. “Quickly?” she asked with a snort. “It took us three days. How can you possibly think that was quick?”
 
   “Did you find my dead, decaying body rotting in the dungeon after months of capture, beatings, and torture?” Elora whispered.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then that is how I think three days is quick.”
 
   Cassie gave a quick nod. “Okay, I see your point.”
 
   “Honestly, El, it was all way too easy. Well, at first all the ways into the dark-elf realm seemed to be blocked to Trik. Then we tried to go in through his cabin, but we couldn’t get more than twenty feet away and we started going in circles. Finally, Syndra told us to try Sanctuary. It was one of those moments when you’re like damn why didn’t I think of that.”
 
   “Hate those,” Elora quipped.
 
   “I know, right?” Cassie crouched down and Elora lowered herself as well, balancing against the slick walls.
 
   “So then Trik just walked through a mirror into Sanctuary and we walked straight here. He knocked out a few dark elves along the way, and then bam, we were standing in front of your cell.”
 
   “You’re right; something is not kosher with this rescue mission. Ours didn’t go nearly as smooth.”
 
   “Really?” Cassie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Cause I thought the whole getting caught thing must have been part of your plan.”
 
   Elora narrowed her eyes. “Who flipped your bitch switch?”
 
   Cassie quickly covered her mouth before the laugh could escape. “I like that one,” she whispered.
 
   Elora rolled her eyes. “You’re still easily amused I see.”
 
   Lisa stepped up beside them just then and leaned forward into their space. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Bitch switch,” Elora answered dryly which brought another laugh from Cassie.
 
   Suddenly a big body was looming over them, and all three turned their heads upward from where they were crouched.
 
   “Would you all like to just send the dark elves a text to let them know exactly where we are?” Cush ground out through clenched teeth.
 
   Elora stood slowly and Lisa and Cassie followed her up. When she reached her full five foot seven inches, she met Cush’s icy gaze and smiled as she spoke, “I was thinking engraved invitations.” Elora ignored her mother’s dropped jaw and her best friend's snickers as she stepped around Cush, being extra careful not to touch him. 
 
    
 
   Trik stepped around the corner and motioned for them to follow. “Coast is clear; let’s get a move on people.”
 
   Cassie hurried up to Trik’s side and he took her hand. He brought it to his lips and kissed her knuckles gently.
 
   “You doing alright?” he asked her as he moved so quickly and quietly that it was eerie.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. A little unnerved as to why this is going so―”
 
   Cassie’s words were caught in her throat as a loud boom rattled through her ears and down her chest sending her body flying backwards through the air. She was only briefly alone as Trik’s arms were instantly around her cushioning their landing with his body. 
 
   Stone and dirt swam in the air and rained down on the group as they all crashed to the tunnel floor. A few shrieks from the girls and groans from the guys and then all were silent. 
 
    
 
   Cush blinked a few times, attempting to gather his faculties. His ears were ringing from the blast and he found it hard to get air into his lungs from all the dust settling in the thick, damp air. As soon as his mind was clear, his thoughts jumped to Elora. Where had she been when the explosion happened? She had walked past him and around Sidhion and Tamsin and then he hadn’t been able to see her. He jumped to his feet nimbly pushing rocks from his legs and began to survey the damage. Already nearly all of the elves were on their feet. Tamsin was pulling Lisa up, and there several feet in front of them, he saw dark hair with red streaks spread across the rubble. He was moving before he thought, maneuvering across the fallen stone with ease, and then he was kneeling beside her.
 
   Her eyes were closed and blood trickled down from a cut on her forehead. He leaned forward, laying his ear just inches above her mouth and felt warm breath against it. He squeezed his eyes closed tight against the emotion welling in his chest. Alive, he told himself, she was alive. 
 
   “Is she alright?” He heard Lisa’s voice behind him. 
 
   “She’s breathing but not conscious,” he told her gruffly. He didn’t move aside. Maybe he should have, Lisa was Elora’s mother after all. But she was his―his mind froze on that thought. His what? What did he think she was? His heart knew, but his mind wasn’t ready to accept it, would never be ready to accept it.
 
   His hand cupped her cheek as he leaned close to her ear. “Wake up, Little Raven.” He looked down at her and waited, willing her eyes to open. Another blast rocked the tunnels and Cush covered Elora’s body with his own. The ground trembled beneath them and the ceiling above them rumbled under the stress of the eruption. He waited until the dust settled before raising himself back up. He glanced over her to make sure no rocks or stones had landed on her and then looked back at her face. He stilled as his eyes collided with hers.
 
   “Most guys ask me on a date before trying for third base,” she told him with a smirk.
 
   Cush sighed inwardly, relieved that she was conscious.
 
   “Can you move?” he asked ignoring her comment.
 
   “I believe I could if you would get off of me.”
 
   He stared at her, confused by her surly tone. He had just protected her from possible death and she was practically growling at him. He didn’t realize his hand was once again on the side of her face, cradling it gently, not until her voice filled his mind.
 
   “The one time a guy lies on top of me and he isn’t even interested.” He heard the words in his head and felt his eyes widen. Realization rushed in—his touch, her thoughts, his mind. Cush nearly shoved her away from him in his hurry to stand. He stepped aside and let Lisa move to Elora’s side. He saw the flash of hurt in Elora's eyes but he pushed it away as he turned to check on the others.
 
    
 
   “Everyone alright?” Trik’s voice carried through the sooty air. 
 
   “We’re all up,” Lisa called out as she helped Elora to her feet. Elora looked up to find Cassie and saw that she was on her feet next to Trik and in one piece. They gave each other reassuring nods and small smiles. 
 
   “I guess it’s safe to say that Lorsan knows about our little excursion,” Tamsin said as he dusted off his clothes.
 
   “This end is blocked, Tamsin. What about that direction?” Trik asked.
 
   “It’s blocked as well,” Sid answered.
 
   “We’re going to have to head back the direction we came and see if there is another way out from there,” Cush spoke up. “Liege,” he turned to Tamsin, “there were small windows in the cell. We could attempt to make them larger.”
 
   Tamsin nodded. “It may be our only option.”
 
    
 
   Trik stared up at the small windows at the top of the cell. Small was being generous. Trik doubted even Cassie could fit through them. He reached up and rubbed his face in frustration. Think, Trik, think, he muttered inwardly. He hadn’t made it all this way only to be captured in the freaking castle he knew like the back of his hand. Before an idea could begin to form in his mind, he was interrupted.
 
   “Am I the only one seeing the she-elf who is staring creepily at us from the doorway?” Elora asked.
 
   Cassie gasped. “Flora?” She started to walk towards the woman who had taken care of her while she had been trapped by Lorsan, but Trik stepped in front of her with a scowl plastered on his too handsome face.
 
   “Why are you here?” Trik demanded.
 
   Flora was unfazed. She looked around him so that she could see Cassie. “I want to help,” she said earnestly. “I should have helped you before. I knew what he was doing was wrong. If you follow me I can get you out of here.”
 
   “Why should we trust you?” Cush asked as he stepped next to Trik, effectively blocking her view from the others.
 
   “You probably shouldn’t. But I give you my word; I mean you no harm.” She looked from Cush to Trik. “Besides, who would be stupid enough to attack our king?”
 
   “You know who I am?” Trik asked.
 
   Flora nodded and her lips tightened grimly. “Your return is not going unnoticed, My Lord. Many will be happy you are back. Others will only try harder to kill you. But we don’t really have time to discuss that right now.”
 
   Elora and Cassie both pushed around Trik and Cush with Lisa right behind them. “Lead the way, Flora. I trust you.” Cassie told her.
 
   Without another word, Flora turned and hurried from the door. Cassie and Elora took off after her, ignoring the male voices objecting behind them.
 
   “Um, Flo,” Elora spoke up as they followed her towards the direction of the blast, “we were just here and we were lucky to get away with all our bits intact.”
 
   Flora lifted a hand and waved for them to follow without responding. They stumbled over the crumbling stone and coughed as their feet stirred up fresh dust, creating a cloudy haze around them.
 
   “Cassie,” Trik’s voice carried up from behind them.
 
   “It’s fine, Trik. She’s not going to hurt us,” she called back to him.
 
   “In here.” Flora turned to look back at them, and Cassie and Elora both gaped at the opening that seemed to appear out of nowhere in the floor. Cassie stepped up to the hole and looked down. It was pitch black.
 
   “Is it safe?” she asked Flora.
 
   “We’re in a tunnel that was just blown up by freaky elf magic and you’re worried about whether the possible escape route from said blown up tunnel is safe?” Elora asked dryly.
 
   “Good point,” Cassie shrugged.
 
    “I’ll go first,” Tamsin said as he reached them.
 
   Trik held out his hand to stop the light-elf king. “You should let me.”
 
   Tamsin shook his head. “You are too important…”
 
   “It shouldn’t be either of you,” Cush spoke up. “You are both important.”
 
   “Oh, for crying out loud,” Elora groaned, “what does it matter? We’re all going to die of asbestos poisoning if we stay here any longer, geeze.” She looked back at the group and rolled her eyes just as she took a step.
 
   “ELORA!” Cush, Lisa, and Cassie yelled at the same time but they were too late. She stepped off into the nothingness of the hole and disappeared.
 
   “ELORA!” Lisa yelled as she looked down into the black void. “Where is she? Is she alright?”
 
   “She’s probably fine,” Flora assured her.
 
   “What do you mean probably?” Lisa growled as only a mama bear could. “You don’t know where she is?”
 
   Flora shook her head. “The portal took her wherever she wanted to go.”
 
   “Portal?” This time all of the elves spoke up at the same time. 
 
   Flora jumped at the collective deep voices. She nodded.
 
   “There’s no reflective surface,” Trik pointed out.
 
   “Not all portals need a reflection, King,” Flora addressed him. “There was a time long ago when the Forest Lords gave three portals that did not require reflections,” she paused and waited. “Do you remember?”
 
   Trik closed his eyes and tried to focus, tried to remember a time before light and dark elves, a time before war and destruction. Yes, he remembered. 
 
   “Master portals,” he said breathlessly.
 
   Flora nodded and smiled like a proud teacher.
 
   “I’m sure this is supposed to be important,” Cassie interrupted, “but my best friend just took off into this master portal and I’d like to know where it took her.”
 
   “It will have taken her to wherever her heart longed most to be,” Flora explained.
 
   “Is that the only place it will take you?” Cassie asked.
 
   Flora shook her head. “No, it will act based on intent as well. But for your friend, since she most likely wasn’t aware she needed to be giving herself a location, it took her where she longs to be.”
 
   Cassie looked over to Lisa. Do you know where that is?”
 
   “Might be with Oakley, or it might be at the store,” Lisa told her.
 
   Cassie nodded her agreement.
 
   “Either place is safe, Cassie,” Lisa assured her. “You need to go with Trik. I can take care of Elora.”
 
   “You will be a target,” Cassie argued. “You can’t just go off by yourselves.”
 
   “I’ll get her and then come back to the light-elf castle, piece of cake,” Lisa assured her. Cassie didn’t look convinced.
 
   “I will accompany them,” Cush said, “if that is alright with the King.” He turned to look at Trik, waiting for his response.
 
   Trik nodded and then motioned towards the light elf on his left, “Rincavornon, you will go with Nedhudir and keep Lisa and Elora safe.” 
 
   Lisa stepped up to the edge of the hole and looked down into the darkness. She decided the best place to start would be with Oakley.
 
   “Be careful.” Cassie grabbed her in a quick hug. 
 
   Lisa patted her back. “We’ll be fine.”
 
   “We really should be on our way now,” Flora interrupted. 
 
   Cush stepped up beside Lisa and motioned for Rin to do the same on her other side. They both placed large hands on each of her elbows. “We step together and you think of where we need to go.”
 
   She nodded at him and without a glance back, Lisa stepped off into the void with the two light elves beside her.
 
   “Your turn,” Flora told Cassie with a small smile. 
 
   Trik grabbed her hand to keep her from stepping closer to the edge of the hole. He gave Flora a look that had her taking a step back and then turned to the rest of the group. “We go to Tamsin's castle, the throne room.” Then he stepped off into the portal pulling Cassie with him.
 
    
 
   Melda, the she elf Cassie knew as Flora, watched as the last of the light elves crossed through the portal. She counted to twenty just as Lorsan had told her, to ensure everyone was all the way through and then held her hand out over the portal. At her whispered words she watched as the hole shrunk in on itself until it was completely gone. Melda smiled to herself as she dusted her hands off. “Get silly human girl to trust you. Check.” She made the motion of checking off a list in the air. “Convince silly humans and elves to go through a portal. Check. Close off all portals so that there is no way to return to human realm or for elves to return to the elfin realm.” She paused and grinned. “Check, check.” 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Elora blinked several times as her eyes attempted to adjust to the bright light around her. She had expected to fall a few feet, hit the hard ground, and have her teeth jarred out of her head. But instead, it was as if she had just walked through an open door. One minute she was in the crumbling tunnel of Lorsan’s castle and the next she was, well… Where am I exactly, she thought to herself. 
 
   She brushed her messy black mane of hair away from her face and took a look around. The air was cold and crisp as it burned her lungs. She judged that it must be winter wherever she was because all of the well-manicured lawns lining the streets contained dry dead grass. She was standing on a sidewalk with the street on one side of her and an apartment complex on the other. She glanced down the sidewalk to see if there was a street sign but only saw a stop sign. Just as she turned back towards the apartments, the door directly across from where she stood opened and out walked a tall, gangly guy in loose skater style jeans, a black t-shirt, and Vans. Elora’s eyes widened and a grin spread across her face.
 
   “What are you doing here, Baby Sis?” Oakley asked.
 
   Elora ran straight for him and had to bite the inside of her lip to keep from squealing like a girl. It was so freaking good to see him and to hear his voice, and then she was in his arms as she threw herself at him.
 
   “Umph!” he grunted as she buried her face in his chest. “Hey, hey,” he said as he patted her back. She refused to cry, hell she didn’t even know why she felt the need to cry, but she wasn’t about to give in to it.
 
   “What’s going on, Elora?” he asked her as he gently pushed her back so he could look at her face. She knew from the way his forehead wrinkled in concentration that he was trying to see past the front she was so desperately trying to keep in place. But what could she tell him? Hey big brother, long time no see, and since you asked, I was just rescued from the dungeon of a dark elf by a she dark elf who we thought was a bad guy, but maybe isn’t a bad guy and oh, by the way, mom is still there. For some reason she just didn’t feel that would go over too well. So she lied.
 
   “Nothing, I just decided I needed to see you.” She smiled up at him and tried to appear innocent, which for her was not easy because she usually wasn’t. He glanced down at her appearance and she knew the dust covered, disheveled look wasn’t doing anything to help her farce and she knew her next question was only going to make things worse. “What month is it?”
 
   “It’s January, the fourth to be exact. How did you get here?” he asked suspiciously as he looked around for her car. He would ask the most obvious question first. It was a valid one, of course, since he lived two hours away from Oklahoma City. 
 
   “I took the bus,” she lied again. January, bloody hell how long had they been in fairy land, she thought to herself, but tried not to let that thought show on her face.
 
   His concern turned to annoyance as he stood up to his full six foot one height and crossed his arms in front of him. “What the hell is going on, Elora? You show up on my sidewalk in front of my apartment, where you have never been, I might add. You look like you’ve been in a freaking explosion or fire, and your covered in ash and crap.” He took a step towards her and reached for her arm. “And shit, you’re shaking like a junky. Now tell me what is going on.” He gave her arm a little shake—not enough to hurt her but enough to get her attention. “Does this have anything to do with those elves? I’ve told mom before I didn’t like her doing business with them?”
 
    
 
   “I will advise you one time to remove your hand from the female.” A deep voice came from behind Elora. Oakley’s eyes widened as he looked past his sister to see two large guys and, his head tilted to the side, his mom. 
 
    “Mom?” his voice was hoarse.
 
   “Hi, Baby.” Lisa smiled wide. “Um, you might want to go ahead and let your sister go.” Lisa made a nodding motion towards the tall guy on her left. “Cush seems to think you are hurting her.”
 
   “Cush?” Oakley asked as he looked from his mom to the guy she had indicated. He still hadn’t let Elora’s arm go, shocked as he was.
 
   Cush’s eyes narrowed as he watched the male's hand tighten imperceptibly on Elora’s arm. He had tried to be nice, but still the male had not released her, granted he did seem a bit dazed. He walked slowly towards them and said, “Let her go.” The boy finally let go of her arm and Cush felt something inside him ease just a bit.
 
   “Elora,” her name came out softer than he intended, more like a caress, “are you all right?” She didn’t respond. In fact she hadn’t moved since he, her mother, and Rin had appeared from the portal. He stepped around, effectively pushing the boy away and knelt down so that he could look into her face. Her eyes were squeezed closed and her lips were moving swiftly. He leaned closer to try and hear what she was mumbling and nearly laughed when he finally deciphered it. 
 
   Over and over Elora muttered, “Goth girls don’t cry, goth girls don’t cry.”
 
   “I thought it was big girls don’t cry?” he whispered close to her ear so that only she could hear him. She froze. Her eyes snapped open and her mumbling ceased instantly. Her eyes met his and he waited for her to say something, all the while fighting the natural desire to wrap his arms around her and pull her close to the shelter of his body. When she finally did speak, it only confirmed what he already knew.
 
    
 
   Elora stared at Cush and realized that she was seeing him in his elfin form in the human realm. “Why aren’t you using your glamour?” she asked. Her heart skipped at the flash of possessiveness she saw in his eyes. 
 
   “I am using it,” he told her.
 
   “Then why am I seeing you in your elfin form?” His jaw tensed and she could tell that he did not want to answer her. 
 
   “That’s a discussion best saved for a more private setting.” He stood and took a step back from her and that tiny bit of space between them felt like the Grand Canyon. Elora mentally shook herself and drew her shoulders back. She took a deep breath and let it out slow and then turned to face the others.
 
   “Would someone please tell me what’s going on?” Oakley asked. “Because it looks to me like my mom and two strange men just appeared out of thin air on my sidewalk.”
 
   Elora crossed her arms in front of her and cocked her hip out to the side as she looked up at her brother. “You want the full story or the Cliff Notes?”
 
   “Elora, you can’t just tell him everything,” Cush said.
 
   A single brow rose on her forehead as she met Cush’s eyes. “He’s my brother, Cush. He already knows about the elves; it’s just all the other crap he doesn’t know about, so cliff notes to begin,” she said and as she continued to speak her eyes never left Cush’s. “Cassie met a hot guy who wound up being a dark-elf assassin. The dark-elf king has an evil plot to get humans addicted to a drug produced from a plant from their realm, so they will spend more money in his casinos. Cassie was captured, we went to rescue her, and then we got captured. We were rescued; now we’re here. I assume Cassie and her man are going to go back to the light-elf castle,” she paused as if thinking and then let out a dry, humorless laugh. “Oh, and apparently, I’m Cush’s Chosen.” 
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   “I know the importance of learning from the past. I must look back to move forward. I must remember my past if I am to avoid repeating mistakes. But as I look back, I am reminded of my past transgressions. I am brought face to face with the ugliness that has been my life, and I find that I am broken all over again.” ~Triktapic
 
    
 
    
 
   Syndra felt the shift in the air just as Trik and Cassie appeared in front of her and just after them, Tamsin, Beleg and Sidhion. She waited to see if more would be appearing in the same fashion and when no one did she frowned.
 
   “Where are Elora and Lisa?” she asked Tamsin. “Nedhudir and Rincavornon?”
 
   “You’re not the least bit bothered that we just appeared out of thin air?” Cassie asked.
 
   “Tsk, tsk.” Syndra waved her off, “I’m more concerned that not all of you appeared out of thin air.”
 
   “Elora took a detour to the human realm,” Tamsin told her as he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close.  Syndra allowed herself a moment to take comfort in his presence and to assure herself that he was safe. 
 
   “I thought I made it clear when I agreed to this whole queen thing that you were not to get yourself thrown in a dungeon by a dark-elf king,” she teased him. 
 
   “Forgive me, my queen,” he told her with a slight smile as he took her face in his hands and held her still as he kissed her. When he pulled back they were both breathing heavily. “I won’t let it happen again.” Tamsin stepped away and gave her some space.  
 
   Syndra fanned herself as she tried to regain her bearings and Cassie caught her eye. She was smiling and blushing and damned if the human girl's blush didn’t make her own face bloom bright red.
 
   “Explain the Elora remark, please,” Syndra said needing to focus on something other than the very public display Tamsin had just put on for all to see. 
 
    
 
   Cassie felt Trik's warm hand on the small of her back just before she felt his warm breath on her ear. “Interested in seeing if we can outdo the light-elf king and queen on PDA?” 
 
   She turned her head so that she could look up at him. His silver eyes danced with mischief as he stared down at her and she wondered if there would ever be a time that she wasn’t taken breathless by his beauty. “I can imagine that you are rarely outdone,” she quipped, “so I don’t feel the need to attempt it.”
 
   “I’ll leave you be for now, Cassie love, but later, you’re all mine.” His voice was smooth as velvet and laced with seduction, causing a shiver to run down her spine. She didn’t respond to his warning because she knew if she opened her mouth, she would just beg him to follow through with his threat, and oh, how dignifying that would look. 
 
   Tamsin was telling Syndra what had taken place at the Lorsan’s castle. He had just began telling her about the portal escape when Cassie tuned back in. 
 
   “So Lisa went through the portal to follow Elora, only she didn’t know where Elora had gone?” Syndra asked.
 
   “There are pretty much only two places that Elora would have gone. So it was a fifty-fifty shot of ending up in the right place,” Cassie pointed out.
 
   Syndra snorted. “Fifty-fifty under these circumstances begins to look a lot like screwed regardless.”
 
   “So what do we do now?” Cassie asked.
 
   “We wait for Cush to bring them back,” Trik spoke up.
 
   Cassie shook her head. “Sorry, Babe, but I have to go home.” 
 
   “Not happening,” Trik said matter-of-fact like. “It’s not safe.”
 
   “My parents are going to be flipping out.” She glanced at Syndra. “You were working some mojo on them while I was at your castle, right?”
 
   Syndra nodded. “I used a little magic on them to keep them from thinking you were missing. It was suggestive magic, so whenever they thought of you the magic made them think they had actually seen you recently.” And you’ve been gone for a couple months. It’s January in the human realm.”
 
   “Holy crap two months, do you think the spell is still working?” 
 
    “Should be—my magic is good as long as I’m alive. But it is still a good idea for you to actually see them. It will reinforce the magic when you aren’t there.”
 
   “I’m going to tell them everything.” Cassie met Trik’s eyes. “I don’t want to spend my life trying to hide this from them. If I’m going to be with you…,”
 
   “IF?” Trik nearly growled. “There is no if Cassie. You’re mine, period. If you want to tell your parents we will tell them. I will tell them everything and that you belong with me.”
 
   Cassie smiled. “Tell me how you really feel.”
 
   A sultry smirk danced across Trik's face. “I’d rather show you.”
 
   Syndra groaned, “Get a room.” She snapped her fingers at Trik cutting off his reply. “After you save the world.”
 
   Cassie laughed.
 
   “I don’t think he can wait that long,” Tamsin joked.
 
   Cassie's laugh turned into a choked cough at Tamsin’s words. She glanced at Trik and saw the desire in his eyes and felt her face heat up. She shook her head at him. “We have to go to the human realm and talk to my parents,” she told him pointedly, “no time for messing around.”
 
   “Baby, there is always time for messing around,” Trik purred. 
 
   “On that I have to agree with the assassin,” Syndra said with a wink. 
 
   Trik stared at Cassie thoughtfully. He knew Cassie was right, but he hated the idea of her in danger, and at the moment he felt that anyplace not the light-elf castle was a danger to Cassie. 
 
   “Okay,” he finally said, “we’ll go back to your parents, but,” he held up a finger, “only to tell them the truth and then we’re coming right back here. We have battle plans to make.”
 
   Cassie smiled at him and wrapped her arms around him. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   Trik kissed her lips softly. “I love you.”
 
   She smiled. “I love you.”
 
   “Now that I think I’m going to vomit, can we go?” Syndra asked as she took Tamsin’s hand and headed towards the mirror walls.  
 
   Tamsin looked at his warriors. “You all stay here in case the others return.” 
 
   Beleg bowed his head. “Yes, My Lord.”
 
    
 
   Cassie followed Trik to the mirrors, each taking their respective places next to Tamsin and Syndra.  They all took a step at the same time to go through the mirrors and they were all pushed back with a force so strong that they each landed on their butts. 
 
   “Dammit!” Trik yelled.
 
   “What does that mean?” Cassie asked as she stood and dusted off her clothes.
 
   “It means you’re not going back to Kansas, Dorothy,” Syndra said as she glared at the mirrored wall as if it had just royally insulted her. 
 
   “And if we can’t get through to the human realm, that means Elora and the others are…”
 
   “Screwed,” Syndra finished for her. 
 
   The ground beneath them began to tremble, and Cassie had to brace herself to keep from falling over. She looked over at Trik and her mouth dropped open. He was hallowed in light and his long dark hair whipped around him as if it had a life of its own. His jaw was clenched tight and his face was the picture of barely contained rage. 
 
   “Trik,” Cassie said his name softly as she moved towards him. She approached him like she would any predator, though she knew he would never hurt her. At least not on purpose.
 
   “I’m stuck here while Lorsan’s elves produce Rapture in the human realm and sell it to people in the casinos,” he growled. “What am I supposed to do from here?!” 
 
   “What about Sanctuary?” Syndra asked. “Do you think the portals there are working?”
 
   Trik shook his head. “The portal we just traveled through to get here was a master portal, which means if someone closed it then they closed them all.”
 
   “Not to sound like a broken record, but what do we do now?” Cassie looked at each of the royal elves before her and felt her chest tighten as she realized just how upset they all were by this new revelation.
 
   “We’re going to have to go on the offensive,” Trik said decidedly. He began to pace around the throne room as he spoke. “Lorsan has forced my hand in this. I can’t wait for his next move.” He paused and looked over at Tamsin. “We’re going to have to assemble the light elves and let them know that such a time has come that the Forest Lords have reinstated their king.”
 
   Tamsin nodded. “They will welcome you, Triktapic.”
 
   “Not all of them. I have wronged many in your court. I have hurt many. I don’t imagine that they will accept me with open arms. In fact, I bet I will have a few attempts before the week is over.”
 
   “What kind of attempts?” Cassie asked, not liking the sound of what Trik was saying.
 
   “The assassination kind,” Trik told her calmly as if he wasn’t discussing someone trying to kill him. 
 
   She frowned. “You really think people will try to kill you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Cassie let out a breath, relieved.
 
   “I know they will,” he finished.
 
   Her eyes widened and she swore her heart skipped a beat at the mere thought of Trik's life ending, of not having him here with her. She walked over to him and looked up at him. She knew her eyes were moist with unshed tears but she couldn’t help it—even the idea of a life without Trik was enough to break her heart.
 
   “No one is going to kill you,” she told him firmly.
 
   Trik's lips twitched. Clearly he was amused at her statement. “Are you going to protect me?”
 
   Cassie snorted. “I don’t even like to kill flies. No, I’ll sic Elora on them.”
 
   Trik cringed. “Nothing is worth that, not even an attempt on my life.”
 
   Cassie grinned. “Exactly, so no more talk of you dying.”
 
    “Agreed,” Tamsin piped in. “Now back to things that we can actually control. Sid,” he looked over at the warrior who stood quietly waiting, “sorry, but it’s just easier than saying your whole name.” 
 
   “It’s fine, liege,” Sid told him stiffly.
 
   “I need you and Beleg to send out messengers to the realm for a gathering here tomorrow at the mid-day meal.” Sid bowed and turned swiftly, walking from the room. Tamsin looked back at Trik. “We will have the gathering tomorrow. We tell them of your return; then what?”
 
   Trik rubbed his chin and his eyes narrowed as he thought. “I will give the warriors a choice to fight for me or stay behind.”
 
   “No!” Cassie said suddenly as she slammed her fist into her hand. Trik’s eyes widened in surprise as he looked at his Chosen. She stood with her back straight and chin held high as she stared him down. “You are the Elf King, Triktapic. Yes, you made your mistakes, but you will not spend your rule tiptoeing around the light elves because they are pissed at you. You will tell them the facts and you will remind them that when you divide a people, problems like Lorsan are what you end up with. And then you will tell them their calling—to fight for themselves and for their king.” 
 
   Trik stared at her, momentarily speechless by his Chosen, and then a huge smile broke across his face. “You are going to be a magnificent queen,” he told her.
 
   “Thank you,” she smiled up at him. She saw the familiar gleam in Trik's eyes before he spoke and her stomach flipped and her jaw dropped open at his next words.
 
   “You are going to be an equally magnificent lover, and I feel the need to point out that I am being very good right now. Because really all I want to do is drag you to a private room and have my wicked way with you.”
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Elora splashed cold water on her face as she stood in the bathroom in her brother's apartment. She squeezed her eyes closed tight as the air cooled her wet skin. When she opened them again and looked at herself in the mirror, she tried to see if she appeared different. Did being someone’s Chosen make you look different? She felt different; she felt claimed even though he hadn’t so much as denied or confirmed her pronouncement. She felt like she belonged to him and worse, she liked it. 
 
   “Argh! Pull yourself together, Elora.” She groaned to herself as she toweled off her hands and face. She took a deep breath and let it out slowly before she opened the bathroom door. As she pulled the door open, she nearly ran into a solid wall of chest. A very nice chest she might add. 
 
   “Hello there,” her voice was smooth and sultry as she looked up at the warrior who currently occupied most of her thoughts.
 
   “Are you alright?” Cush asked her as he stared down at her.
 
   Elora didn’t know how to answer his question. Did he really want to know? Because if he did, then she might as well start off with a big fat hell no she wasn’t alright. She’d follow it up with a would he please just wrap her in his arms and tell her that he wanted her and needed her as much as she did him. And if he didn’t really want to know—if he was just asking out of some weird sense of duty because it was the polite thing to do, then she would knee him in the crotch. She watched as his brow drew together and his lips tightened, and on her final thought he shifted his stance. He was moving like he had heard her thoughts. It was in that moment that she noticed his arm was touching hers. She nearly closed her eyes and groaned again as she remembered all she knew about Cassie being Trik’s Chosen. When they touched skin to skin, he could read her mind and vice versa. 
 
   “Crap,” she muttered under her breath.
 
   “I really want to know,” his deep voice drew her attention from her thoughts and she looked at his amused face, “not because I’m being polite. I don’t really care about being polite,” he added.
 
   “Well you caught all that stuff that just went through my head, so that’s how I’m doing,” she told him without looking away. She wasn’t about to be ashamed or embarrassed about wanting him, and if he had a problem with it he could kiss her butt.
 
   “I do have a problem with it,” he answered her thoughts. 
 
   She jerked her arm back with a frustrated growl. “No worries, I won’t force you to marry me. I’ll get over you,” she told him and then mentally kicked herself because she knew there was no way in hell she would ever get over him. “There are plenty of fish in the sea and all that jazz.”
 
   She pushed past him, no longer having the energy to verbally spar with him. Instead she just wanted to lie down and sleep for…like…ever. 
 
    
 
   Cush watched Elora walk down the hall away from him toward the living room. He had gotten the message loud and clear. She wanted him, but she wouldn’t beg. He was telling himself it was a good thing that she was able to resign herself to the fact that they wouldn’t be completing their mating. He didn’t have room for a woman in his life and he wouldn’t be able to make her happy. In fact, he would just drive her crazy. Because once he claimed her, once he made her his, he would never let her go. He knew the type of male he was: possessive, jealous, selfish, alpha. He wouldn’t want her around any other males. He would cage her to protect her and that would break her. See it’s better this way, he thought to himself as he followed the direction she had just taken to the small living room in her brother’s apartment. 
 
   Cush’s feet and thoughts froze in place the second he entered the living room and saw Elora standing wrapped in the arms of a male he’d never seen before. He felt his muscles grow rigid and his jaw tightened as he ground his teeth together. He forced himself to lean casually against the wall because if he didn’t he was going to rip the arms off of the human male who was still touching his Little Raven. He watched as Elora, her brother, the unknown male, and Lisa talked and laughed. They were obviously friends. Friends, he told himself, that is all.  But then the idiot had to go and smack his mate on the ass—stupid human. 
 
   Cush saw red as that hand made contact with Elora’s very tempting backside and he was across the room with his forearm pressed to the human male's throat before the idea had even crossed his mind.
 
   “CUSH!” He heard Elora’s gasp but ignored everything but the human he had pressed to the wall.
 
   “Give me a reason not to remove your hand from your body,” Cush said calmly.
 
   The male’s eyes were wide and Cush could feel the pulse in his throat pounding against his forearm. 
 
   “Dude, I didn’t, I mean…Elora’s just…we’re not,” the boy stuttered stupidly. 
 
   “She doesn’t belong to you,” Cush pointed out. The boy shook his head. “Then why would you touch her in such a way?”
 
   “I was just messing around, just playing,” he screeched.
 
   “Cush let him go!” Elora’s voice broke through. He turned his head to look down at her as she attempted, in vain, to pull him off of the human.
 
   “He touched you,” Cush told her unnecessarily. 
 
   “So what?” Elora snapped. “I’m single, Cush. I can let any guy I want touch me. Now let Paul go.”
 
   For some reason, the male’s name on Elora’s lips only enraged him further. He turned back to the human. Paul, he mentally spat the name. The guy was turning blue, which indicated to Cush that he was pushing just a tad too tightly. 
 
   “Do not touch her again,” he spoke slowly and though he didn’t yell he knew his words were laced with the right amount of menace, “ever.” He finished and stepped back. His sudden release had Paul falling to the ground which caused his lips to twitch. He turned around to walk away and as Elora made her way to get closer to Paul he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her back.
 
   “Do not,” he warned her as he leaned down to whisper in her ear. “I don’t know what is going to happen. I don’t know what I feel for you. But what I do know is that any man I see touching you, or being touched by you, is in danger of dying by my hands. So please, do not go to him.” 
 
    
 
   Elora stilled at the cold hardness that wrapped around the warning in his voice. She tilted her head back so she could look up at him and saw that his blue grey eyes were so bright that they nearly glowed. His jaw was clenched with the effort that it was taking him to not act on whatever it was he was feeling. 
 
   “So you’re telling me that you don’t want me, but nobody else can have me either?” she asked him as she pushed out of his hold. She wouldn’t have been able to get free had he not allowed it, but she wasn’t going to dwell on that little detail. 
 
   Cush frowned at her and she nearly laughed. It was obvious that he didn’t like the way it sounded when she laid it out there for what it was.
 
   “I don’t know what I want, Elora, but I do know that seeing another male touch you is making me more violent than usual.”
 
   Elora’s brow rose. “More violent?” He didn’t say anything more. He simply took her hand and pulled her to the farthest piece of furniture in the room and pushed her into it. She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms, but she stayed where he put her. “Keep treating me like a damn dog, Cush, and I’ll bite your…,”
 
   “Elora!” Lisa snapped. Her voice was sharp, but when Elora looked up at her mother she saw the hint of humor behind the tone. 
 
   “I’m just giving him fair warning. Is Paul okay?” 
 
   Lisa nodded. “He’s just a little nervous now but he’ll be fine.”
 
   “Okay.” Oakley came and stood next to Lisa, arms folded across his chest. “Now that Legolas isn’t trying to kill my roommate anymore, are you two ready to tell me everything?”
 
   Elora let out an exaggerated sigh. “Gah, if we have to…or we could order Chinese and play on your X-Box. Really that’s a no-brainer choice, Oak.” She looked up at him hopefully, but the stern glare he returned told her he wasn’t going for it.  “Fine, pull up some carpet and cop a squat; this is going to take a while.” Elora slid down onto the floor with her back leaned up against the couch and got comfortable before she and Lisa began their story.
 
   “It was a dark and stormy night,” Elora started. Oakley glared at her but she heard a snort come from Cush’s direction and that made her smile. Great, I’m smiling because I made my fantasy elf crush laugh. I’m lame, she thought. 
 
    
 
   Two hours later Oakley was once again up and pacing as Elora finished her explanation.
 
   “So that’s how I ended up at your door. I guess this is where I wanted to be,” she said. “Mom followed me with,” she pointed to Cush and Rin, “those two. The sexy brooding one is Cush and the sexy non-brooding one is Rin.”
 
   Cush didn’t acknowledge Oakley. He just continued to stare at Elora who gave him a wink and blew him a kiss. His lips twitched and she knew he was trying to hold back a smile.
 
   “And Cassie is in the Elf realm?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, with her mate, Trik,” Lisa answered. 
 
   “So what now?” Oakley stopped pacing and looked over to Cush and Rin.
 
   “We need to get to the light-elf castle and see what the king has planned,” Cush said as he pushed away from the wall he was leaning on. He walked over to the large front window and then looked back over his shoulder at Elora. “We must go.” 
 
   Elora nodded and then stood. She looked back at Oakley and smiled. “Got to save the world.”
 
   Oakley laughed. “If anybody can, it’s you and Cassie.”
 
   Lisa hugged him and kissed his cheek. “We’ll be back. You stay safe.”
 
   Oakley nodded and then watched as the group walked up to where Cush stood in front of the window. 
 
   “Picture the throne room in your mind. Lisa. You hold Elora’s hand and follow with her,” Cush instructed and then stepped into the window. His foot and head hit the glass at the same time. He probably wouldn’t have cracked it except that Elora ran into his back followed by her mother, which created a very painful Elora sandwich.
 
   “What the…,” Elora said as she tried to right herself and back away from Cush, tripping over Lisa in the process. 
 
   Cush stared hard at the now cracked glass. His hand reached out slowly as if the glass would bite him.
 
   “Something is wrong,” he said absently.
 
   “What was your first clue? The inability to walk through the glass or the inability to walk through the glass?” Elora asked dryly. Lisa smacked her arm and glared at her. “What?” Elora growled. “I’m sorry, but I tend to get pissy when things don’t go the way they’re supposed to.”
 
   “When are you not pissy?” Rin asked, breaking his long silence. 
 
   Elora gave him the single eyebrow stare. “Finally come out to play?”
 
   Rin chuckled at her and then looked past her to the elf behind her. He shook his head. “I don’t have a death wish.”
 
   Elora looked over her shoulder and saw that Cush was glaring daggers at her and Rin. She shrugged her shoulders. “Whateve.”
 
   “So what, you can’t get back to your realm?” Oakley asked.
 
   “The portals have been closed,” Cush answered grimly. 
 
   “Bloody hell,” Elora suddenly breathed out as the realization hit her. “That means Cassie can’t get back here.” She looked over to her mom. “You know her parents are probably freaking out.”
 
   “You’re right, Elora, we need to go check on them and let them know that Cassie is okay.”
 
   Elora threw her arms up in the air. “What are we going to say? Hey your daughter is fine but you can’t see her because she’s with her quiver carrying boy toy in the elf realm, and oh yeah, she’s trapped there.” 
 
   “Quiver carrying?” Cush’s deep voice rumbled from behind her and she heard the amusement in it without seeing his face. She turned on him and pinned him with her eyes. “Are you trying to tell me you don’t carry a quiver?”
 
   Cush took a step towards her and his huge frame towered over her. She watched him warily as a slow smile formed on his sensual lips. He leaned down next to her ear and whispered, “No, Little Raven, I don’t carry a quiver. I wield a sword.”
 
   Caught off guard by his statement, she let out a bark of laughter and quickly slapped a hand over her mouth. He stood back to his full height and looked at her. Elora felt her face growing warm. She cleared her throat and attempted to compose herself. “Well, by all means, wield away.” Their eyes met as she punctuated her flirtatious statement with a wink.
 
   “Elora.” 
 
   “Yes, Lisa?” Elora answered, finally turning away from the intense stare of Cush. 
 
   “Oakley’s going to drive us home.”
 
   “I am?” he interrupted.
 
   “You are,” Lisa confirmed. “And then we will go over to Cassie’s and speak with her mother. Cush and Rin, you guys are just going to have to stay with us until this is all sorted out.”
 
   The elves looked at each other and shrugged. With no better plan presenting itself, they clambered into Oakley’s van, a vehicle which, while certainly roomy enough, was not designed for beings as large as Cush and Rin.
 
   “Oakley, when did you get a van?”  Elora asked as she started to climb in behind Rin but was pulled back by Cush, who made sure she didn’t end up on the bench seat next to the other elf. She wanted to be annoyed by it, but there was a part of her, way, way, way, WAY deep down that liked how possessive he was. Mother of pearl, I’m a freak, she thought to herself as Cush sat down in the seat next to her. Maybe so, but if that is what I get to be freaky with, really who am I to complain? Elora nearly laughed out loud at her inner monologue. 
 
   “I won it,” Oakley answered vaguely.
 
   “Uh-uh, right,” Elora responded just as vaguely. 
 
   Twenty minutes into their drive, Lisa suddenly turned around and looked at Elora. Her face held one of those looks that said she had just remembered something that shocked her the first time she’d heard it, and it still continued to do so.
 
   “Chosen?” Her eyes narrowed at her daughter and then shifted to Cush. “While you are welcome to stay in my house, and I understand what a Chosen is and just how strong the connection is, there will be no sword wielding under my roof!”
 
   Elora’s eyes widened at her mother’s words and her mouth dropped open, but nothing would come out. Cush didn’t seem to have the same problem because the words that came out of his mouth flowed as smooth as butter.
 
   “I’m honored to be allowed in your home, Lisa, and I understand that Elora and I will have to practice our swordplay off of the premises.” 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter3]Chapter 3
 
   “There comes a point in life when just say no shouldn’t just be a slogan, it should be a theme song and some people should have it playing in their ear non-stop.” ~Tony
 
    
 
    
 
   Tony stood a silent witness to the horror that was taking place before him as he looked out over the casino floor from his office perch. He, like most casino managers, had one way glass encasing his office so that he could watch without the public being able to see him. As two of his security guards took yet another violent patron to the ground, he wondered to himself if having the one way glass put in had been such a smart idea. 
 
   His phone vibrated in his pocket just as the man on the floor was finally subdued. 
 
   “Talk to me,” he said as he answered the call.
 
   “We’ve called the police again. Seems Mr. Black can’t remember who he is or where he lives.” The deep voice of Rick Lawson, head of Inequity security, rumbled through the line and Tony could hear the weariness that he knew was weighing on them all.
 
   “They’re going to start charging me as often as they have to come down here,” Tony said only half joking. 
 
   “Boss,” Tony rolled his eyes. Rick only called him boss when he was about to say something that no one else could get away with. “You have to get rid of the stuff. Something about it isn’t right.”
 
   Tony gritted his teeth as he bit back the growl of frustration and indignation he felt at Rick’s words. Tony knew what he was talking about, and he knew that he was right, but his hands were tied. The dark elves that owned most of Vegas were in charge of the distribution of Rapture and it had been made perfectly clear to him that he was to keep it in the bar and keep his nose out of their business. But just as his father had before him, he bore the burden alone. None of the other employees knew anything about the elves, light or dark. None of the others knew that he had no real power. He was as subservient to the dark elves as his employees were to him. 
 
   “It’s been noted that you think that the selling of Rapture has become a detriment to our business,” Tony said tightly.
 
   Rick let out a humorless laugh. “A detriment to our business my ass, Tony. It’s a detriment to people’s lives. Some guy last week tried to kill a man over a card game. The week before that a man nearly killed himself when we cut him off from the bar.”
 
   “I don’t need a recap of all the crap that has been going down, Rick,” he growled. “I’m here nearly twenty-four hours a day; I know exactly what is going on.”
 
   “Tony, I’ve got men ready to quit because they are scared for their lives. These people who are drinking this Rapture act like hard core addicts. You’ve been in this business a long time; you’ve seen what addictions can do to certain types of people. They’re dangerous to themselves and to everyone around them.”
 
   Tony forced himself to take several deep breaths before he responded. “I hear you, and I agree, but there’s more going on than you know. I’m trying to deal with it; please believe me when I say this is not how I want my casino running.” Rick was silent for several minutes.
 
   Finally he said, “Okay. For now I’ll leave you to do whatever it is you need to do to handle this, but do it fast, or we’re all going to walk.”
 
   Tony fought hard not to throw the cell phone across the room. After all, it wasn’t his cell phone’s fault that everything had gotten so out of control. He kept expecting Trik to come sauntering through his office glass with one of his smart-aleck remarks and a trade mark smirk, but he might as well have been waiting for pigs to fly. When it came down to it, Trik might be his friend, but he was a dark elf, first and foremost, which meant Tony was on his own.
 
   “What the hell am I going to do?” he asked the empty office as he walked over to his personal wet bar. He poured himself a glass of cold ice water. Oddly enough, Tony never drank, but he downed the water as if it were single malt whiskey. The ice water hit his brain with a sharp sting and he welcomed the pain that helped him clear his thoughts. One thing he knew for certain was that Rapture couldn’t continue to sell in his casino, or any casino for that matter. But he didn’t know how to stop it or how to stay alive if he even tried. 
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   “Why did you let them get away?” Ilyrana snapped, stopping briefly to glare at her king and then resume her angry pacing. “And I say let because that is the only way those imbeciles would have been able to leave.”
 
   Lorsan listened but did not respond right away. He loved his Chosen, there was no doubt of that, but he didn’t let that love make him weak. He wouldn’t be dictated to by his woman—no matter how much he loved her. He was still king and she was not. So for now he just stared at her evenly, letting her stew in her own juices. 
 
   “If we want our court to continue to follow us and not go crawling after Triktapic, we have to make him the villain,” Lorsan explained as if he were speaking to a child. “Trik has now broken into the dungeon and stolen my prisoners who trespassed on dark-elf territory. He has broken our laws.”
 
   “You want to be able to justify attacking him?” she asked as she once again came to a halt in front of him. 
 
   “I don’t have to justify myself,” he quipped. But it will make it easier in the long run for some who might be otherwise difficult to convince to follow me.” He took a deep breath and popped his neck, getting rid of the tension that had been gathering there. “The facts are this, my dear,” he took her hand and pulled her to him as he spoke, “Triktapic is the king once again, put in that position by the Forest Lords. He is destined to rule.”
 
   “You sound resigned to defeat my love. It isn’t very attractive.”
 
   He laughed. “You know me better than that. Defeat is not a term I even recognize in my vocabulary. Do not fret, My Sweet. The Forest Lords have set out Trik’s destiny before him.  They control him. But I am master of my own destiny. I choose my future. And my future does not have Trik in it as king.”
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   “Okay, let’s get this thing over with,” Elora said dryly as she slid the van door open and began to climb out.
 
   “Don’t you think we should maybe have a plan before we go in there?” Lisa asked while not making any move to exit the vehicle. 
 
   “I don’t know what there is to plan,” Elora said from where she stood on the sidewalk with her arms folded across her chest. “Cassie is with an elf assassin in another realm. That’s all there is to it.”
 
   “You’re going to reveal our world to them?” Cush asked her. He didn’t sound alarmed, however, only resigned. 
 
   “They’re not going to believe us,” Lisa said matter-of-fact like. “They’re going to hear us begin to talk about their daughter and as soon as we say, elves, and, other realm, they’re going to send us packing.”
 
   “Well, you don’t really have any other option,” Oakley pointed out.
 
   “Sure we do.” Elora smiled. “We can head to Sin City to see Trik’s friend.”
 
   Cush’s head snapped up and his eyes narrowed. “You know Tony?”
 
   Elora frowned, not sure why he was giving her his I’m not quite in control look. “I know of him. We haven’t exchanged digits or anything. Trik told Cassie about him and their ‘business,’” she made air quotes around the word business, “and naturally Cassie told me.”
 
   “Naturally,” he responded just as dryly as Elora typically did. 
 
   “So, to continue my point, my dear brother,” she began again, giving Cush a pointed look, “we definitely have a choice. But we would be making the wrong choice if we didn’t stop here first and tell them what is going on.”
 
   The creaking of the front passenger door broke the sudden silence as Lisa climbed out. “You’re right, we have to do this. If I were in their place and it was either of you missing I would want to know, no matter how impossible it seemed.”
 
   “This is more along the lines of delusional, Mom,” Oakley said.
 
   “Not helping,” Elora sung out through a grim smile.
 
   Cush and Rin both squeezed their tall frames out of the small van door, somehow looking as graceful as ever, and joined the others on the sidewalk. Elora made a conscious effort not to drool as she watched Cush move, though she didn’t attempt to hide the fact that she was indeed watching. And the smirk he shot her testified that he hadn’t missed her attention. 
 
   “Are you coming, or are you just going to stand there?” Lisa hollered over her shoulder. Elora hadn’t realized that her mom and Oakley were halfway to the Tate’s front door. Damn hormones, she thought to herself. Shaking off her momentary distraction caused by the elf warrior, she hurried after her mom with Cush and Rin following behind her, no doubt keeping a look out for any potential danger from the dark elves. 
 
    
 
   The woman who answered Cassie’s front door hardly resembled the one Elora knew as Cassie’s mom. She was thin, even more than she used to be. Her hair hung limp on her head as if all the life had been sucked out of it. Her eyes, once happy and shining with mirth, were now as dull and lifeless as her hair. She looked tired and lost.
 
   “Mrs. Tate,” Elora said her name almost as a question because she was beginning to wonder if this woman before her would even recognize her as Cassie’s best friend. “Can we come in?”
 
   Mrs. Tate gave a brief nod and then stepped back to allow the group to enter. Elora went in first and the others followed as they filed into the living room. She looked around the familiar room, which somehow without Cassie now seemed foreign. Nothing had changed that she could tell, but despite there being no visible change, Cassie’s home was very different than it had been two months ago.
 
   Elora stiffened as Cush stepped up beside her and leaned down so that his mouth was near her ear. “Magic has been worked here; I can feel it.” 
 
   Elora’s head snapped up nearly colliding with his face and her eyes widened. “What kind of magic?” she whispered back. Before he could answer her, both their attentions switched to where Sylvia Tate had Lisa’s wrist in her hand and a look on her face worthy of a pissed-off grizzly.
 
    
 
   “STOP SAYING THAT!” Sylvia yelled. Elora saw her mom’s face grimace in pain and hurried over to the pair—to do what, she had no clue.
 
    “I don’t have a daughter, Lisa!” Sylvia snapped out.
 
   Elora looked over her shoulder at Cush and he mouthed the word ‘magic’ to her. She nearly shouted a big fat duh at him but decided that that would be less than helpful.
 
   “Mrs. Tate, let’s just talk about this for a minute,” Elora said attempting to placate the obviously irate woman. “Can you let go of my mom? I think you’re hurting her.”
 
   Like oxygen being sucked from a fire, her fury died down at Elora’s words and she dropped Lisa’s wrist. She appeared horrified and she looked at her hand as though it were the culprit and acting of its own accord and then back up to Lisa. 
 
   “I’m so sorry, Lisa,” she stuttered. “I-I-I don’t kn-n-ow what came over me.”
 
   Lisa smiled her gentle smile and patted Sylvia’s arm. “Maybe work has been a little stressful?” she asked expertly steering away from the topic that had set her off. 
 
   Sylvia nodded absently and then motioned to the couch and chairs. “Please, you’re welcome to sit down.”
 
   Elora looked at her mom as they both headed toward the couch. Lisa’s lips were set in a tight line as she shrugged her shoulders, letting Elora know she was just as clueless. Everyone but the two elves sat and the awkward silence that followed made Elora want to growl, which was a disturbing thought because she was usually not so easily ruffled. 
 
   “So, how have you been, Mrs. Tate?” Elora finally asked. “Have you had any strange visitors?” Elora grunted when her mom elbowed her. “What? How else are we going to figure anything out?” she whispered to her.
 
   “I’m tired,” Sylvia answered and seemed confused by her own candidness. 
 
   “I can relate,” Elora agreed with a small smile. 
 
   “I’m sorry, um, not to be rude,” Sylvia told them as she looked over where Cush and Rin stood, looking less than approachable in their warrior get-up. “But why are you in the company of Navy Seal men?”
 
   Elora tried to hold back her laugh but it just wasn’t happening. She threw her head back and just let it roll through her. It might not have really been that funny, but things were starting to get to her, and this was the form in which she was dealing with it. 
 
   “Not Navy Seals, Mrs. Tate,” Elora assured her as she wiped the tears from her laughter from her eyes. “They’re friends of Oakley’s.” 
 
   Oakley’s head snapped around as he glared at her. Elora’s return glare made it clear he was to play along. “Yeah, they’re friends of mine.” He coughed and turned in his chair so only Elora heard him mutter, “I met them while I was going through my underground fighting phase.” 
 
   Elora snorted and tried to cover the laugh up with a cough.
 
   “Oakley’s friends,” Sylvia said almost absently. 
 
   Elora continued to watch her best friend’s mom who she’d known all her life. Elora was convinced she was staring at a stranger or at someone who had high-jacked Mrs. Tate’s body. It was creepy, and frankly she was ready to bolt out of the house to someplace that didn’t feel so lifeless.
 
   “Okay, well we’re going to be on our way now,” she said suddenly as she stood up and began backing towards the door. She kicked her mom’s leg as she backed up and gave her a, what she hoped said, Get your butt up. It’s creepy in here, and I’m really ready to not be here look. It must have been written in English on her mug because her mom was up and saying her goodbyes as well.
 
    
 
   “Does anyone else feel like we just walked out of the twilight zone?” Oakley asked as he started the engine.
 
   “Hello ladies and gentlemen, please be advised that you are now exiting Creepville,” Elora said in her best flight attendant voice. 
 
   “Are you seriously telling me that you think she was weirder than you two?” Rin spoke up. Lisa clapped her hand over her mouth to cover her laughter. 
 
   Oakley looked in the rear view mirror at the light-elf warrior and frowned. 
 
   “So says the light elf from another realm who looks like a GI Joe with Rainbow Bright hair.” Elora laughed and after a moment’s thought added. “Don’t forget the quiver. You know the dude has got to carry a quiver.” 
 
   Cush chuckled and looked over at his longtime friend. “I should have warned you that the humans these days aren’t quite like you remember them.” 
 
   “What do you mean by that?”  Elora asked.
 
   “Rin has been away a very long time from the human realm; he’s kept up his knowledge on the times, but that isn’t the same as actual human interaction. He isn’t accustomed to how outspoken the female population has become.” 
 
   Elora’s brow rose as she looked over the seat at Rin. “You like your woman silent, huh?”
 
   A wicked grin spread across Rin’s face. “I like my woman anyway she comes to me.” 
 
   Elora closed her eyes and shook her head. “I totally just walked right up into that one, didn’t I?” 
 
   “It was almost too perfect,” Rin agreed.
 
   “Okay, okay you think we’re weird. But you have to admit that there is something wrong with Sylvia,” Elora told them. “The Sylvia I know was full of life, and she was always up doing something, and she was smart and savvy and that…,” she pointed towards the house, “that person is none of those things.” 
 
   Elora didn’t miss the look Cush gave Rin. “What? What was that look you just gave him?” 
 
   “Might as well tell her. It’s not like she isn’t going to be your woman eventually and be privy to all our secrets,” Rin said as he sunk back into the seat with his arms folded across his chest. 
 
   Elora wanted to snicker at the jab Rin just gave Cush, but she had decided to be mature―for now.
 
   “I told you when we were in there that I felt the presence of magic, or more like the leftover, or residue of it.” Elora nodded, encouraging him to continue. “She hasn’t seen her daughter in months. She didn’t say anything about it. Based upon that, I would say that someone has done some stealing.” 
 
   “Stealing?” Elora said taken a back. She sucked in a sharp breath and her eyes widened. “You mean someone stole her memories?” 
 
   “Are we talking like Harry Potter type stealing?” Oakley asked from the driver’s seat.
 
   “Not exactly,” Cush answered, much to Elora’s surprise. He looked at her and shrugged. “I like Harry Potter.” 
 
   Elora just stared at him for a minute as if she were seeing him for the first time. Then she forced herself to deal with the matter at hand. “Okay, that’s a topic for later. So what you’re saying is someone, and by someone we all know it was one of Lorsan’s cronies, came and stole her memories—and probably Mr. Tate’s for that matter. What do they do with them? Are they on a shelf somewhere just chilling out with the other stolen memories?” 
 
   Rin chuckled. 
 
   “What?” Elora snapped. “It’s a valid question.” 
 
   “They are in the care of the one who stole them,” Cush answered in his maddeningly vague manner.
 
   “Just tell me this; are they carrying them around in a jar?” 
 
   “No,” Cush answered blandly. “They carry them in their mind.” 
 
   “Crap,” Elora huffed as she sank down into the seat, careful not to touch Cush sitting next to her. “Okay, I’ve got to eat before we get started saving everyone and putting the world back on its axis.”
 
   “I could eat.” “Food would be good.” Cush and Rin spoke at the same time. 
 
   “No comments on saving the world, huh?” Elora asked sarcastically.
 
   “I think it goes without saying that I and my sword are capable of saving the world,” Cush answered.
 
   Elora was struck mute by the sheer confidence he exuded. She was trying really hard to not want him, and if he wasn’t so self-assured, handsome, calm under pressure, and funny—in a totally unexpected way—she’d be doing alright. But he was all of those things and he kept saying things that threw her off balance. She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. Bad move genius, she told herself. Rule number one; do not look at the hotness. Okay, maybe this could work if she could just set up some ground rules for herself. She could call them: Rules to stay un-elfed. She mentally smiled at her made up title and then mentally kicked herself for basically have a conversation with herself, complete with laughing at her own jokes. She settled down into her seat without responding to his sharp, witty, and admittedly hilarious comment. 
 
   “Wake me when we get to the restaurant,” Elora said to no one in particular.
 
   “Elora, it will take all of five minutes to get to a place to eat,” Lisa pointed out.
 
   What Elora wanted to say was, that’s five minutes too many to be stuck in this ride with the only guy she had ever met that made her want to bat her eye lashes and giggle like a moron, but what she actually said was, “Five minutes of sleep is better than none.” Witty? No. Drama free? At least on the outside she was.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter4]Chapter 4
 
   “I feel like I’m sitting on the precipice of something great and potentially terrible. I don’t know what that something is, and for all I know I’m going to be shoved off of the edge, but I know that something is coming—something big. And for the first time, I have something worth losing. I’d be lying if I told you that I wasn’t scared because the truth is, I’m terrified. I’m terrified that I will let her down and her life will be the price.” ~Trik
 
    
 
    
 
   “I know for a fact that Syndra gave you your own room, Trik,” Cassie teased as she came out of the bathroom, freshly showered and looking much too innocent to be with the likes of him.
 
   He smiled suggestively as he lay sprawled across her bed, for her viewing pleasure of course. “Yes, but your room is so much nicer,” he teased back. She stopped just out of reach for him to grab her, which he was sure was her intent, and crossed her arms.
 
   “How is my room any nicer than yours?” She frowned at him and even her blasted frown was sexy.
 
   “Baby, I would think that would be obvious,” he paused and nearly laughed when she gave him an impatient huff. “Your room has you, while my room has a decidedly lack of you.” He watched as her cheeks flooded with heat and she fought her obvious desire to come to him.
 
   “Cassie, love, come here. I’ve always been a perfect gentlemen in the past, have I not?” 
 
   She tilted her head to the side and considered him. Finally, and with him almost shouting in victory, she shrugged and closed the remaining distance and climbed up on the bed. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her close to his body. He pushed his power out into the room, blowing out all of the candles.
 
   “Neat trick,” she giggled. 
 
   “This is where you belong,” he whispered to her. He felt her body gradually begin to relax and then her small hands covered his.
 
   “I’m ready for all of this to be over, for things to…,” she paused.
 
   “To what?” Trik prompted.
 
   “Well, I was going to say for them to go back to normal,” a small laugh escaped her. “But things will never really be normal again will they?” 
 
   “You could look at it as a new normal. Is it a bad change? Me, my world?” He wanted the answer, and at the same time, he was terrified of it.
 
   She didn’t answer right away and he didn’t go seeking out her answer in her mind. He wouldn’t invade her privacy without her permission, no matter how tempting it was.
 
   “No,” she finally answered. “It’s not a bad change. It is, however, a big change. I mean, I’m missing school right now that I know I’m going to have to make up. My parents are…well…crap, I don’t know how they are but I miss them.” 
 
   Trik propped himself up on an elbow so that he could look down at her. He pulled his hand out from under hers and reached up to trace her jaw line. “I know you do, and I will fix this, Cassie. You will be able to do whatever it is that you want to do. I will make it right.” He wanted to give her the world. He wanted to make her safe and happy but he had a feeling there would be much pain and strife before that happened.
 
   “You have the weight of a people on your shoulders and yet you are worrying about me?” Cassie asked as she stared up at him in the dark room. Light from the moon shone through the windows and cast a soft glow on her face. 
 
   “You’re mine, Cassie, my Chosen. I cannot do what it is I have to do without you.” He felt emotions that seemed to have been building all day begin to rush through him and he was nearly overwhelmed. He cupped her face and leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. He shouldn’t be lying here with the most incredibly sweet woman he’d ever met. He didn’t deserve her, and yet, he wouldn’t let her go, not ever.
 
   Cassie moaned as Trik kissed her. If there was one thing her assassin could do, it was kiss. His lips worked a spell over her as she parted her lips for him. The taste of him rushed into her and she pushed closer to him, needing to feel him against her—needing to know that she was safe and that Trik wouldn’t let anything happen to her. His arms wrapped around her and he rolled them so that she was on top of him. She laughed into their kiss at the quick motion, and when she opened her eyes, she saw his silver ones staring back at her.
 
   “You’re so beautiful, A’maelamin,” he whispered to her.
 
   She felt his hands run down her back and stop at the lowest point of the small of her back. She would like to say that she was feeling virtuous, but that would be a big, fat lie. She wiggled against him and Trik groaned and gripped her hips suddenly, holding her still.
 
   “You know what they say about those who play with fire?” Trik asked her in a dangerously low and utterly seductive voice.
 
   Cassie leaned down until her mouth was next to his ear. “That they’re begging to be burned?”
 
   Trik smacked her on the bottom–not too hard, but hard enough to get his point across. 
 
   “You have no idea how appealing you are even without trying, but then when you put some effort into it, damn woman, you are dangerous.” Trik nearly growled at her. She had to bite her lip to keep from smiling. She knew she shouldn’t be pleased with herself, but she was because Trik still wanted her.
 
   “What was that?” Trik’s brow drew together. “I promise, Cassie, I wasn’t listening but that was a really strong emotion, and you basically just screamed it at me. You thought I might not want you?” 
 
   Cassie tried to lay her forehead against his shoulder but he rolled her again until they were both on their sides and then raised her chin to look at him.
 
   “The way I acted while on Rapture, Trik, it was awful and it’s so embarrassing. The way I danced. Crap, I didn’t even know I had those moves in me.” 
 
   “Wanna show me?” Trik asked with a wink.
 
   She laughed. “I’m being serious.” 
 
   “A’maelamin, listen to me,” he waited until she was once again looking at his eyes. “Did you sleep with multiple men, together, or individually?”
 
   Cassie gasped, repulsed by what he was suggesting. “What? NO! Nothing like that.” 
 
   “Okay, so let me put it like this, even if you had, I would still want you. But all you’re telling me you did was some sexy dancing.”
 
   She stared at him, searching for any little crack in his armor of nonchalance. “So you’re not disgusted with me?” 
 
   Trik laughed. “Baby, I could roll you in tar and cover you in feathers and then drizzle slime all over you and still I would not be disgusted with you.”
 
   “Okay, that’s a little disturbing.” She smiled at his description.
 
   “I never claimed to be anything less.”
 
   She laughed and for that brief moment she felt a tiny amount of peace. “Thank you, Trik,” she told him seriously.
 
   “Awe, beautiful Cassie, there is nothing to thank me for. In fact, you should probably skewer me because even in your vulnerable state, I still desire to corrupt you in the most delicious of ways.” 
 
   She blushed and when he pressed his palm to her cheek and closed his eyes she was confused. Suddenly her mind was filled with thoughts and she gasped as she realized that these were definitely not her thoughts.
 
   The desire she felt for Trik was not even a spark compared to the yearning that he had for her. She felt her body heat from the tips of her toes to the top of her head and she wondered how he could walk around with that much going on inside of him. Finally, he pulled his hand away and he was breathing hard and Cassie realized, much to her surprise, so was she.
 
   “Whoa,” she murmured.
 
   Trik’s lips quirked up in a crooked smile. “I would say that was worthy of more than a whoa.”
 
   “How? I mean, whoa,” Cassie stumbled and tried to keep her words and voice steady. 
 
   Trik chuckled. “Let’s go to sleep, love. We can talk more about all of that after we are married, which needs to happen very, very soon.” 
 
   “You want me to sleep after you just showed me…,” she was cut off by his lips pressing to hers. She started to respond, but then quickly pulled back. “Um, okay, no kissing until after we’ve slept.”
 
   “Now you’re feeling just a taste of the need I feel for you.” He tucked her close against him and kissed her forehead. 
 
   Cassie snuggled into him and relished the safety she felt in his arms. “I love you, Trik,” she whispered.
 
   “Oh, Baby,” he crooned to her, causing her to smile, “I love you too.” 
 
   She pressed her face to his chest and absorbed his heat, breathed in his scent, and began to drift off to sleep.
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   “What about that book you have, Lisa?” Elora asked as they all sat gathered in their living room, a room that normally appeared to be average to large in size but that had now been dwarfed because of the two tall warriors which occupied it. 
 
   Lisa’s eyes shot over to Elora and then quickly back to Cush and Rin. “Um,” she began.
 
   “Mom?” Elora prompted.
 
   “Yes, well you see that book…it well…,” Lisa stumbled over her words as she twisted her hands in her lap nervously.
 
   “Mom, what’s wrong?” Oakley finally asked. “What book is Elora talking about?” 
 
   “Okay, based on your shady behavior,” Elora interrupted, “I’m going to guess that you think tweedledee and tweedledumb over here are going to hog tie you or something when they find out about your book. I assure you they are not.” She turned and looked at Cush and Rin. “Are you, boys?” She nearly laughed when Rin gave a quick shake of his head as if he were scared of her, a little human. Cush shook his head, albeit, with less enthusiasm.  “See? So, Lisa, tell me why that book freaks you out so much and this time tell me the truth.”
 
   Lisa let out a resigned sigh and sat back into the chair. She crossed her legs and chewed on her bottom lip for several seconds before she began to speak. “That book, as I told you before, is the Book of the Elves.” She paused and looked over at the two warriors. Sure enough, their eyes were as wide as dinner plates. She nodded at them in acknowledgement. “My mate gave it to me to hide.” There were several moments of silence before Elora finally spoke up.
 
   “Whoa, whoa, wait a second,” she said as she waved her hands at her mom. “I’m sorry but I could have sworn that you just said that your mate, not husband, but mate.”
 
   Lisa gave Elora one of her looks and Elora held her hands up in surrender.  “Okay, okay. I’ll shut up until you’re done, but I want it noted that I’m not happy.” 
 
   Oakley rolled his eyes. “When did she become such a drama queen?”
 
   Lisa chuckled. “Since the world went to hell in a hand basket, a new side of your sister has emerged. I kind of like it; she’s all spunky. It’s cute.”
 
   “I’m sitting right here.” Elora pointed to herself. “I can totally hear you.” 
 
   “As I was saying,” Lisa continued, “my mate gave it to me to hide from Lorsan, and then he was killed. Oakley, Elora, your father was a dark elf. There I said it. No more hiding.”
 
   “Bloody hell, did not see that coming,” Elora muttered as she stared wide–eyed at her mom. 
 
   “Me either,” Oakley agreed, dumbfounded.
 
   “After he died, it was safer that I sever ties with that world and so I raised you in the human realm, although Syndra and I kept in contact. She and I became allies and she helped shield the magic of the book to keep it hidden.” 
 
   “Um, putting aside for a second that you are claiming that my father is an…elf,” Oakley interrupted. “What’s in the book that is so dangerous?” Oakley asked.
 
   “Prophecies and history,” Cush replied solemnly. All their heads swung around to look at him. “Past and future—all contained in one book. What could be more dangerous? The one who holds the book holds the fate of the elves in his hands?” 
 
   “I can’t read most of it,” Lisa admitted. “It’s in your language. But my mate told me that it was imperative that Lorsan never get his hands on it. So we kept it hidden together for centuries, and then I continued to keep it hidden once he was gone.”
 
   There was silence and then Oakley nearly yelled. “Centuries?” 
 
   Lisa nodded her head slowly and then looked over at Elora who’d become quiet.
 
   “Oh, don’t mind me,” Elora told her when she noticed Lisa looking at her. “I’m still stuck on ‘your dad was a dark elf.’ So just, um…,” she flicked her hand at them, “just carry on.”
 
   “Um, sis, I think you need to get your head in the game because our mother just told us she has been keeping the book safe for centuries, as in plural.” 
 
   “It’s only been two and a half centuries, Oakley, don’t you go getting dramatic on me too,” Lisa told him with a sigh. 
 
   “You’re over 200 years old?” Cush asked her. 
 
   She nodded.
 
   “But how? You live in the human realm and your mate is dead.” 
 
   “There are ways,” Lisa told him noncommittally. She looked back at Elora then and her features softened. “Are you alright?” 
 
   “I just wish you had told me,” Elora said quietly. “Wait, so all that time that you acted like you hadn’t seen Syndra in her true form was a lie? Everything you said you didn’t know was just a lie? Wow, that’s just…I mean…I totally get that it was your secret to keep and that you have your reasons, and I’m not going to have some big meltdown or cry fest over this revelation because, drama or not, I don’t do cry fests.”
 
   “Do you breathe?” Rin laughed, “Because you nearly started turning blue in the face on that little tirade.” 
 
   Elora narrowed her eyes at him. “Watch it quiver carrier, you have to sleep sometime.”
 
   “I wanted to tell you,” Lisa interjected, “really I did, and there were so many times that I spoke with Syndra about it, and then when Cassie wound up being Trik’s Chosen, I nearly just spilled it all.”
 
   “Why didn’t you?” Oakley asked.
 
   “Fear, shame, and any other reason a parent can come up with for not telling their children the truth,” she answered sheepishly. “I just wanted you guys to have a normal life. I wanted you to grow up and get married and not worry about whether your love was going to be killed by a dark-elf king. A fat lot of good that did me, huh?” She smiled at both her kids and was relieved to see that there was no judgment in their eyes.
 
   “So I’m assuming that Lorsan killed our father? That he didn’t leave us when we were babies?” Elora asked.
 
   “Yes, but you should know that your father’s name wasn’t Ben Thomas.
 
   Lisa smiled and her eyes seemed to glaze over as her mind went back to another place in time. “His name was Steal.”
 
   Elora covered her mouth as she laughed. “Your man stole the elf book and his name was Steal?”  She looked over at Rin and Cush as she shook her head. “What is with you people and your messed up names?”
 
   A single brow on Cush’s face rose and his lips quirked as he looked at her. “You people?” he asked. “Don’t you mean our people?”
 
   “Dude, I might be half elf, but my name doesn’t mean butt pillow.”
 
   “Ouch,” Oakley laughed. “Is that why she calls you Cush?”
 
   Cush didn’t answer; he just continued to hold Elora’s stare. 
 
   “Okay you two, the sexual tension in this room is enough to strangle an elephant. How about we don’t make direct eye contact,” Lisa told them and though it was obvious she was teasing, it was also equally obvious that there was a tiny drop of seriousness in her admonishment.
 
   Elora finally broke eye contact with Cush and rubbed her hand across her face. Her mind felt like mush, her body ached, and though she wanted to know everything and anything there was to know about her dad, she also just wanted a shower and a bed. Now to figure out which of those wants was the greatest? 
 
   “Okay,” she said looking at Cush, “so you could probably read what’s in this elf book right?”
 
   Cush nodded.
 
   “And it might shed some light on how to open up the portals?”
 
   Cush shrugged, “I honestly do not know, but I suppose it could be a possibility.”
 
   “Well then, I say tomorrow we get this book and let you and Rin have a crack at it.”
 
   Oakley nodded. “I agree. We need to start somewhere and what better place than our history?”
 
   Lisa smiled at her son and then looked over at Elora who was also looking at her brother. “We?” she asked him.
 
   Oakley frowned. “Don’t think for a second that I’m letting you two do this alone.”
 
   “They won’t be alone,” Cush spoke up.
 
   Oakley rolled his eyes. “Dude, don’t even get me started on the other reasons I’m staying around, which has everything to do with you not knowing if you want my sister but knowing you can’t live without her. Sword, quiver, arrows, or whatever…if you hurt my sister, I will take you out.”
 
   Elora tried not to laugh, but seeing her computer nerd brother tell an elfin warrior that he was going to take him out was nearly too much.
 
   “Okay, Oakley, that’s enough.” Elora stood up and walked over to him and gave him a hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.
 
   “I really will kill him if he hurts you,” he whispered back.
 
   Elora pulled back and looked up into his sober eyes. “I believe you,” she told him finally and then turned and headed towards her room. “Night,” she called out over her shoulder without bothering to look back. She was drained. Her head hurt; her emotions were raw and she felt like every nerve in her body had been exposed to the elements, and she was ready to be alone.
 
   She took a quick shower, brushed her teeth, put on her favorite black tank top and gray sweats, and climbed into her bed. Just as she was drifting off to sleep, she heard a soft knock on her door. She knew it was one of two people. It was either her mom coming to check on her, in which case she didn’t feel like doing the whole mom–daughter I love you scene, or it was Cush. And she didn’t have a clue what he wanted and, at the moment, she was so tired that she didn’t really care. So she ignored the knocking and let herself drift off to sleep.
 
    
 
   Cush stood listening to her breath on the other side of her closed door. He could tell that she wasn’t quite asleep yet, which meant that she had chosen to ignore his knock. This both irritated and amused him. He didn’t know why he had sought her out. Maybe it was to make sure she was okay after learning that her father was a dark elf and that her mother had lied to her her entire life. Those seemed like pretty big pieces of information for a person to learn, and a part of him worried that she was in her room alone dealing with this new information without any support. He didn’t want a Chosen—but she was his, and he hated the idea of her hurting, and he wanted to be the one to comfort her. 
 
   “Get a grip, man,” he growled at himself as he finally walked away from her door, accepting that she wasn’t going to answer. He went back to the room that Lisa had given him and Rin to share and found that his comrade was already snoring softly, sound asleep, which was well and good since he wasn’t in the mood to hear his little remarks about how he couldn’t get around fate. Rin had already shared his two cents with him about how Elora was his Chosen and he should be embracing it, not fighting it. When Cush didn’t respond to that, Rin dove right into the do you know how many warriors would take your place argument, which had made Cush want to kill something. 
 
   Yes, he was well aware of how many men would be happy to find their Chosen and even more ecstatic to see that it was Elora—
 
   beautiful, exotic, sexy, Elora. He huffed as he undressed and climbed into the bed that was entirely too small. But then he had volunteered to come on this little mission so he couldn’t very well complain. He closed his eyes and immediately her face popped into his mind. His eyes snapped back open and he stared up at the white ceiling. He didn’t know how long he lay there fighting his instincts, his need to go to her, before he finally drifted off into a fitful sleep. 
 
    
 
   Lisa sat on the edge of her bed. Her heart was heavier than it had been in a very long time. Talking about Steal had dredged up old pains and finally telling Oakley and Elora about their father had worn her out. Most days she tried to forget, but then most days she failed miserably because you don’t forget your Sh’mai. In fact, most don’t even go on once they lose their mate. But she had Oakley and Elora to take care of after Steal died. She didn’t have the luxury of curling up in a ball and turning her back on the world. She had to keep living. She had to live and give their children lives that would make the sacrifice he made worth it. 
 
   She hadn’t told them everything. She had nearly bit through her tongue as she waited for them to ask her how he had died, but somehow that question had not popped up―yet. She knew it would be coming and she dreaded having to answer it, dreaded seeing the hurt in Elora’s eyes.  How do you tell your daughter that her best friend’s mate killed her dad? 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter5]Chapter 5
 
   “It would be nice to be able to set ourselves apart from the human race, to be able to say that we are superior in some way no matter how great or small. But the truth is, we are more alike than many of my kind would want to admit. We love, we hate, we fight, we fall apart, and we try to get back up again. I can only hope that as we move forward to a new time in our history, we will prove to be as willing to change as I’ve witnessed the humans to be. I can only hope that we will not fall victim to pride and greed.” ~Syndra
 
    
 
    
 
   “Is that everyone?” Trik asked.
 
   “Yes, the entire light-elf kingdom. We’ve assembled everyone in the main courtyard,” Tamsin told him as they stood staring out into crowd from the second story window.
 
   Trik’s eyes scanned over the faces and he prayed silently that he didn’t recognize anyone, because if he did, then that more than likely meant he had killed someone related to them. 
 
   “It’s a good turn out,” Tamsin said no doubt trying to sound optimistic. 
 
   Trik nodded but didn’t remark.
 
   “Quit your fretting, Triktapic,” Syndra said as she walked briskly into the room. “You are the rightful king, and they will either accept it or not.”
 
   Trik wanted to growl but he just gritted his teeth instead. “I don’t know why all of you insist on thinking that I’m somehow frightened of these people. I’m still Triktapic, dark-elf assassin. I may not be quite as vicious as I once was, but I didn’t just suddenly become a pansy overnight.”
 
   Cassie, who had come in just behind Syndra, slipped her arms around his waist and laid her head against his chest. Without thought his arms encircled her and pulled her closer against him. 
 
   “I think that’s how you should start your speech,” Cassie teased.
 
   “What? With, ‘hey just so you know, I’m not suddenly a pansy?’” 
 
   She laughed and he soaked up the sweet sound, knowing that times for laughter would be few and far between in the coming days. 
 
   “You have to admit that it’s catchy.” 
 
   Trik pulled back so that he could look down at her face. Her beauty, so much more than skin deep, left him breathless. As her eyes danced with mischief and her lips twitched with barely contained humor, he was momentarily speechless. She tilted her head to the side in question.
 
   “You’re breathtaking,” he explained. “All you have to do is stand there and breathe and the earth beneath my feet moves.” He watched as heat flared up her cheeks and they darkened to a deep red. He trailed a finger across her flushed cheek and grinned at her. “I love you,” he told her simply.
 
   Her breath caught as she looked up at him, and he knew she could see just how much he meant those words, just how desperately he felt them. 
 
   “I know,” she answered, “and I love you.”
 
   Trik leaned down and pressed his lips to hers. He didn’t allow himself to linger because Cassie was a temptation that he did not resist well. When he broke the kiss he took her hand in his but took a step back putting some space between their bodies. He looked over at Tamsin who was studiously staring out into the crowd, his own Chosen by his side.
 
   Trik took a deep breath and let it out before he spoke. “Let’s do this.” He turned and headed for the door, towing Cassie alongside him. The time for thinking and worrying had past and now he knew it was time to take action. Regardless of the outcome, regardless of the coming reactions from his fellow elves, it was time for his people to be reintroduced to their king.
 
    
 
   Cassie’s stomach danced to the tune of a thousand butterfly wings as they stepped out into the courtyard. Even though she stood at Trik’s side, she still felt vulnerable and exposed. She wasn’t afraid for her own safety. No, she feared for Trik’s, and she knew that if he was listening to her thoughts he would be picking up on that fear loud and clear. She followed closely behind him as he climbed the steps of a pedestal that would allow him to see out over the loud gathering and allow them to see him. 
 
   “Stop your fretting, Love. You can handle this.” She heard Trik’s voice in her mind and the warmth of that closeness was enough to settle her nerves. Whatever they would face, it would be side by side, together. They were no longer alone; Trik was no longer alone.
 
   “Never again, Cassie,” he confirmed her thoughts and she looked up at him and smiled. He turned to face the crowd and she felt him pull a measure of power into his body. As she had seen him do before, he released the glory that was his kingship and took on all of the power bestowed upon him by the Forest Lords. He seemed to grow in size and he radiated light and warmth. The murmuring that had been rippling across the crowd suddenly stopped. Cassie swore that the utter silence was so complete that everyone assembled could hear her heart beating in her chest.
 
   “Behold,” a deep booming voice rang out from beside Cassie. She hadn’t realized that Tamsin and Syndra had joined them. “The Forest Lords have seen fit to reappoint the rightful king over all the Elven race. He once commanded your loyalty. And we rebelled, thus driving him to his own rebellion. At that time, the Forest Lords stripped him of his royalty and exiled him. He was to remain exiled until such a time that he found the other half of his soul, his Chosen, the one being who could draw him back to the light. Such a time has come.” Tamsin paused. Cassie thought it must be for emphasis and it was working because they were riveted. She was riveted. 
 
   “The Forest Lords have brought back our king! I give him my fealty; I pledge to him my loyalty. The Forest Lords have brought our king a mate, his appointed queen. I give her my fealty; I pledge to her my loyalty. All hail King Triktapic and Queen Cassandra!”
 
   Utter silence followed Tamsin’s speech. Cassie waited with baited breath. She wondered if the elves would be able to exonerate Trik of his past or if it would forever taint his leadership.
 
   There was a sudden clap of thunder and clouds that had not been there moments ago began pouring across the sky. She looked up at the sky and then out at the people who looked as nervous as she felt. She glanced at Trik, but he looked as confident as ever.
 
   “The Forest Lords,” he murmured to her and then nodded with his head . She followed the motion and saw the crowd begin to part. She watched in awe as three beings that appeared to be made of light walked toward them. They stopped a good twenty feet away and then turned to address the crowd who immediately dropped to their knees.
 
   “You would bow before your creators and humble yourselves because you are the created. And yet you will not bow before the leader your creators have given to you?”  Cassie was surprised to hear that the voice that carried out over the crowd was three separate voices, speaking in perfect unison. 
 
   “Should we remind you of your own wicked ways? Should we outline the shortcomings of each person assembled here today? Or would you rather we forgave your insolence and loved you despite your flaws? There is an evil that is rising, a darkness that seeks to destroy anything good and pure. We have chosen Triktapic, just as we did in the beginning, to shepherd, lead, love, care for, and protect our creation—you, the Elfin race. His faults are many and his sins as numerous as the stars in the sky, but he is ours and we have humbled him and chosen to exalt him because you will need him. You will need his strength, his stubborn tenacity, and quick intelligence. You will need his queen, the woman we have given to him as his Chosen. You will need her love, her compassion, and strength of character. For before the end, you will be tested beyond what you think you can bear. Hear us now! Stand fast. Do not give in and do not let evil have a foothold. Let go of any ill will you hold in your heart and choose to move forward. Because if you do not, you will perish and your enemies will triumph.” The Forest Lords turned and faced Cassie and Trik and she felt the full force of their light. Her knees bent of their own accord and she knelt beside Trik, who also had fallen to his knees.
 
   “Triktapic, you have done well. Continue on in your pursuit and crush your enemy before he can destroy humankind. Cassandra, be strong and know that you were created for great things. Triktapic will need you and you will need him. Do not let anything come between you. We bless your union and you will be fruitful in time and we will be with you and your offspring. We have chosen you both, two souls united at last to save two races. Hail King Triktapic and Queen Cassandra!” Their voices filled the courtyard and a roar of approval went up as the Forest Lords vanished before their eyes.
 
   Trik pulled Cassie to her feet and looked out at the people, his people. There were so many things in their faces, but the one universal thing he saw was hope.
 
   “I am not worthy to be your king,” he told them. “But I will strive to be. I will never again walk away from the duty given me, and I will never again tolerate darkness to reign in my heart or the heart of our race.” The crowd cheered and Trik felt his heart swell. “The Forest Lords have told you that a great evil is coming, and I’m here to tell you that it is already here knocking on our door. Lorsan, the dark-elf king, has grown so power hungry that he seeks to enslave the human race through a drug called Rapture. He is already dispensing it through the casinos he owns in the human realm and already lives are being destroyed. He has also somehow blocked the portals so that there is no way for us to get to the human realm. King Tamsin and I have been attempting to come up with a plan for how to move forward, and we agree on at least one thing—we cannot sit and wait for Lorsan to make the next move. We must attack. We must be offensive if we wish to win this war and that is exactly what it is—a war.” Trik paused and looked over to Tamsin who gave him a slight nod.
 
   “Any of you who can fight, you are needed. Any of you who can make weapons, you are needed. Any of you who are breathing…” A soft chuckled rippled through the crowd. “You are needed.” He looked into their faces, making eye contact with many of his people, imploring them with his spirit to stand up for their rights and freedom.
 
   “I will fight.” A tall male elf stepped forward and looked up at them. His eyes met Cassie’s and he bowed his head. “My Queen, I give you my fealty. I pledge you my loyalty.” He turned then to Trik and bowed his head and repeated the words to him. Trik nodded to him and reached down to grasp his forearm in a warrior’s handshake.
 
   “Thank you, brother,” Trik told him and he hoped he conveyed just how much he meant it.
 
    
 
   Cassie didn’t know how long they stood there as one after another the light elves pledged themselves to the king and queen. She was slightly overwhelmed as she reminded herself that she was the queen that they were bowing before, and that thought brought on a whole new set of worries as she considered the responsibility that she would now hold. A few months ago all I had to manage was to get to class on time, she thought as yet another person knelt before her, and I had trouble with that. Now I have to figure out a way to save two races of people and destroy an evil elf king? Piece of cake, she snorted to herself and then bit her lip when Trik looked at her from the corner of his eye.
 
   She reached over and took his hand and wanted to sigh at the comfort the touch brought her.
 
   “Sorry, just having a mini freak-out moment,” she told him. Her favorite smirk twitched at his lips and she suddenly wished that they weren’t standing before the light-elf race. Could she be any more inappropriate? she wondered.
 
   “I could help you with that,” Trik’s velvet voice caressed her insides and she had to release his hand to get him out of her head. She let out a deep breath and smiled at the woman who stood up after just having pledged her loyalty. Cassie nodded to her and shook her hand and then realized that she was the last one. She wondered if it would be totally shameless of her to do a happy dance, and then decided, yes, yes it would.
 
   “Thank you,” Trik told the crowd. “You humble me with your words and your willingness to put your lives on the line. We will begin training tomorrow morning. All those going into battle please meet here at dawn. Syndra will be in charge of the construction of weapons, so all those who will be assisting her will meet in the great hall.” 
 
   He turned then and looked at Cassie. She suddenly realized that he wanted her to address the assembled elves. Somehow she managed to avoid an all-out panic attack. Cassie cleared her throat and smiled what she hoped was a genuine smile. She looked out at all of the unknown faces and reminded herself that all of these people put their pants on the same way she did, or at least she hoped they did. “As Trik has said, I too want to tell you thank you. Thank you for accepting me as your own, for welcoming me, and for being willing to fight for my race as well as your own. I will stand with you and fight with you,” Cassie felt pride swelling in her chest as she continued to talk and realized that they weren’t just words, they were truth. “I will lead you, serve you, and do whatever I need to in order for the Elfin race to prosper. I will strive to be the kind of queen you deserve and, with your help, we will become the people the Forest Lords intended us to be.”
 
   A thunder of applause went up as they cheered her and she knew that she was grinning like an idiot, but she didn’t care because she wanted these people to be safe and healthy, just as she wanted the human race to be safe and healthy. And she realized maybe for the first time just how much she was willing to give up to see those things happen. 
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   “You’re a natural,” Trik told her as he ran a brush through her hair. She closed her eyes and focused on his fingers brushing across her neck as he gathered her blonde locks into his large palm. 
 
   “A natural dork?” she only half joked.
 
   “We already knew you were a dork, Cassie. I meant you’re a natural leader. The people soaked you up like you were the last bit of rain they would get for years. You were spellbinding.” 
 
   The awe in his voice had Cassie turning to look at him. She saw his silver eyes nearly glowing as he brought her hair to his face and sniffed deeply of her.
 
   She grinned. “That’s sort of creepy.” 
 
   “Maybe,” he agreed nonchalantly, “but then you knew when I told you I would stalk you for the rest of your life that I was creepy. What’s a little hair sniffing compared to that?”
 
   Cassie threw her head back and laughed at his words. What made it funnier was that it was true. He would stalk her even if she said she didn’t want him. She looked at his incredibly handsome face, his shiny, black as night hair and his silver eyes and thought she’d be crazy to not want him. He had a presence about him that drew her like a magnet to metal. He called to her and she longed to be close to him. Okay so maybe she was just as creepy as he was.
 
   “I realized while I was standing there talking that everything I was saying was true.”
 
   “Well, it’s always good to make sure that what you are saying is true,” Trik teased her.
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I just mean I finally realized how much I want this—how much I want you.”
 
   Trik’s eyes snapped up and he perked up from his lounging position on the bed. “Finally realized?” 
 
   She nodded and then turned so that she was fully facing him, causing her hair to slip through his fingers and fall away from his hand.
 
   “I’ve known that I wanted you, Trik, but I didn’t know if I wanted the whole elf-kabob.” 
 
   Trik laughed. “Elf-kabob?”
 
   She let out a frustrated sigh. “I’m not saying this right. Okay, basically I guess I realize that I’m needed and I’m where I’m supposed to be.”
 
   “I get what you’re saying, Love. And I’m glad that you want to be here, that you want me and my elf-kabob.”
 
   Cassie grabbed a pillow and hit him as he laughed. “That’s not what I meant and you know it, Triktapic.” 
 
   “It sure sounded to me like you were saying you wanted my ka-bob.” He was laughing so hard now that he no longer tried to block her pillow shots. Instead, he rolled and grabbed her around the waist and continued to roll until they rolled right off the bed. Cassie squealed until the air was knocked out of her as they hit the floor.
 
   “Umph!” Trik grunted as she landed on top of him. 
 
   “Trik!” 
 
   “Cassie!” he repeated in the same outraged voice. “Why are we hollering out each other’s names if we aren’t in the throes of passion?”
 
   “Ugh!” Cassie groaned. “You are incorrigible.”
 
   Trik reached up and held her face in both of his hands forcing her to look at him. Her breath caught in her lungs as she saw the raw emotion where only moments ago humor had been.
 
   “So you will stay with me, be my wife, my queen, my Chosen?” he asked her seriously.
 
   Cassie felt as if all the air had been sucked from her lungs, and the only thing that could put it back was the man before her. His large, warm hands, capable of destroying, held her face gently as he earnestly awaited her answer. 
 
   “I will,” she finally told him. Deep inside of her, she knew that such a proclamation should feel heavy, like maybe the weight of a supernatural race had just been laid across her shoulders. But for some reason, she actually felt lighter. As soon as the words left her mouth and the intent filled her heart, she knew she was fulfilling her destiny, her role in this world, and lucky for her it just happened to be at the side of the sexiest, albeit deadliest, elf assassin ever. But you wouldn’t hear her complaining.
 
   Trik pulled her face down to his and placed a tender kiss on her lips. 
 
   “I love you,” he breathed out and the warmth of his breath poured over her face. She wanted to crawl inside that warmth and wrap herself up and then wiggle around in the utter joy of it. “You think the strangest things sometimes,” he whispered to her as he listened to her thoughts.
 
   Cassie rolled her eyes. “I can only imagine what a stroll through your mind would look like.”
 
   “I’m an open book, Baby,” he winked, “at least to you that is. You can take a leisurely stroll through the bowels of my mind anytime you want.” 
 
   She laughed. “I don’t think I want to stroll the bowels of anything.” She yawned then and wished not for the first time that she had Trik’s energy level. She could get so much more done if she didn’t have to sleep.
 
   “Time for you to get your beauty sleep,” Trik murmured to her as he sat up. Quite a feat since she was sprawled across him. He shifted her in his lap so that he could carry her and stood with no effort at all. She wrapped her arms around his neck and laid her head on his shoulder as he carried her back to the bed. 
 
   After he got her situated under the covers, he started to move away from the bed and Cassie’s eyes popped open. “You aren’t going to stay?” she asked, suddenly panicked over the idea of Trik not with her.
 
   His brow furrowed as he looked at her, trying to search for the source of her insecurity. He took in her suddenly alert and nervous state and immediately returned to her side. “You know me better than that love,” he crooned to her as he brushed her hair from her face. “You and I will always share a bed, day or night.” He grinned wickedly at her. “Now tell me why you freaked at the idea of me leaving you?”
 
   Cassie tried to duck her head but Trik wasn’t having it. He placed a finger under her chin and gently raised it so that she was looking at him. “Talk to me, Cassie.”
 
   She let out an exaggerated sigh and flung herself back against the headboard. “I don’t know why, okay?” she nearly whined. “For some reason, every now and then I just have these little, minor moments of irrational clinginess.”
 
   “Irrational clinginess,” he repeated and it sounded so much more ridiculous coming from his mouth.
 
   Cassie frowned at him. “Don’t judge my choice of words, quiver boy,” she growled which only caused Trik to laugh.
 
   “Kitten and her claws,” he chuckled.
 
   “Just promise, you will sleep with me tonight,” she implored him with what she knew was a whine but she just didn’t have the energy to care.
 
   “Oh, how I have longed to hear you say those words,” Trik groaned as he peeled his shirt over his head. 
 
   “Uh, Trik, I was…I meant…not…,” she stammered as she took in his very chiseled, very muscled, very lick-able physique. 
 
   He pulled back the covers and climbed in next to her and wrapped an arm around her waist pulling her down next to him. She was still sputtering when he used his power to put out the lights.
 
   “You’re just too easy, Baby,” he teased her as he tucked her in close to him. “And yes, I do wish that meant being easy in multiple ways, not just easy to tease. Now go to sleep. We have a busy life ahead of us, and I don’t need you falling asleep when I save the world.”
 
   She couldn’t stop the school girl giggle that bubbled out of her. He always knew exactly what to say and exactly what to do to put her at ease. Awesome, freaking elf boyfriend, she thought to herself with a mental snort. 
 
   “Yes, I am,” he murmured against her neck where he had buried his face.“Now go to sleep. You can think about my awesomeness tomorrow.”
 
   Though she was smiling to herself, she let out a huff. “Is it me or has the bossiness gotten worse since you got your crown?”
 
   Trik pinched her butt, drawing a yelp and then giggle from her. “Woman,” Trik growled low, “go to sleep, or I will find a way to exhaust you until you can sleep.”
 
   Cassie stilled instantly.
 
   “That’s what I thought,” Trik rumbled.
 
   Still grinning, she wrapped her arms around the one he had stretched over her stomach and snuggled back into him. His warmth enveloped her in a cocoon of love, and as his lips pressed against her neck, she felt her heart swell and wondered if Dr. Seuss had it right when The Grinch’s heart grew from love. She felt as if her own heart was going to burst straight out of her chest. As she finally drifted off to sleep, she let go of her worries, let go of her fear, and embraced the hope that had been set before them today in the form of a people willing to forgive their king and fight for a world they didn’t belong to.
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter6]Chapter 6
 
   “Note to self: Laugh about the idea of a soul mate because really the joke is on you. Meanwhile, the powers that orchestrated this little fiasco are laughing their asses off while you try to keep from jumping his bones and he tries to keep from killing everything that breathes too closely to you. Ahh, good times.” ~Elora
 
    
 
    
 
   “We ready to do this?” Elora asked as she poured herself a glass of milk. She rubbed her head absently, trying to push away the dull ache that had taken up residency there.
 
   “Are you alright?” Cush asked her as he watched her from his leaned position against the wall.
 
   Elora glanced over to him, her glass frozen in mid raise to her mouth. “Uh, I suppose so. I’ve got a little bit of a headache and the world is going to pot because of some liquid poison and a delusional elf king, but otherwise I’m peachy keen.”
 
   Oakley let out a derisive snort as he looked from her to Cush. Elora chose to ignore it, not that it was hard since Cush had suddenly pushed away from the wall and was walking towards her with a frown plastered on his beautiful face.
 
   “You have a headache?” he asked her and the concern that shown in his eyes melted her heart. 
 
   Damn hormones, she thought, knowing full well it had nothing to do with her hormones, or almost nothing. 
 
   “We don’t get headaches,” he told her.
 
   Elora’s head tilted back to look up at him. “Ever?” she asked skeptically.
 
   “Can you ever remember being sick?” 
 
   Elora thought for a moment and then thought some more. Her eyes widened as she realized the answer to his question. “How have I never noticed that?” She looked over to Lisa who was sitting on the counter, looking more like a teen than a mom. “Am I that dense?”
 
   Lisa laughed. “No, Elora, you just didn’t think about it because it wasn’t something we ever brought up. No one was ever sick in our house.”
 
   “But Cassie’s been sick before,” she argued.
 
   Cush took a step closer to her, obviously not liking the fact that she wasn’t giving him her full attention. “The point is that you shouldn’t have a headache.”
 
   “Point or not, the fact is…,” she snapped, “is that I have a headache. So instead of standing there glaring at me for having something that I can’t control, how about you get me a Tylenol, Motrin or a hammer.”
 
   He tilted his head at her.
 
   “Don’t do it,” Oakley muttered.
 
    “Why would you need a hammer?” Cush asked ignoring her brother who was now shaking his head.
 
   Elora grinned at him and cocked a hip out to the side as she crossed her arms in front of her. “Because then I could hit you with it and your head would hurt too.”
 
   Cush’s lips tightened. “And what would that accomplish? You’d still have a headache.”
 
   “Misery loves company, Elf Boy.” She winked at him and then gulped down her milk. Leaving him in his stunned silence she walked around him and smiled at her brother who was chuckling under his breath. “Alright people, let’s get this show on the road. We have a book to translate, portals to open, and lives to save. No time for dilly dallying.”
 
   “Who is she and where did my sister go?” Oakley asked Lisa.
 
   Lisa smiled. “She’s still her, but now she has that,” she pointed at Cush who was staring after Elora, “to contend with, and it’s bringing out her spunky side.”
 
   “You say spunky, I say horny, but who am I to mince words?” Oakley joked.
 
   Cush glanced at him from the corner of his eye.
 
   Oakley shrugged. “Just calling it like I see it. You might want to make sure to lock your bedroom door at night or you might find yourself being mauled by a half elf.”
 
   “She just said she wanted to hit me with a hammer,” Cush pointed out dryly.
 
   “To Elora, that’s foreplay,” Oakley retorted just as dryly. Rin who had been quietly listening to everything spewed orange juice everywhere at Oakley’s declaration.
 
   Lisa laughed as she tossed him a wet sponge. “He’s just kidding, Cush,” she paused and then looked back at Oakley, “sort of.”
 
   Cush shook his head and muttered under his breath as he turned and followed after Elora. “Let’s go get this book and do what needs to be done,” he nearly growled.
 
    
 
   Lisa smacked Oakley’s arm as they followed behind Cush. “She’s going to kill you when she finds out you said that.”
 
   Oakley smiled, not the least bit remorseful. “Naw, she’ll give me her evil stink eye and I might need to hide my toothbrush for a while, but in private she’ll wish she could have seen Cush’s face when I told him.”
 
   Rin chuckled. “I need to come to the human realm more often; you guys are extremely entertaining.”
 
   “You might be disappointed in other humans,” Lisa told him as they climbed into the van. “They aren’t all as amusing as Elora and her hammer.”
 
    
 
   “What about my hammer?” Elora piped up at the mention of her name.
 
   “You’re not getting a damn hammer,” Cush growled.
 
   Elora turned to look at Oakley and Rin as they both let out rumbles of laughter and Lisa grinned at her. Elora looked over at an obviously irritated Cush and then back to her mom. 
 
   “I don’t get it,” she finally said.
 
   Cush looked at her and she saw something in his eyes that stirred up the ever present butterflies. She swallowed hard and tried to keep from fanning herself as desire poured off of him in waves threatening to drown her.
 
   “There’s nothing to get; just know that you aren’t getting a hammer,” he spoke slowly and his deep voice vibrated in his chest.
 
   “He’s afraid you’ll try to bang him with it,” Oakley blurted out.
 
   Elora slapped a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing but she couldn’t stop her shoulders from shaking. She looked up at Oakley who was driving and trying to explain to a confused Rin why his statement was so outrageous. She saw the moment Rin got it, like a light bulb being switched on his face lit up and laughter rolled out of him like red carpet at the Oscars. She lost it then.
 
    
 
    
 
   Cush stood in Lisa’s office watching as she climbed up on a counter and reached deep into the recesses of a cabinet. She pulled a thick book from the cabinet and then turned and knelt down holding it out to him. As he reached for it her eyes caught his. “He will kill for this book,” she warned him.
 
   Cush took the book from her. “Then let’s make sure he doesn’t find out we have it,” he responded firmly.
 
   She hopped off the counter and then motioned for him to have a seat at her desk. Once settled, he opened the book and the pages crackled with age. The words on the pages jumped out at him immediately as the language of his people whispered in his mind. This book was full of magic and power. He could feel it in his fingers. As he flipped the pages, sharp tingles reverberated up into his hand and wrist.
 
   “This is old magic,” he said softly and his deep voice seemed to bounce off the walls of the quiet room. “Ancient magic.” His eyes caught on a sentence and he flipped back to the page that had drawn his attention. He pulled the book closer and began to read.
 
   “The Forest Lords set forth three portals that did not require a reflection in order to be traveled through. These are known as the master portals and control every portal between the elfin realm and the human realm. When one of these portals is closed, then they all close.”
 
   “Not to point out the obvious,” Oakley spoke up from his perch on the end of the desk, “but we sort of figured that part out. Is there anything that tells how to open them?”
 
   Cush’s lips tightened as he glanced over at Oakley. “Patience.”
 
   “Not my thing,” Oakley retorted.
 
   Elora stepped forward and pushed her brother off the edge of the desk and away from the glowering elf. “That’s enough,” she told them both. “Oakley, quit trying to irritate Cush. And Cush, quit looking at my brother like you’re going to sew his lips shut.”
 
   “Not a bad idea,” Cush told her with a nonchalant shrug.
 
   Elora honed in on him with her purple gaze. “Neither is world peace, but it ain’t happening so don’t get your hopes up.” She pointed back at the book as if to say get on with it.
 
   Cush fought back the smile that wanted to spread across his face at her surly banter because he didn’t want to find her attractive, or cute, or sexy, and yet as she glared at him in all her dark glory, that’s exactly what he felt. He looked back down at the pages before him, shaking off the thoughts of what he didn’t want, but did want, but didn’t know what to do about, and focused on the words before him.
 
   He read in silence, flipping page after page, feeling the magic intensify at times only to then abate. Every now and then he would see someone shift out of the corner of his eye but no one ever interrupted him as he read. His eyes moved quickly and his mind translated the language as he searched for anything that would help them with any part of their dilemma. Then he found something.
 
   “Bingo,” he muttered.
 
   “Bingo? What’s Bingo?” Elora perked up at the sound of Cush’s voice after what felt like hours of silence. She looked at him expectantly.
 
   He cleared his throat before he began to read aloud again.
 
   “If a master portal is closed, the only way for the portals to be opened again is by a blood offering from the one who closed them.”
 
   Elora scoffed. “Of course they can only be opened by some psycho elf in another realm, because why on earth would we want this to be doable. Where would the fun in that be?”
 
   Cush ignored her mini-rant and continued to scan the page. “Loophole.” He grinned up at her but quickly looked away when he saw the way her lips parted and her eyes widened at his grin. “It says the portals can also be opened by the willing sacrifice of a servant.”
 
   “You mean one of the dark elves would have to sacrifice themselves?” Elora asked.
 
   “It just says a willing sacrifice. It doesn’t say it has to be their life,” Cush points out.
 
   “Well that’s a little more doable,” she said as she pulled her long, dark hair up into a ponytail securing it with a rubber band from her wrist. She lowered her arms and propped her hands on her waist and chewed on her bottom lip as she thought. “Now we just need to find a sacrificial lamb amongst the dark elves in the human realm.” She looked at her mom and then to Cush and smiled. “You know what this means?”
 
   “Uh, what?” Oakley asked blankly.
 
   “Vegas baby!” she whooped.
 
   “What’s in Las Vegas?”
 
   “From what Cassie told me, it’s the dark-elf capital of the world.”
 
   “And do you really believe you can get a dark elf to willingly give a sacrifice to open the portals?” he countered.
 
   Elora shrugged. “Everyone has a price.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Elora tapped her chin with her finger as she stared into her closet. She had already packed all the mundane items needed for traveling but she knew she needed something with a little swagger; they were going to Sin City after all. Her mind drifted to Cassie and she felt a twist of regret in her gut that her best friend wouldn’t be with her to see the bright lights of Vegas in all their blaring glory. 
 
   “What’s your price, Little Raven?” A deep voice rumbled from her doorway startling her from her thoughts.
 
   She turned slowly, giving herself time to compose herself, to see Cush standing in all his Elfin warrior glory. His hair was pulled back and in its long braid down his back, and the band that he wore around his head should have looked feminine, but instead it made him appear regal without diminishing any of his masculinity. His green vest molded to his chest. Brown pants outlined powerful legs and the boots were like icing on the cake—dude was hot. She would love to say that her breath didn’t catch, or that her heart didn’t do some ridiculous girly flip, or that the damn butterflies weren’t doing the tango in her stomach again, but the fact of the matter was that she was over the freaking moon for the guy. And there he was, standing there, staring at her with those eyes and that mouth and, get a grip, she growled to herself. 
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked cautiously.
 
   He took a step inside and let his eyes wander over the room. She knew that her room didn’t exactly resemble that of a typical teenage girl. It was dark and edgy, just like her. Where some girls might have One Direction, gag me, she thought, hanging on their walls, she had Bram Stoker’s Dracula. And where some girls might have cozy flannel sheets, she had black satin. 
 
   His eyes finally made their way back to her and she was still drinking in the tall glass of elf chardonnay.
 
   “Show me what the humans see,” she said suddenly very curious as to what his human guise was. He tilted his head to the side, obviously surprised by her request, but then suddenly standing before her was a guy who appeared to be around twenty with short blond hair and light blue eyes, which weren’t glowing as they had previously been. His clothes altered just a tad, the vest becoming a shirt and the boots no longer laced over the outside of the pants. Then the image was gone.
 
   Her first thought was she liked the short hair but then another thought occurred to her as his elfin form reemerged. “Why was Syndra able to keep her form hidden from me if I’m half elf?”
 
   “Syndra is royalty,” he told her simply as if that answered all her questions.
 
   “Must be nice,” Elora mumbled as she continued to stare at the masculine perfection that was so out of place in her room.
 
   “You never answered me,” she told him. “What did you mean ‘what’s my price?’”
 
   Cush stared at her and she began to wonder if he was going to answer. When he finally did, it was not what she expected.
 
   “I never thought I’d find you,” he said through gritted teeth and she could tell he was holding back emotion that threatened to boil over. “I thought I could be happy without you, that my life had plenty of meaning and purpose without you. But now I….” He shook his head in frustration and pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   Elora crossed her arms in front of her and looked at him with a single brow raised. “But now you see how freaking amazing I am and you just can’t see yourself without me?” she asked sarcastically, wishing that she didn’t really want him to feel that exact way. 
 
    “You’re my Chosen, Elora.” Cush’s voice was so low that she had to strain just to hear him. His body was rigid with control as he stood proud before her in her bedroom. “Of all the places you could be, you’re here—best friend to the Chosen of the king.” He let out a huff of laughter that sounded anything but humored. “A Chosen.” He took two quick steps and was suddenly standing right in front of her. His eyes glowed as they bore into hers and her breath caught at the unbridled passion she saw there and she wondered how they didn’t both go up in flames. “My Chosen, right here in front of me. A Chosen I can’t have,” he murmured as he reached out and caressed her cheek. Elora tried not to press into his hand but the temptation was too great, like a moth seeking out the warmth of the flame she gave in and leaned into him. For a moment, she felt his heat, felt the comfort that would come from him, felt his soul reaching for hers and then it was gone. He backed away, moving so fast she nearly fell forward where his hand had been only seconds ago.  
 
   She closed her eyes and attempted to shake off the haze of desire. “So what are you telling me? First, you ask me what my price is and now you’re saying you can’t have me?” Elora asked as she opened her eyes and narrowed them dangerously at the light elf. She was trying to reconcile the seemingly angry elf with the flirty one who had walked into her bedroom moments ago. It was like he couldn’t decide from one second to the next what he wanted.
 
   Cush pulled his shoulders back and rose to his full six foot four inches as he stared down at her. “I’m telling you that it doesn’t matter. Life goes on. I’m a warrior, my job is to protect the king, protect my people. You’re a human girl, your job is to do…,” he looked her up and down as he searched for the words, “whatever it is human girls do,” he finished.
 
   “Lame,” Elora called out dryly as she leaned back against her wall. She felt vulnerable under his intense, angry stare but she tried to seem unaffected. 
 
   Cush growled at her.
 
   “Did you just growl at me?” Elora laughed. “Man, I don’t know if that makes you sexy or just psychotic.”
 
   “You don’t understand,” he snapped, ignoring her question. “I’ve never wanted this.” He motioned between them almost violently. 
 
   “Damn man, tell me how you really feel,” Elora snarled back as the hurt from his words pierced her heart. That very hurt just pricked her temper and she felt the rage rising as she looked at the too handsome for his own good light elf.  “Who the hell do you think you are?” Cush’s head snapped up at the sharp tone in her voice. “I didn’t ask to be your Chosen either! I didn’t ask to feel this way about you. I didn’t ask to feel empty when you leave the room. I didn’t ask to feel the breath be ripped from my chest when you look at me. I didn’t invite the freaking fluttering butterflies with their flapping and swooning into my stomach, and I didn’t ask to want you with an intensity that—frankly—can’t be healthy. So you can take your little temper tantrum and shove it up your ass, Cush. BECAUSE I DIDN’T WANT THIS EITHER!” She took a deep breath, attempting to calm herself. “You come waltzing up in my room with your sexy smirk and your deep, delicious voice asking your intriguing questions, and then you go and throw a hissy fit because you can’t have your cake and eat it too. If you want me to sympathize with you, then you have come crying to the wrong chick because I don’t sympathize with lazy, or selfish, or I’m too important for everyone else type peeps. Geeze, Cush, you’re like, what, a few centuries old, and suddenly life throws you a curve ball and socks you in the nuts and you are rolling around like a freaking girl because it’s interrupted your game? Get over yourself already! If you don’t want this,” she motioned between them, “then make like a rubber ball and bounce your elfin butt out of my house. But don’t come in here and chew me out because things haven’t turned out for you the way you want them to.” So much for calming down, she thought to herself as her shoulders heaved with each breath as she glared at the object of her wrath.
 
    
 
   Cush watched as his Chosen paced the room like a caged tiger. Her long black ponytail lashed around her like an angry whip and her breathing was shallow and fast. She was beautiful and he wanted her. A lot of what she said was true but not all of it. He wasn’t upset that he’d found her, taken off guard, definitely, but he wasn’t disappointed. And as he stared at the passionate, selfless woman before him, he realized that he was a fool. The Forest Lords had created Chosens for the elves for a reason and it was becoming obvious that one of the reasons was to show them their own weaknesses and then to give them the strength to move past those weaknesses. Yes, he wanted her and he was done fighting it.
 
   It took two large strides and he had his arm wrapped around her waist. He wrapped his other hand around the back of her neck, holding her still as his lips took hers. Everything wrong suddenly disappeared and all Cush could see was her, his Little Raven. For one heartbeat she pushed against him, but when she gasped at the contact of his lips, he took advantage of her open mouth and invaded. Her taste flooded his senses and suddenly his whole world was Elora. She tasted of the sweetest honey. Her tongue danced with his, boldly pushing back. Her lips were soft and firm at the same time and he swore they were branding him as hers. He pushed her back until she was pressed against the wall. Her body pressed closed to his and the warmth of her filled every empty place in him. He released her waist and wrapped both arms around her, pulling her tighter against him. She moaned and Cush pressed impossibly closer. He wanted to give her all of him, wanted to feel her soul, but he held himself back. He didn’t let their souls meet, not yet, not until she understood. He felt her small hands on his face and he pulled back to look down at her. Her lips were swollen and glistened with the moisture from their kiss, her eyes were heavy with unreserved passion, and her breathing was just as heavy as his own.
 
   “You look well-loved, Little Raven,” he whispered. 
 
   She ran a finger across his lips and he nipped it with his teeth causing a giggle to erupt from her.
 
   “You just giggled.”
 
   “I don’t giggle,” Elora told him sternly, though a smile danced on her beautiful lips.
 
   “I think I could find ways to make you giggle,” he teased her as his hands ran down her back.
 
   Elora’s eyes narrowed. “Are you bipolar? Because a second ago you were lining up reasons as to why we couldn’t do this.”
 
   Cush leaned his forehead against hers. “You gave a compelling argument and I’m a fast learner.”
 
   Elora closed her eyes and took a deep breath. His scent enveloped her and she knew that if she told him she didn’t want this, didn’t want him, she would be lying through her ever loving teeth. She opened her eyes and looked up at him. He was gorgeous, rugged, breathtakingly handsome and she wanted him, she did.
 
   “I want this,” she said boldly. “I want you.”
 
   Cush stared into the eyes of his Chosen and saw her resolve.  
 
   “I want you,” he told her. “I want you with a fierceness that I don’t know if you can begin to understand. You’re mine, Elora, my Chosen, made for me and I know that if I give into it, if I accept this, I won’t let you go, ever. That’s the price.” He took her face in his hands and tilted her head so that she was looking directly into his eyes. “Do you hear me, Little Raven? If you let me have you, if I make you mine, I will never let you go. I will want to possess you in every way possible. I will want to be the air you breathe; I will want to be as close to you as your own skin. I will need you and you will need me to the extent that separation will be painful. Are you willing to pay that price?”
 
   Elora shuddered at the possessiveness she saw in his eyes and the desire she felt in his hands. She felt his soul then, for the first time, he was letting her in. 
 
   “Show me,” she whispered and closed her eyes, waiting.
 
   Cush leaned down and pressed his lips to hers again, but this time he didn’t hold back. This time he let his soul free and it lunged for her. Elora’s soul rose up to meet his and he growled low as he felt her cling to him. Her arms came up around his neck and she pulled him down tight against her as if she couldn’t get close enough and he understood the feeling. He let his hands roam freely as his mouth explored hers and their souls danced for the first time. He didn’t know how long he stood their ravishing his Chosen, but he knew if they didn’t stop, he might just make her his right there on the floor. 
 
   “I’m not complaining.” He heard her thoughts in his mind and grinned.
 
   “Little Raven,” he nipped her bottom lip and pulled back from their kiss. 
 
   “Are you done running?” she asked him as he smoothed her hair back from her face and let his hands slide down to rest on her hips.
 
   “I won’t let you go, Elora. There is no breaking up, or divorces, or whatever other silly things you humans do when you tire of your mate.”
 
   “No worries, love. I kill my men when I’m done with them,” she told him with a wicked smile and a wink. This brought out a bark of laughter from him.
 
   “Okay, okay,” he chuckled, “then I’m done running and you are mine.” His eyes darkened and his voice lowered, “For eternity, Elora, you are mine.”
 
   She pressed a tender kiss to his lips and then pulled back and narrowed her eyes at him. “So no more wishy-washy stuff? No more of this, I don’t know what I want, I’m a warrior, I kill things and don’t have room for you, blah-blah-blah?”
 
   Cush chuckled as he shook his head and took a step back. “No more wishy-washy stuff,” he agreed. “I am yours and you are mine.”
 
   “Good to know,” she told him as she looked back at her closet and tried very hard not to do some ludicrous girly dance or some other embarrassing stunt that would earn her a place in the dork hall of fame. 
 
   He glanced at her bed and noticed the full suitcase. “I would feel more comfortable if you didn’t do this. You know Rin and I could handle this on our own and then come back for you.”
 
   Elora nearly laughed out loud but somehow mustered the small smidgen of maturity she had decided to foster. “Do you really believe I would just leave all the fun to you two Navy Seal wannabes?”
 
   Cush rolled his eyes and seeing the tall, masculine tough guy do such a teenage motion only made her smile wider.
 
   “Have you ever met a Navy Seal?” he asked dryly.
 
   “Not the point.”
 
   “Kind of is,” he disagreed.
 
   “I’m going. Just because we have decided to jump on this whole Chosen bandwagon does not mean you are going to tuck me away in a bubble to try and keep me safe. Danger is my middle name.”
 
   “I never took you for the dramatic type.”
 
   Elora snorted as she began grabbing dresses from her closet and tossing them on her bed. “I wasn’t this way until I met you, so I’m totally laying the blame at your feet. Feel free to pick it up and strut that stuff like you’re proud of it, Babe.”
 
   Cush stopped her from putting yet another dress on the bed. He started to hang it back in the closet but noticed that it was red instead of black and skimpy. He looked from the dress to her and then back to the dress.
 
   “You can take this one,” he told her matter-of-fact like.
 
   Elora shook her head. “What is with men and red?” she muttered under her breath. “Red does not make a woman’s butt look smaller.”
 
   “Who said we wanted it to look smaller?” Cush’s voice dropped lower and wrapped around her like her like velvet.
 
   She shivered but refused to look at him. She stuffed everything into her suitcase and zipped it close then turned to look at him. She nearly groaned at the look in his eyes. “Okay, I get it. You’re a dude; you like big butts painted in red.” 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say to that,” he admitted, his stony demeanor back in place.
 
   “Speechless.” Elora grinned. “It’s a good look for you.”
 
   Cush tugged her pony tail playfully and growled. “Try to behave and not get yourself killed, please.”
 
   “Watch it with the hair pulling, elf boy. My brother has already pointed out my pension for playing rough. Keep that up and we won’t ever make it to Vegas.”
 
   “Bloody hell, woman,” Cush growled low as he led her to the van where everyone was waiting while she grinned unrepentantly. 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter7]Chapter 7
 
   “Only those with no ambition and the inability to truly understand power are happy without it. They live in their little bubbles, never suspecting that there is more in the world. They are content to just exist. I want to do more than exist; I want to create, to destroy, to evolve.”  ~Lorsan
 
    
 
    
 
   “Do you believe he won’t come for you?” Ilyrana asked as Lorsan stood staring out into the dark garden. The soft glow of the moon shone through trees giving the forest beyond an eerie radiance.
 
   “Oh, he will come,” he answered eagerly. “That’s what I’m counting on. He will grow bloated on his own power and believe that he can defeat me. It will be his usual pride and cockiness that will be his downfall.”
 
   “You seem very confident yourself, my love.”
 
   Lorsan turned to look at his Chosen. “I have spent millennia building this kingdom. I have infiltrated the human realm and I’m singlehandedly bringing the human race to their knees because of their own gluttonous behavior. So forgive me, my love, if I am a little sure of myself.”
 
   Ilyrana stepped up to him and placed a cool hand on his cheek. “Shh,” she cooed to him, “I am not your enemy. You forget that it is my job to make sure that you see any weakness or flaw in your plan. I do this because I love you. Please don’t push me away in your hasten to gain the world.”
 
   He let out a deep breath and then leaned down and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “You’re right, as usual. Forgive me, lover.” 
 
   “Promise me one thing and I will forgive you,” she told him.
 
   His eyes narrowed as his head tilted to the side. “What thing?”
 
   “Kill him. You loved him like a son and he repays you by betraying you. Promise me you will kill him, but not before he watches me rip the heart out of his Chosen.”
 
   A sly smile stretched across Lorsan’s lips. “You always have been a blood thirsty little thing. And that, my dear, is why I love you so. Consider it done.”
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   “So you’re together now?” 
 
   Elora bit her tongue to keep from snapping, he’s sitting right next to me, and instead smiled at her mother. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “She belongs by my side,” Cush spoke up from the other side of her where they sat squished into a row of seats on the plane they had barely caught. 
 
   “Um-hmm,” Lisa murmured slowly, “and pray tell, what exactly does belongs by your side mean?”
 
   “Ugh, Lisa,” Elora groaned. “Do we really have to get into this while we’re taking off in a freaking plane?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry,” Lisa said innocently as she placed a hand on her chest. “Would you prefer I wait until we get to cruising altitude and the seat belt light goes off to discuss the fact that you have decided to tie yourself to an elf warrior for all of eternity?”
 
   Elora licked her lips and blinked several times as she stared at her mom. “Funny lady,” she said sarcastically. “What I would prefer is to not discuss my love life on an airplane where everyone is shoved in like sardines and can listen to every nitty-gritty, yummy detail.”
 
   “What!” Lisa snapped not unloudly, “there are yummy details? You were only in your room for fifteen minutes. How many freaking yummy details can there possibly be?”
 
   “When you’re just that good, time is of no consequence,” Cush murmured.
 
   Elora elbowed him hard as Lisa’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened.
 
   “You are not helping,” Elora snapped at him.
 
   Cush’s face was as sober as always as he shrugged. “Just stating the facts, Love.”
 
   Elora felt a tap on her shoulder and she turned to see Oakley leaning in from the seats behind them. “He’s a dead elf,” he growled.
 
   Elora threw her hands in the air. “Good grief,” she growled. She turned as best she could from her belted position and glared at her brother. “First of all, I love you, Oak, but Cush could kick your ass with all of his appendages tied and blindfolded, so no, he is not a dead elf. Second, once again, my love life is NOT up for discussion because it is just that—MINE.” She turned back around in her seat, now huffing from her rant, and folded her arms across her chest.
 
   Cush leaned over and his lips brushed her ear as he spoke, causing a shiver to run through her.
 
   “Feel better, Little Raven?” His voice was laced with humor even as his eyes danced with desire.
 
   She leaned her head back against the seat and closed her eyes to his sexiness. “Bloody hell,” she moaned. “No, I do not feel better. I got my mom all up in my business, my brother wants to kill you, and you keep looking at me like you might try to eat me.”
 
   “Take out the might try and replace it with definitely going to and then you would be correct,” Cush told her softly.
 
   “You have GOT to stop saying stuff like that.” Her eyes snapped open as she turned to glare at him. 
 
   “Seriously dude, I’m sitting right here,” Lisa piped up. “Probably not in your best interest to try and seduce my daughter while I’m sitting next to her.”
 
   “I haven’t forgotten, Lisa. Sword wielding is to be done outside of your home and I’m assuming now you also mean out of your presence.”
 
   “I’m going to sleep,” Elora interjected before her mom could respond to his comment. “Please wake me when we land.”
 
   She heard Cush chuckle next to her but when she looked at him his face was as serious as ever. Weird, hot elf she thought to herself as she closed her eyes again and tried to keep from climbing into his lap. 
 
    
 
   Cush watched as Elora and her mom exited the restroom, and he fought the urge to grab his Chosen and force her back onto a plane bound for her home. Now that he had embraced the fact that she was his, the thought of not being able to protect her was nauseating. It was a feeling he wasn’t used to and wasn’t enjoying in the least. As soon as they had landed in the dark-elf territory, his senses had been on full alert as the dark energy swirled around him. Elora seemed to come alive as she exited the plane and a soft flush had overtaken her skin. It was as if just being in Vegas was invigorating her. The thought troubled him as he considered it and then it struck him. She was half dark elf. Of course the darkness of the city would be appealing to her. She probably wasn’t even aware of it because it was a part of her, in her make up essentially to be drawn to darkness.
 
   His Little Raven wasn’t a goth chick by chance, she was literally living out what she was in a human fashion, but without all the evil. Her head snapped up and their eyes locked as if she had heard him. She gave him a sexy smile and a wink. Yes, his Chosen definitely had a dark side, and he had a feeling he was going to have to keep a close eye on her while they were in Sin City. That shouldn’t be too hard since he didn’t plan to let her out of his sight.
 
   “Hey.” She smiled at him as she stopped in front of him. She had taken her ponytail down and her dark hair with red streaks was partially covering her alabaster face. He reached up and pushed the black curtain of hair away from her face and leaned down and pressed a kiss to her forehead, needing the intimate contact if just for a minute. “Hey yourself,” he said keeping his voice low, for her ears only. “You’re beautiful.”
 
   He loved the way her eyes widened and her lush lips parted as she looked up at him.
 
   “Um, okay,” she said obviously taken off guard. “So where to?”
 
   Cush heard someone clearing their throat and looked up from his Chosen to see the others standing just past her. Oakley’s eyes narrowed on his hand which was currently buried in Elora’s hair. Cush bared his teeth at her brother in a wolfish smile as he tugged her closer until she fell against his chest. Her brother was going to have to get a clue. Elora was his. He had been stupid to not grab her up the moment he had realized it, but the decision had now been made and nothing was going to take her from him. Not even her own flesh and blood. 
 
   “Possessive much,” she said and her words came out muffled because her face was pressed into his chest.
 
   “Little Raven, you have no idea. Your brother is going to have to lose the death glare. He’s challenging me and I don’t take kindly to being challenged,” he told her quietly.
 
   She laughed and tilted her head back so she could look up at him. “What? Are you a wolf?”
 
   Cush smiled his best wolfish smile. “Want to find out if I bite?”
 
   “Oh, dear,” Elora breathed out.
 
   “Could we please get moving before you two rip each other’s clothes off in the middle of the damn airport,” Oakley’s voice interrupted their private conversation.
 
   Cush fought the urge to reach out and clock him. 
 
   “He’s my brother,” Elora reminded him, having picked up on his thoughts.
 
   “You are my Chosen.”
 
   “Want to tattoo it to my forehead so I don’t forget?” 
 
   Cush smirked. “I can think of a better place to tattoo it.”
 
   “Ass,” she growled.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Crap, I totally walked into that one.”
 
   “Hello!” Oakley said again. “People are beginning to stare.”
 
   Elora pulled back, but Cush wrapped an arm around her waist before she could get too far. Cush looked at her brother again and reached for all the self-control he could muster. “I would only remove your sister’s clothes in public if she asked nicely and since Elora doesn’t seem to ask nicely for anything, you have nothing to worry about.”
 
    
 
   Elora nearly choked as she caught the laugh that bubbled up at Cush’s words. Her brother’s face glowed bright red with a mix of embarrassment and anger and she should be outraged at her, her what? Boyfriend? But she was too shocked to be outraged. And frankly, it was pretty freaking funny. She glanced at her mom who was chuckling as she looked at Cush, all the while shaking her head and attempting to look disapproving but failing miserably. Rin was watching in amusement and for a second she thought he was going to say something to Oakley but then seem to think better of it. He caught her looking at him and must have seen the question in her eyes.
 
   “It’s too entertaining to say something,” he explained with a smile. 
 
   Elora snorted. “You are easily entertained.”
 
   “True enough.” 
 
   “I think a good place to start would be at the casino, Iniquity,” Cush interrupted them. “There is a contact there who is human, but he has deep connections among the dark elves.” 
 
   “What makes you think he’s going to help us and how do you know this?” Elora asked.
 
   “Everybody has a price,” he repeated her sentiment. “Trik wasn’t the only spy in our world, Love; he was simply the best.” Cush left it at that. It wasn’t the time to give her a history lesson of his life and he preferred that they be alone once they finally did have that conversation. He wasn’t about to share his skeletons with her family.
 
   “Lead the way,” Oakley said.
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   The constant ringing of the slot machines, the soft fanning of the cards, and the steady rumble of the voices at the card tables were the constant background music to Tony’s life. As he walked the floor of the casino, nodding to regulars, greeting new customers, and reminding employees of rules that were never to be broken, he felt the fire in his blood begin to ease. This was something that was familiar to him, something that he knew and enjoyed. For the moment there wasn’t someone trying to kill someone else over that blasted drink, and there was no one crying desperately at the bar for an extension on their tab. For now, things were as they should be. Money was being put in the machines, chips were being exchanged with the dealers, and regular drinks were being consumed thanks to his executive decision to have a Rapture free happy hour.  If that wasn’t ironic, he didn’t know what was.
 
   He had tried to get in touch with the top dogs, but none of Lorsan’s elves were returning his calls, and he couldn’t even get in touch with Trik. With the risk of his casino being destroyed and his employees quitting, he had decided to close the bar to Rapture in the early evenings. He would love to do it later in the evening as well, but he knew that it would never fly. Lorsan would come down on him with an iron fist. 
 
   Just as he rounded the last row of penny slot machines, he came face to face with the front doors of the casino and with a group of people that he knew immediately were not there to gamble. He saw one of his security guys heading towards them, no doubt going to card the youngest one decked out in black. She might be twenty-one, but only just. These days it was so hard to tell age based on looks alone. He caught the security guard’s eye and shook his head, indicating that he would handle this himself.
 
   “Hello,” he said walking up to the tallest male of the group. Tony was immediately on guard when the male turned to look at him and he saw his face for the first time. His unearthly beauty clearly marked him as not human. “Something tells me that you aren’t here to spend money,” he continued in his most charming voice. 
 
   The girl all in black stepped around the tall, stoic male and held her hand out to him. “We’re actually looking for the owner of this fine, upstanding establishment.” Tony instinctually reached out to shake her hand and was quickly reminded of why he usually made it a policy not to touch women in any way in his casino, ever, because you never know when there’s a pissed off elf on the other end of that woman. The girl gasped as the large male grabbed her waist and put her behind him, moving with a quickness and grace that was innate among the elfin race. 
 
   Tony held up his hands in a peace offering gesture and took a step back. “I meant no disrespect. I’m Tony, and I’m the manager of Iniquity.” Suddenly, behind him there was a loud crash and then a male voice yelled out. Tony turned to see one of his security guys pulling down a man who was attempting to climb over the bar. 
 
   “Let me guess,” the voice of the young female spoke up. He turned back around to see her peeking around the side of the large male. Her wide purple eyes shone back at him and she held a sardonic smile in place. “You have an ugly infestation of a little problem called Rapture?” 
 
   If he thought his life couldn’t get any more messed up, he was wrong, so very, very wrong.
 
   “I think we should probably take this conversation to my office.” He motioned them to follow.
 
   “That would probably be best,” the other female spoke up this time and he could tell that she was much older than the younger one, and possibly even related.
 
    
 
   Elora’s eyes widened as they walked deeper into the casino, passing the struggling man that the security guards were attempting to subdue. She must have been drifting too close to the action because Cush, her fearless protector, wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her to his side. They continued to follow the man who had introduced himself as Tony, and she tried to ignore the restless itch that had started the moment they landed and had been growing worse with every passing minute. 
 
   Once they were all herded into a spacious mahogany–paneled office, Tony motioned for them to take seats. Cush and Rin didn’t, so she didn’t either. She always hated being the only one sitting among a group of standing people. 
 
   “You’re an elf,” Tony said bluntly to Cush.
 
   “What gave it away?” Elora asked him. “The incredible skin, unusual eyes, ridiculously luscious hair, or the catlike grace?” 
 
   Tony laughed. “Yes,” he answered simply.
 
   “I am Nedhudir, light-elf warrior, and this is my comrade, Rincavornon.” 
 
   “FYI, they answer to Cush and Rin,” Elora added helpfully. “Because let’s just face it, those names are as ridiculous as their lush hair. I’m Elora and that’s my mom, Lisa, and my brother, Oakley.” 
 
   “I would like to say that it’s nice to meet you, Nedhudir and Rincavornon,” replied Tony, bowing his head slightly and without so much as a hesitation, “but, honestly, you’ve caught me at a bad time. The fact that you all show up here at the same time that I have customers trying to kill each other over a drug concocted by your people…” he pointed to Cush, “doesn’t really bode well for me.” 
 
   “My people,” Cush gritted out, “had nothing to do with Rapture.” 
 
   Elora felt the tension in the room jump a couple notches as the two men faced off. She waited a beat before stepping in between the two because she had to admit Tony was hot, and her man was hot. And, really, who was she to come between two hot males who want to duke it out? But then Tony took a step forward and Cush tensed and Elora decided that she would have to put her fetish aside for the greater good. Ugh, the things I give up in the name of peace, she grumbled inwardly as she stepped up and put a hand on Tony’s chest to keep him from coming closer. Looking back, that probably wasn’t the best thing she could have done.
 
   “I really think that the dark elves trying to take over the human race is more than enough war for both our people right now, without adding you two to the mix, don’t you?”  Elora asked as she looked between the two men.
 
   “Little Raven, do you wish the human to die?” Elora heard Cush’s voice in her mind and her eyes snapped down to the wrist he now held in his large hand.
 
   “Not really into homicide; it just doesn’t do it for me,” she told him calmly.
 
   “Then you would be wise to remove your hand from his chest.” 
 
   Elora looked at the offending hand pressed firmly to Tony’s chest and quickly jerked it back. “Seriously?”  she asked incredulously. “You were bothered by that?” 
 
   “Wait,” Tony suddenly spoke up, “are you his Chosen?” 
 
   “I don’t like you touching other males,” Cush told her simply without acknowledging Tony’s question.
 
   “It’s not like I was copping a feel,” Elora argued.
 
   “I told you I was possessive,” Cush countered.
 
   “That’s putting it mildly don’t you think?” Tony spoke up again, this time to Elora. “If you’re his Chosen, then you would do well not to breathe the same air as other males.” 
 
   “You’re mine,” Cush added.
 
   “Yes, we’ve established that. So when you finally meet your Chosen do you suddenly devolve and revert back to caveman mentality? Do you suddenly feel the need to drag me around by my hair?”
 
   “I wouldn’t give him any ideas,” Tony muttered.
 
   “And you,” Elora said sharply as she turned and pointed at him, “nobody is asking for a side commentary on the This is Elora’s Life show, so keep your helpful hints to yourself.” 
 
   “You’ve got your hands full.” Tony looked passed her to Cush.
 
   Elora jerked around when she heard a soft huff of laughter, but Cush’s face was still as stone in his unwavering glare. “She’s worth it,” he said as his eyes met hers. 
 
   Elora rolled her eyes. “You know what, whateve. You two want to kill each other then have at it. Those of us who want to save the world will just wait until you’re done.” 
 
   “You’re being dramatic again,” Oakley said from behind her.
 
   “Nobody asked you, Bro,” Elora said, not taking her eyes off the men still glaring at each other.
 
   “I am not a dark elf and I have no desire to see the humans enslaved, nor do any of my people,” Cush told Tony.
 
   Tony folded his arms across his chest—his very broad chest, Elora admitted to herself—and looked from Rin to Cush. “You don’t get it. You’re an elf. I don’t care if you’re light, dark, or somewhere in the middle. You are only concerned with your own people. I’ve been dealing with your kind for far too long; I know exactly what you are capable of and what kind of power you wield. Those who have power always wind up wanting more.” 
 
   “You have been dealing with the wrong kind of elves if those have been your only experiences with my race. Do you not have evil humans? Do you not have people who have killed their own? Would you condemn the entire human race because of those black sheep?” Cush spoke calmly, his words measured and even.
 
   Tony rubbed his face, clearly exhausted, before finally responding. “Look, why don’t we just talk about why you are here. Who sent you?”
 
   “Triktapic, King of the Elves,” Cush told him.
 
   “Sort of,” Elora added as she stepped closer to Cush. 
 
   Tony’s brow rose at her words. “What do you mean sort of?” 
 
   “He actually thought we would be meeting back up with him and his woman at the light-elf castle, but that plan got jacked up.” 
 
   “Is Trik alright?” Tony asked, the alarm in his voice also evident on his face.
 
   Cush cocked his head to the side and eyed the human. “How do you know Trik?”
 
   “He’s a friend,” Tony said vaguely.
 
   “How good a friend?” Elora asked as she stepped up beside Cush. She took his hand in hers and his warmth seeped into her immediately. 
 
   “A very good friend,” Tony bit out.
 
   Elora smiled. “You’re that friend Cassie told me about.” 
 
   “You know Trik’s Chosen?” Tony asked.
 
   “You could say that,” Elora said coolly.
 
   “Are you alright?” Cush asked her as she squeezed his hand.
 
   “Yes, just feeling a little restless. Touching you helps.” Elora looked up at him and hated that she was causing him to be concerned, but the energy rushing through her was getting worse. She shifted from foot to foot and bit her bottom lip. She imagined she probably looked like someone who badly needed to use the restroom. She froze in mid–shift as she realized that everyone was staring at her.
 
   “What?” she asked looking from face to face.
 
   “Is your Chosen human?” Tony asked Cush.
 
   Elora snorted. “Dude, I’m right here. You can ask me.” 
 
   “Why do you ask?” Cush asked, his voice deep and low. No one missed the threat it contained.
 
   “Because she’s twitching like a dark elf who hasn’t nurtured their dark side in a while.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter8]Chapter 8
 
   “I can’t even begin to describe how old I am, how much I have seen and done and experienced. And yet with all of that, still she amazes me. She is as pure as freshly fallen snow, as hopeful as new life in the spring, and she loves me. How can I ever be worthy of that?” ~Trik
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s sort of creepy to wake up and have silver, glowing eyes staring so intently at me,” Cassie said as she yawned and stretched her stiff limbs. Trik sat in a chair next to her bed. His arms were resting on his legs as he leaned towards her.
 
   A small smile played on his lips. “Get used to it, Beautiful, because I plan to watch you sleep whenever I can.”
 
   “Your comment just upped the creepy factor several points,” she told him as she sat up and swung her legs over to dangle off the side of the bed. Trik eased out of the chair until he was kneeling before her with his hands on her waist and their faces level with each other, a rare occurrence since he was so much taller than she. 
 
   “You knew I was creepy when you took me as your own, Cassie,” he pointed out as he ran his nose along her jaw. 
 
   Cassie let her head fall to the side giving him access to her neck and she grinned when his deep chuckled sent a warm puff of air across her flesh. 
 
   “I suppose that is true,” she conceded, her voice taking on a dreamy quality as she let herself surrender to his touch. His hands ran up her back until one was holding her neck and the other buried in her blonde locks. Trik maneuvered his body between her thighs and pulled her against
 
   him. Cassie felt the lips that had been at her ear press firmly against her own and she was suddenly ravenous for him. She deepened the kiss, grabbing a hold of his powerful shoulders and pulling him closer. She felt her soul rising from deep inside of her, as if it was bubbling up from the tips of her toes. She felt it reach up to meet his and just when she thought the emotions inside of her couldn’t grow any more powerful they seemed to explode inside of her.
 
   She heard his gasp as his fingers dug into her flesh. She welcomed the minute amount of pain that it brought because it proved to her that this was real, that she really was in the arms of the man she loved. It proved that she had survived her brief stent in hell, addicted to Rapture, parading herself in front of dark elves and begging for her next fix. His teeth tugged at her bottom lip and she smiled at his playfulness and when she would have pressed him further, he began to pull away. Their breathing was rapid, chests rising and falling quickly, lips swollen and wet. She was sure they were a sight to behold.
 
   “I will never tire of you, never cease to be amazed by you, and I will never get enough of you,” he told her as he stared into her face in awe. Cassie wanted to balk at the way he looked at her. Who was she to have someone like Trik looking at her as if she invented indoor plumbing? This powerful being knelt before her, touching her reverently, as if she were the most precious thing in his world.
 
   “Silly human,” Trik teased, “you are the most precious thing in my world. Don’t you know that yet? Have my actions not revealed that?”
 
   “Sometimes it’s just hard to believe that you love me, not…,” she held up her hand to stop his rebuttal, “not because I don’t think I’m worthy of your love, but because it just seems impossible. Dark elves, light elves, a whole other realm? I mean, seriously Trik, if I told people about this they would think that Lisa had sold me some bad incense or something.”
 
   Trik brushed her messy hair from her face and ran his thumb across her lips. His eyes met hers and pinned her in place, but it was his words that held her captive.
 
   “After centuries upon centuries in darkness, with enough blood on my hands to condemn hundreds of men, I found you. That, my love, is something to truly be in awe of. And for some reason you want me, when I deserve nothing less than your scorn, you give me acceptance. When I deserve your shame, you find pride in who you think I can be. When I deserve your judgment, you give me grace and love me anyway. It is I who should be unable to believe that any of this is real, Cassie. It is I who should be worried that I’m going to wake up and realize that this was all just a dream and that you aren’t real, that you aren’t mine.”
 
   She smiled at him as she pressed her forehead to his. “We are quite the pair aren’t we?”
 
   “That we are love.”
 
   Cassie looked past him to the window and saw the light of the sun was beginning to break through the darkness as night was quickly fading into day. “Today is a big day,” she told him with what she hoped sounded like enthusiasm, though she was really dreading it.
 
   Trik’s lips twitched in amusement as he stood and pulled her to her feet. “You forget that I can hear your thoughts when we’re touching, A’maelamin.” He switched to speaking to her thoughts as he stroked her flushed cheek. “You can’t hide from me.”
 
   “I’m not hiding. I just don’t want you to think that I don’t support you,” she explained honestly.
 
   “Hmm,” Trik said, drawing the word out as he searched her eyes. “I know you support me. I know that you will stand by my side, but I don’t expect you to be doing cartwheels over the fact that we are going to war.”
 
   “I know, but I feel like we need to go all Braveheart for the warriors who will be fighting to get them all pumped up,” she told him as she stepped around him and headed for the bathroom. “I always thought it was weird in the movies that right before a big battle, the leader always gives this big speech to get the men all excited,” she called out over her shoulder. She turned just as she was shutting the bathroom door and met his eyes. “Because really all they were doing was just getting them pumped up to go and die.” 
 
    
 
   Trik stood staring at the now closed door, his Chosen’s words ringing ominously in his mind. It was his job to get his warriors inspired for the coming fight, but not to die. He needed them to fight on to be victorious in spite of the casualties that were bound to happen. It was his job to encourage them, but it was also his job to prepare them for the battle they would be facing and what a battle it would be. Despite his youthful appearance he was ancient, so he had no grand designs that they would charge into combat and emerge on the other side unscathed. It would be ugly, bloody and deadly. That is what war was. But just as it was death, it was also life. It was a new beginning and an end to old ways. 
 
   “Ready?”
 
   Cassie’s voice drew him back from his thoughts and he turned to see her standing, dressed in the clothes of a light-elf warrior. His mouth dropped open and he had to make a conscious effort not to drool.
 
   “You look incredible,” he told her breathlessly.
 
   She smiled at him. “Syndra said if I’m going to be a bad ass, then I have to look the part.”
 
   The snug dark brown pants hugged her thighs and calves, lovingly accentuating her curves. The sleeveless green vest fit just as closely. The elfin material moved with her body, allowing her free range of motion so that she wouldn’t be hindered in a fight. Her knee high brown boots tied around her legs and he grinned when he saw a dagger shoved down in the built in holster. Yes, his Chosen was a warrior, and she was hot.
 
   “It suits you,” he told her with a wink.
 
   She snorted. “Right, now if only I had the moves to go with the clothes.”
 
   Trik took her hand and began to lead her from the room. “Beautiful, you got moves, don’t doubt that. But today we’ll just be adding to your repertoire.” 
 
   “Fantastic,” Cassie groaned.
 
   Trik chuckled. “I do love your enthusiasm.”
 
   “Shut-it quiver boy.”
 
   “Feisty,” he continued to laugh. “I like it.”
 
   “Trik.”
 
   “Yes love.”
 
   “Keep it up and I’ll use my new moves on you first,” she warned.
 
   “Mm, that’s what I’m hoping for, A’maelamin,” he crooned. 
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   “It has been a long while since you’ve had to make weapons,” Tamsin said as he watched Syndra flit about the throne room directing people here and there as she prepared it for the day’s activities.
 
   She stopped beside him, her long hair pulled back in a braid down her back. She was wearing her warrior garments instead of the human clothes she favored so much. Her eyes met his and a sad smile appeared on her beautiful face. “It has been a long time since we have needed so many weapons all at once.”
 
   Tamsin reached up and cupped her face gently. “And it will be an even longer time once this is over.”
 
   “Ah my love, ever the optimist,” she said as she stepped into his embrace. “You will be helping train the warriors today with Trik?” She asked him with her face pressed to his chest. 
 
   He treasured these moments because his queen was not one for public affection, nor did she like to feel vulnerable. “Yes,” he answered. “Somebody has to show that elf how it’s done.” She laughed as he had intended and when she pulled back her eyes were lit with humor.
 
   “Please put him on his backside at least once,” she grinned mischievously.
 
   “Women always have been the more bloodthirsty sex. Really it should be you leading us into battle,” he teased her as he turned to go.
 
   “You call it bloodthirsty, but it is only an incentive for others not to mess with me,” she called after him. Tamsin found himself smiling all the way to the court yard.
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   Cassie listened and watched silently as Trik and Tamsin went over various fighting techniques and strategies. She stopped focusing on their words when Trik started saying things like if you swing your sword at your enemy then be sure you swing to kill because the less times you have to swing at him the more energy you will conserve for the next one. Yep, that pretty much made her focus more on the techniques that he was showing them. Who knew there were so many ways to approach your opponent? Not to mention how many ways to kill him with just your hands. There was no doubt she was way, way, out of her league. She cringed as she watched Trik grab another male by the arm and jerk him forward with a speed that left her astounded. In a quick series of complicated leg movements, he had the male on his back on the ground with a dagger at his throat. Holy crap where did the dagger come from, she thought to herself. Trik looked up from where he was positioned over the elf and winked at her. She rolled her eyes. Only he could look that hot while holding a dagger to another man’s throat.
 
   “You ready to give it a try?” he asked her as he helped the male elf, whose eyes were wide with shock, up from the ground.
 
   “Um, yeah, let me think about it,” she paused and then answered quickly, “no.” Cassie held her arm up with her palm out as Trik started moving towards her in that slow, cat like way.
 
   “Trik, I’m serious, I’m just watching. Just let me stand over here and do my thing, while you do your thing,” she stumbled over her words as she tried to back away from him.
 
   “Lesson number one,” Trik called out as he continued to stalk her, “never run from a predator.” He grinned at her as he snatched her arm just as quickly as he had the males, only he was much gentler with her. He jerked her into his chest and wrapped his steel like arms around her. “It makes you prey,” he finished as he looked down at her face.
 
   Cassie went limp against him, knowing there was no point in fighting him. It was better to just bide her time and wait until he was distracted, then she could make a run for it.
 
   “You do realize I’m listening to you right now right?” He asked with a raised brow.
 
   “Damn,” she snapped. “Why do I always do that?”
 
   “Because subconsciously you want me to know every tiny little detail about you,” Trik murmured against her ear. 
 
   Cassie felt the warmth of his breath all the way down to tips of her badly in need of paint toe nails. She struggled not to close her eyes and give in to the allure that was Trik and the clearing of a throat greatly increased her willpower. She leaned so she could look around Trik’s large shoulders, because he refused to let her go, to see Tamsin and about a hundred other elves staring at them.
 
   “You haven’t distracted me,” Trik whispered, obviously ignoring Tamsin’s interruption.
 
   “What?” she asked still looking at the people behind him and wanting to crawl in a hole.
 
   “You mentally grumbled because I refused to let you go. And I was just helpfully pointing out that you are supposed to wait until I’m distracted to slip away from me, and you have failed to sufficiently distract me.”
 
   Cassie pinched her lips together as she looked back up at him. He looked so relaxed, so at ease with himself and, not to her surprise, completely serious. “You do realize that you’re supposed to be training all those people right?”
 
   “PAIR UP, PREFERABLY WITH SOMEONE OF A DIFFERENT SIZE THAN YOURSELF,” he yelled as his eyes continued to hold hers. “WORK ON THE FIGHTING TECHNIQUES WE JUST WENT OVER. USE REAL WEAPONS; IT WILL MAKE YOU BE MORE ACCURATE. INJURIES THAT CAN BE HEALED ARE ACCEPTABLE, MORTAL WOUNDS ARE NOT.”
 
   Where there had been silence, suddenly there was a flurry of activity behind him. Cassie once again leaned around him and saw that all hundred or so male and female elves were doing exactly as Trik asked them to. She righted herself and then looked back up at him. He was wearing the face that goes along with the t-shirt she saw him wear once that read I’m kind of a big deal.
 
   “How do you like them apples?” he teased as he waggled his eyebrows at her.
 
   Cassie couldn’t help but laugh. She shook her head at him but the smile stayed on her lips. “Gah,” she groaned. “Fine, I’m ready. Show me your moves.”
 
   “Words every guy loves to hear,” he smirked at her as he released her from his hold. “Okay,” his voice went immediately into business mode. “The first thing you need to learn is that being a female actually gives you an advantage on the battlefield.”
 
   “How?” She asked curiously.
 
   “You will always be underestimated by every male you face.”
 
   Cassie thought about that for a minute. “I’m not sure if I should be insulted or not. See this is why I need Elora with me. She always knows when to put you in your place.”
 
   As quickly as it was adopted, his business voice was dropped and suddenly she was looking into his bedroom eyes. “I know my place, Cassandra.” His voice dropped even lower and though he didn’t move any closer to her, she swore she could feel his warm, sweet breath on her face. “My place is wherever you are. And your place is by my side, which is why I must insist that you learn to fight.”
 
   And the business voice is back, she thought to herself as she mentally sighed, already missing his flirting.
 
   “I’m completely fine with learning how to fight,” she argued. “I’m just, I mean I don’t know,” she sighed in frustration and stomped over to him taking his hand in hers. She opened her mind up to him and let him see what it was she couldn’t voice.
 
   “You don’t think you can kill someone,” Trik put words to her worry as she looked down at the ground. Her chest tightened and her palms grew moist at just the thought of having to take another’s life. “That’s not something to be ashamed of, love,” Trik told her as he lifted her chin with a finger. “The ease at which I took lives is not a strength, Cassie. It’s not something to be proud of. I would be worried if you weren’t the least bit bothered by killing.”
 
   Cassie shook her head as her eyes met his. “You should have a Queen who is as strong as you are. You would be better off with someone like Elora.” Even as the words left her mouth, she felt as though a knife had entered her heart at the thought of Trik with another.
 
   He growled at her as his piercing silver eyes held hers. “There is no other for me. If I was mated to Elora one of us would wind up killing the other.”
 
   “But she’s tough,” Cassie interrupted, “and not scared of anything and she can be heartless when it’s called for. She’s really your equivalent, minus the boy parts,” she finished whispering the last part. Her heart and mind filled with self-doubt and uncertainty. 
 
   “Cassie, beautiful, why in seven realms would I want to be with someone who was my equal? Why would I want to be mated to someone who shared my same flaws, my same weaknesses, or even my same strengths? How would having someone like that help me in any way? Don’t you see why you are so perfect for me? Don’t you see why you bear the other half of my soul?”
 
   Cassie shook her head, not trusting herself to speak without bursting into a balling mess.
 
   “You are everything I am not. You are compassionate, selfless, and loving. I am none of those things, not naturally. I am only compassionate because you remind me to be. I am only loving because you show me how to be. And we both know I’m still working on the whole selfless bit,” he chuckled. “No, Cassie, I couldn’t be with Elora, or any other woman. You are perfect for me and you are stronger than you realize. And because of you, I am stronger as well.”
 
   Cassie was speechless as she listened to not only his words, but the passion behind them. She knew he was right and she also knew that no amount of her bellyaching about what she wasn’t would change anything. If she thought Trik needed a strong female to rule beside him, then she was just going to have to put on her big girl panties and do what needed to be done. “Okay,” she nodded to him. “Let’s do this.”
 
   A broad grin stretched across his face. “That’s my girl. Like I said you will be underestimated and you can use that to your advantage. A male fighter will look at you and not see much of a threat because they won’t think you are strong enough to hurt them.”
 
   “But I’m not,” she interrupted. 
 
   “But you are small and quick. Speed can out do strength most days. So what we are going to work on is conditioning,”
 
   “That translates into running doesn’t it?”
 
   “And agility,” he continued without answering her. “Also you will learn hand to hand combat. And because you are smaller, I think you will learn with two fighting daggers instead of a sword. Last, you will learn archery because I would much prefer you not be in the thick of things until you absolutely have to be.”
 
   “So what first?” she asked when he finished.
 
   He thought about it for a minute and then grinned as he rubbed his hands together like a child about to play with his favorite toy. “Let’s start with some hand to hand combat.” 
 
   And so her training began. Trik showed her the basics of what she would call some form of martial arts. And he had agreed with her that one style he showed her was similar to Jujitsu and that another was similar to Judo, which had been her favorite because she was actually able to get Trik on the ground. 
 
    
 
   Trik looked out at the courtyard as the evening sun was beginning to slip beyond the horizon. Male and female elves were all in various states of rest, some lying on their backs panting from the run and some hunched over with their hands on their knees. He had pushed them hard and he would push them even harder still tomorrow.
 
   “I know today was challenging but I have heard it said that nothing worth anything comes easily. And what we want is worth it—freedom. Freedom not only for ourselves, but also for the human race. We have a battle ahead of us and it will take every ounce of training to ensure that we are victorious.” He motioned with his hands and suddenly all of them were on their feet, alert, ready and listening to their king. 
 
   “You will walk out of this quad with your heads held high and your shoulders back. You will not look weary and worn for all the rest to judge you as less than ready,” he told them firmly, correcting them as a father would correct his children. “We are warriors!” His shout filled the silent courtyard. “And we will behave as such. You all have done well today. Same time tomorrow,” he nodded as he looked over the large group, “go now and rest.” The male warriors all crossed one arm across their chest in a warrior’s salute and bowed, while the female warriors only bowed their heads. As one they moved in perfect unison. 
 
   “What did you think?” Tamsin asked as he made his way over to the front of the makeshift practice field of the courtyard.
 
   “I think there are some that are born warriors and I think there are some that are made warriors,” Trik answered honestly. “You have a mixture of both, but both are equally as good.”
 
   “How long until they’re ready?”
 
   Trik glanced over to where Cassie stood talking to one of the female elves. He knew the warriors could be ready in a matter of days, that wasn’t his concern. He looked back at Tamsin who was watching him closely and had obviously picked up on his thoughts. “I wish I could give her more time,” Trik told him, knowing the light-elf king would understand.
 
   “We will all protect her, Trik. You don’t need to try and draw this out for her benefit.”
 
   Trik nodded. “I know, but that doesn’t stop me from wanting to. I may be the king, Tamsin, but she will always be my Chosen first.” He started towards Cassie but looked over his shoulder at the light-elf king as his jaw tensed, not wanting to say the words but forcing them out all the same. “We will leave in three days.” As he turned back towards Cassie, he muttered under his breath. “And the Forest Lords save us all if anything should happen to her.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter9]Chapter 9
 
   “I’ve always known something about me was just a little off. It was one of those things I just embraced about myself. But now to find out that what I have been embracing was darkness, that because of my DNA I am actually prone to evil desires, let’s just say that I didn’t handle it real well. Okay, maybe that’s putting it a bit mildly.”  ~Elora
 
    
 
    
 
   “What exactly does that mean?” Elora asked and then added. “And if you give me a vague guy answer I swear I will mess you up.” 
 
                  “You could hit him with your hammer,” Oakley offered up. Rin choked on a laugh as Cush turned his steely gaze on him. Oakley just shrugged.
 
   Tony let out a deep breath. “Okay, dark elves 101 it is,” he quipped. “Dark elves aren’t called dark elves because they like to dress in black and wear really thick eyeliner.”
 
   “Okay, I should have clarified that a smart ass answer will also get you messed up,” Elora said dryly.
 
   “Could you let him finish before you mess him up please?” Cush asked her 
 
   “I make no promises.” She smiled as she felt his humor through the strange bond between them. Cush pulled her to him and wrapped an arm around her, securing her in front of him with her back against his chest.
 
   Tony looked from Cush to Elora, obviously waiting on them. “As I was saying,” he started again, “dark elves are drawn to evil. Their very nature is preprogrammed to seek out the wicked things in this world. It’s like they have an addiction before ever having tasted the drug. Even if they are never exposed to evil, or to self-pleasing things, they would still have the innate need to seek it out. Las Vegas,” he motioned out towards the casino floor, “is a dark elf’s mecca. And if a dark elf that had never really given into their darker nature came to Vegas, it would be akin to taking a drug addict and dropping them in a field of opium.”
 
   Tony’s words seemed to resonate down to her soul. She felt them in her very bones, in the cells that made up her body, and knew that he was right. She let her mind think back to the times in her life when she felt this same pull, although not anywhere near this intensity. She had even started a diary that nobody, not even Cassie, knew about because writing about how she felt seemed to help her control the impulses she didn’t understand. How many times had she been at a party and longed to dive into the liquor without thought of consequences? On the few dates she had allowed herself to go on, how hard had she fought desire that she didn’t understand? It wasn’t the same kind of desire she felt for Cush—not anywhere close—but it had been there, and she had been tempted and repulsed at the same time. 
 
   She felt Cush tense behind her as he picked up on her thoughts. She didn’t bother trying to hide them from him; she was tired of keeping this part of herself a secret. If she had to share it with someone, she was glad it was him.
 
   “So I’m really evil?” The words just sort of spilled out without conscious effort or thought and then suddenly she was facing Cush and his hands were on her face, forcing her to look up at him. His eyes seemed to pulse with power and his handsome face was tense with the obvious effort to keep himself in check.
 
   “You. Are. Not. Evil,” he said each word carefully, as if doing so would make them sink in. “We all desire things we shouldn’t at times. We all do things we shouldn’t. We all have the capacity for evil but that doesn’t make us evil.”
 
   “You’re forgetting the fact that I have dark-elf DNA swirling around in my cells,” she pointed out unnecessarily.
 
   “Regardless, you have not let it dictate who you are.”
 
   Elora reached up and took his hands from her face and held them in hers. She understood what Cush was saying, but it didn’t take away the feelings churning inside of her, feelings that she didn’t feel totally in control of. The clearing of a throat had her turning to look at Tony.
 
   “So you have dark-elf blood then?” he asked.
 
   Lisa spoke before Elora could answer. “I was a Chosen to a dark elf, and Elora and Oakley are products of that mating.”
 
   “Wait,” Elora swung around to face her brother as a thought suddenly hit her. “Why aren’t you trembling like a junkie? You have dark-elf blood running through your corrupt little veins too.”
 
   Oakley shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean I feel a little off, like I’ve just drunk a Red Bull. Kind of geared up, ya know? But that’s all.”
 
   “Oakley, you are older than Elora?” Tony asked.
 
   Oakley nodded.
 
   “And have you experienced more in life?”
 
   Oakley grinned. “Is that your polite way of asking if I’ve tapped…”
 
   “Oakley!” Lisa interrupted sharply.
 
   “What? He asked,” he said pointing to Tony.
 
   Tony rolled his eyes. “If Oakley has, uh what’s the word I’m looking for? If he has…”
 
   “Oh, good grief. I’m seventeen, not a freaking child. Are you saying that because Oakley has had sex and probably done other things we really don’t want the details on, that for some reason it’s easier for him being here? And since I have not…”
 
   “You’re a virgin?” she heard Cush’s voice rumble in her mind pulling her up short. She turned and looked at him. Her forehead scrunched up as she asked, “Do you really want to have that conversation right now?” She motioned to the room full of people.
 
   “Later then,” he told her sternly.
 
   She turned back to Tony, not wanting to even think about the conversation that would be happening between her and Cush. “So it’s harder for me because…”
 
   “Because you haven’t given into that part of yourself,” he finished for her.
 
   “But shouldn’t that make it easier?” she asked. “I mean if you’ve never had chocolate it wouldn’t be hard to turn it down because you wouldn’t know what you are missing, right? So why is this different?”
 
   “Because it’s not a matter of you knowing you are missing out on something,” Tony explained. “It’s in your very nature. It’s a part of who you are and you will fight that part of you for the rest of your life, or you will give into it.”
 
   Elora shivered under the ominous sound of his words. “Well, that’s a bummer.”
 
   “Not exactly,” he responded.
 
   “What do you mean?” She narrowed her eyes at him.
 
   “You are a dark elf, yet you are the Chosen to a light-elf warrior,” Tony told her. “I know a lot of dark elves, and none of them have a light-elf Chosen. Something is going on in the Elfin realm. Whether that something is indeed a bummer remains to be seen.”
 
   “What do you know?” Cush spoke up as he pulled Elora back to his side.
 
   Tony’s eyes narrowed at the warrior. “Can I ask first what your intentions are?”
 
   “Dude, you are employed by the freaking dark elves,” Elora huffed. “I think we should be the ones worried about intentions.”
 
   “Just as you were born into what you are, I was born into what I am. I did not choose this life. It was given to me and I made the best of it.”
 
   “And now?” Cush asked.
 
   “Now I find that there are things that I just can’t turn a blind eye to any longer.”
 
    
 
   Cush watched the human male closely, trying to determine if there was any deceit in his words. But all he could see in the man was a weary resolve. It would have to be enough to trust him, because they didn’t really have any other options.
 
   “We need to find the source of the Rapture,” he finally voiced the plan he had been quietly working out in his head, “so that we can destroy it. It’s not enough to just get it out of the casinos,” he continued. “We need to stop production at the source.”
 
   Tony nodded. “Like killing the queen in a hive.”
 
   “What about the portals?” Rin asked.
 
   “It might be beneficial to leave them closed for now,” Cush explained. “Right now Lorsan has no way to send more of his own through, unless he opens them back up. But that would allow our people through as well. So if we leave them closed, all we have to contend with are the ones already here.”
 
   “How many are there?” Lisa asked.
 
   “There’s no way to know that,” Tony answered. “But I do know where the Rapture is being made.”
 
   When he didn’t continue Elora rolled her eyes. “Do we have to beg?”
 
   Tony’s eyes narrowed on her. “You don’t have to, but I’m not saying it wouldn’t be nice to watch.”
 
   Cush let out a low growl at the human. “Remember who she is?” He warned him.
 
   Tony held up his hands. “Sorry, hazard of the job and sort of a habit.”
 
   “What?” Elora asked, obviously confused by the exchange between the two males.
 
   “In my line of work, flirting is just part of it. I mean nothing by it,” Tony explained to her but directed his last comment to Cush.
 
   “Regardless,” Cush grumbled, “save your flirting for other females.”
 
   Elora looked over her shoulder at Cush, and she felt the familiar rush of desire as her purple eyes met his. “Jealous?”
 
   Cush leaned down so that his mouth was next to her ear. “And what does the thought of another woman smiling at me, flirting with me, do to you, Little Raven?”
 
   He could practically hear her gritting her teeth. “Point taken.” 
 
   Just because he could, he pressed his lips to the skin just beneath her ear, a subtle reminder that she was his Chosen—he had that right. 
 
   “Where is the Rapture being made, Tony?” Rin asked as he pushed away from the wall where he had taken up his post.
 
   “San Joaquin Valley, located in Southern California. Lorsan bought 500 acres there because it has some of the richest soil in the world and would support the growth of the plant needed from the elfin realm.”
 
   Cush looked at Rin. “You up for a raid?”
 
   Rin’s lips twitched. “It will be like old times.”
 
   Elora stepped back and turned to look up at him with a frown. “You might as well just share with the entire group, Cush. You two aren’t going to do this alone.”
 
   “You aren’t coming,” he told her in a voice that invited no argument. He expected her to argue, but instead she just grinned at him. His eyes narrowed and he reached for her, wanting to see what little wheels were turning in that mind of hers. But she stepped back, staying just out of his reach. “Elora,” he warned.
 
   “No, it’s totally cool. You and Rin go and do your raid thing. And I’ll stay here in Vegas and Oakley can show me around and introduce me to all those more experienced things he has partaken of.” She smiled as she put her arms in the air and started shaking her hips to a beat only she could hear. “I think it’s time this Little Raven spread her wings and let her dark side out just a tad.
 
   Cush felt his blood begin to boil as he saw Tony’s eyes widen as his Chosen turned in a circle, gyrating with way too much skill. He grabbed her arm and tugged her to him, effectively putting an end to her little dance. “Do you have rooms we could stay in for the night?” he asked the casino operator.
 
   Tony’s eyes were still frozen to the spot Elora had just occupied, but he quickly composed himself and became the host that he usually showed his customers. “Yes, I can accommodate you. Your food and rooms will be on the house. Also, I would like to discuss your plan more.”
 
   Cush nodded. “Can we meet later tonight?”
 
   “That will work. I’ll have one of the conference rooms reserved. One of my men will come and retrieve you at ten.” Tony made a call and then before Cush knew it they were being ushered into some of the nicest suites in all of Vegas. 
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “You’re feeling your oats,” Elora teased the frowning light-elf warrior, who looked very much out of place in the opulent hotel room. His arms were folded across his broad chest and his handsome face was rigid with frustration. “Not many people could get away with informing my mom that her daughter would be staying in a room with a guy while she has to sleep across the hall.”
 
   “You’re mother understands what we are.” His voice was tight with anger. “She knows that it will be painful for us to be separated.”
 
   “True,” Elora conceded, “but you could have been a tad bit more polite than the whole Elora stays with me bit. And then closing the door in all of their faces, well that was just classic.” She sat down on the large, over stuffed sofa. Smoothing out her short black skirt she noticed that the black fishnet tights she wore had begun to fade and now looked closer to a dark shade of grey. She crossed one leg over the other and grimaced as the heavy combat boots on her feet weighed down her leg uncomfortably. When she looked back up to where he stood her breath caught as the intensity of his stare pierced her soul. “Cush?” she asked cautiously.
 
   It was several seconds before he finally answered her. “You can’t come with us, Elora.”
 
   “Didn’t you just say that it would be painful for us to be separated?” she countered.
 
   “It is merely uncomfortable as long as we are in agreement to be a part. But it is painful when we are forced a part.”
 
   “Believe me, you don’t have to explain. I saw what it did to Cassie when she was separated from Trik. But what makes you think that I will agree to stay here while you go to take on the dark elves?” She pushed herself up from the couch, suddenly very agitated at his calm demeanor. “I understand that you don’t want me to get hurt. I get that because I don’t want you to get hurt. But why do guys always think it’s fair to ask the chicks to stay behind where they will have to sit around and wonder if the man they care about is alright?”
 
   “You aren’t a warrior, Elora,” he said in exasperation as his arms fell to his side and he took a step towards her. “I have been fighting for a very long time. I am very good at what I do.”
 
   “Oh, I bet you are,” she muttered under her breath and then blushed when his eyes widened at her. “What? Sorry, I tend to get a little snarky when I’m frustrated.”
 
   “The point is…the reason males ask their females to stay behind is because it is in our genetic makeup to protect what is ours. You are my Chosen and I will protect you from everything, even yourself.”
 
   Elora snorted. “Yeah, good luck with that. What are you going to tie me up or something?”
 
   An eyebrow rose on his gorgeous face. “Bloody hell, you would, wouldn’t you?” she asked.
 
   “There isn’t much I wouldn’t do to keep you safe,” he admitted shamelessly.
 
   “At the risk of sounding utterly cliché, you can’t protect me from everything,” she pointed out.
 
   His lips twitched and she could tell that he was amused with her. “Maybe not, but I can protect you from this.”
 
   “And you aren’t the least bit worried about leaving me and my dark nature in Sin City?”
 
   His eyes narrowed on her and she felt a shiver of awareness crawl down her spine. “About that,” he started and her attention was caught on his mouth as he licked his lips. She didn’t think he was trying to be seductive, but man alive if he wasn’t just naturally so. His eyes grazed over her, leisurely starting at her feet and slowly climbing. “You mentioned that you thought it was time for the Little Raven to spread her wings,” his voice caressed her suddenly overly sensitized skin.
 
   “I might have said something along those lines,” she admitted with a shaky voice.
 
   “If you really feel that is necessary, or if there is some,” he paused and his eyes latched onto hers, “urge that you need to act on because we are in Vegas and your dark-elf nature is demanding it, there’s no need for you to wait until I leave.”
 
   “Really?” she nearly squeaked out. She cleared her throat and forced herself to pull it together, though she was slowly becoming a puddle at his feet. “Why is that exactly?”
 
   “Because I am more than happy to accommodate my Chosen in any way that she needs. It is my privilege to meet your needs. And honestly,” his voice dropped an octave, “the darker the better.”
 
   Elora’s palms had begun to sweat, isn’t that sexy, she thought as she wiped them on her thighs. Her heart was pounding in her chest and she was certain that at any moment it was going to beat its way straight out of her body. She refused to back up when Cush began taking steps towards her. When he was finally standing directly in front of her, she had to grit her teeth to keep from begging him to get on with the accommodating already.
 
   “Do you need me?”
 
   “Yes,” she breathed out quickly before her brain had a chance to tell her hormones to shut the hell up.
 
   He chuckled and before she had a chance to consider just how freaking hot his laugh was, his hands were in her hair pulling her to him and then his lips were on hers. Elora felt something inside of her awaken, as though being pulled from a deep slumber for the first time. Her soul reached for his, but this time she felt the darkness rise with it. She pressed closer to him and felt his fingers tighten in her hair in response, which only spurred her on. Her mouth opened as she gasped and as their tongues met. She heard him groan and it vibrated against her chest, stirring the passion, igniting a flame that she didn’t know if she would be able to put out.
 
    
 
   Cush felt her response and the force behind it had him rocking on his feet as he clutched her to him. He hadn’t planned to kiss her; he hadn’t planned to touch her. He had actually been hoping to have her backtracking on her threat to feed her dark nature, but this idea had completely backfired. His Little Raven had taken the bait and run with it. 
 
   He felt her small hands wrap around his neck and pull him closer. The heat from their bodies scorched him clear to his bones. He needed to stop this while he still could. Despite what she might think she wanted, he knew this wasn’t the time or the place.
 
   “What better time or place than in a freaking hotel room, Cush?” He heard her sultry voice in his mind and was shocked that she was able to concentrate enough to pick up on his thoughts. He let his hands run down her neck, shoulders, and arms until he was holding her hands and then he pulled back from the kiss. As his lips left hers, he knew that miracles really did happen because it was a miracle that he was the one stopping them from going further.
 
   “Under different circumstances, it would be perfect,” he murmured as he ran a thumb across her swollen lips. “You are quite the vixen, Elora.” He smiled as she blushed. “I want you, but not like this, not under these circumstances.”
 
   She blew out a deep breath and turned away from him, needing to get herself under control. “I know,” she groaned. “I don’t want it like this either. Well, I mean I do, but I don’t.” She shook her head and laughed. “Crap, I don’t know what I mean.”
 
   “You’re a virgin,” he said, gently hoping she could hear how pleased that information made him.
 
   “Yes, contrary to my current behavior, I’m not usually a floosy.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear that,” he teased. “Is it because the right male has not come along?” he asked, truly wanting to know why in a world that he knew to be so free with their sexuality, she had remained pure.
 
   Elora turned and looked at him, her brow furrowed as she studied him. “Cassie and I talked about it.” She shook her head with a small grin. “I mean we both came to the conclusion that there was no reason to rush giving away something that there was no return policy on. You know? I mean once that dam is breached, so to speak, there’s no going back. Once it’s given away, it’s a level of innocence that you can never get back. I didn’t want to give that to just anybody. Not to mention all the liabilities that come when you open that door. I mean do you know all the diseases a person can get from bumping uglies?”
 
   Cush choked on a laugh. “Bumping uglies?” 
 
   She shrugged. “Just calling it like it is. Anyways, Cassie and I both decided that our first time would be with the one person who deserved to have it. And religious reasons aside, because I’m not really religious, for me that would be my husband. The way I see it, if he really wants me then he’ll commit to me for life.”
 
   He felt his chest tighten and his fists clenched at his sides as she talked about having a husband and the possessive feeling that he was growing accustomed to rushed through him. “What about a soul mate?” he questioned. The growl in his voice had her eyes snapping up to his face and widening slightly.
 
   She stared at him silently for a few seconds. He watched her face carefully, trying to get a read on what it was she was thinking and feeling. They were still so new to each other, and he still had so much to learn about her.
 
   “I suppose a soul mate would do,” she said nonchalantly.
 
   He growled as he lifted her chin up so he could fully see her face. “I will marry you if that is what you need of me. I will do whatever human ritual you need in order for you to feel I’ve bound myself to you, but you need to know this, Little Raven, the moment our souls connected I was yours. And if there were no such things as Chosens, or soul mates, you would have captivated me still.”
 
   Elora’s lips parted as the breath rushed out of her as if she had been punched in the gut. “Wow,” she rasped, “that was totally book worthy.”
 
   He titled his head to the side. “What?”
 
   She grinned. “You’re little speech. It was worthy of being in one of those romance novels where the hero is so swoon worthy that even other males drool over him.”
 
   “I’m not sure if I should take that as a compliment or not,” he admitted.
 
   She cleared her throat and brushed her hair back from her face. “Oh, believe me, it is.” She let out a deep sigh and rubbed her face wearily. “So what now?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean what do we do now? We’re obviously not going to act on my darker impulses, despite your big talk,” she teased. “So what are we going to do between now and the meeting thing, which I am going to by the way.” She held up her hand as he started to argue. “Unless you really are going to tie me to the damn bed, I’m going, so save your breath, you won’t win this one elf boy.”
 
   Cush crossed his arms across his chest as he looked down at her. “Are you always this dramatic?”
 
   Elora chuckled as she sat back down on the couch and wiggled around until she was comfortable. “Can I blame it on my dark side?”
 
   He sat down next to her and pulled her legs up onto his lap. “Might as well, I have a feeling you’ll be blaming as much as you can on it.” His head jerked to the side as he felt something wet in his ear. His eyes narrowed on her as she held up the finger she had just licked and then stuck in his ear. 
 
   She shrugged and grinned wickedly. “My dark side made me do it.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter10]Chapter 10
 
   “Where there is civilization, there is war. The very idea of civilization is a contradiction. When beings, whether human, elfin, or other gather in one place to set up a society, there will always be conflict. There will always be those more intent on seeing their own will imposed on others rather than sacrificing themselves for what is best for the whole. Though this might cause some to become hopeless, there are those who will be spurred on to seek peace. These are the remnant, the ones who refuse to let evil prevail.” ~Forest Lords
 
    
 
    
 
   “You’ve taken a great risk to meet with me,” Myrin told the light-elf king.
 
   Tamsin chuckled with a wolfish smile. “It is only a great risk if I feared for my safety old one.”
 
   “You have no way of knowing where my loyalties lie,” the elder pointed out.
 
   “You care for Trik and you know what the ancient texts say. Unless you are a fool, I imagine you have figured out who will come out the victor in the coming battle.”
 
   “You never have been one to mince words,” Myrin retorted.
 
   “We are on the brink of a civil war. I do not have time to mince words,” Tamsin said with a sharp look. 
 
   Myrin’s eyes met his and the centuries of history between the two elves suddenly seemed so very insignificant. “How is he?” Myrin finally asked.
 
   “He’s as arrogant as ever,” Tamsin laughed with the elder, “but he has her, and she brings out the best in him.”
 
   “She must be very special.”
 
   Tamsin nodded. “She is, but then so is Triktapic, even if he is as annoying as a paper cut with salt being poured on it.”
 
   “Does he know that you share such affection for him?” Myrin asked.
 
   “Believe me, it’s mutual.” Tamsin paused and then let out the breath he’d been holding since he entered Sanctuary. “Do you know any of his plans?” 
 
   “Lorsan no longer confides in any of the elders. Since Triktapic left, he trusts only his Chosen.”
 
   Tamsin’s brow furrowed as he considered the elder’s words. “How many of the elders are loyal to him?”
 
   “They fear him; they are not loyal to him.”
 
   “Fear can be a very big motivator,” Tamsin countered.
 
   Myrin stood from the table and pulled the hood of his cloak back up over his head. As he turned to go, he met Tamsin’s eyes. “True, but there is something that is an even greater motivator than fear,” he paused and looked around the dark, nearly empty room, which was usually filled with loud music and writhing bodies. His eyes took on the look of one remembering another time—a happier time. “Hope, Tamsin. Hope is greater than fear. If Trik can give them hope, he will have their loyalty.”
 
    
 
   Tamsin watched as the elder slipped away into the dark room. He had come hoping to get information; instead all he got were more questions. He wondered if Trik would ever truly have the loyalty of any of the dark elves. They were a race built on self-indulgence and chaos. They thrived by hiding in the shadows. Now the protective cover of darkness was about to be ripped from their lives. Their deeds, their ways, would be laid bare for all to see. Can there be redemption for one such as these? He hoped so; he truly did, for the sake of the dark elves and for the sake of his new king.  
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   A knock on his office door had Tony looking up from the numbers before him. He frowned at the door as if the person on the other side could see his disapproval at being interrupted.
 
   “Come in,” he called out. 
 
   The door was pushed open with a force that was completely unnecessary. Tony stood quickly and reached for the gun he wore on his back beneath his suit jacket but froze when Tarron, Lorsan’s chemist, strode efficiently into the room. Tony felt the chill that followed the demented elf flow into his office and rush over his skin. He struggled with his need to back away from the evil that had just entered and his need to not appear weak in the face of that evil. He knew what kind of man Tarron was. He fed off the weaknesses of others. He took pleasure in pain and Tony wasn’t about to give him that kind of power.
 
   “Tarron,” Tony said as he let his hand drop to his side.
 
   Tarron’s unnaturally green eyes met his and Tony itched to grab his gun. He shoved his hands in the pockets of his slacks instead.
 
   “I’ve heard some disturbing news,” Tarron said as he slowly walked over to the one way glass that looked out at the casino floor. Tony recognized the motion for what it was. Tarron was letting him know that he didn’t consider him a threat—a man doesn’t give his back to something or someone he considers a risk to himself. He didn’t respond to the dark elf, but waited for him to continue.
 
   “I’m told that Rapture is not being made available to the customers all of the time.” Tarron turned to face him and leaned casually against the glass. Tony wasn’t fooled by the casual stance. He knew how fast the elves could move. He also knew that the calmer they acted, generally, the more trouble you were in.
 
   “People were tearing my casino apart over the stuff,” Tony told him, his shoulders tense as he tried to temper his anger. “When they can no longer pay for it, some of them go berserk. It’s dangerous and frankly I was getting tired of cleaning up the mess.”
 
   “Your casino?” Tarron asked coolly.
 
   Now you’ve done it, Tony thought to himself as he watched the dark elf grow very still.
 
   “You are simply the caretaker of this establishment, just as your father was before you. You do not get to make decisions like the one you have made. I advise that you remedy the situation immediately.”
 
   Tony bit his tongue to keep from telling the chemist to go to hell. He knew that all that would do was get him a one way ticket there himself. He nodded instead, but kept his lips firmly shut. Tarron was pulling the door closed just as he looked over his shoulder at him and spoke. “And Tony, I do hope that we haven’t put our trust in the wrong human. I would hate to have to tell Lorsan that you were keeping questionable company.” 
 
   The door shut with an audible click and Tony felt it all the way to his bones. 
“Shit!” He growled as he grabbed his cell phone, about to dial, but then realized just how stupid he had been. He forced himself to wait twenty minutes to give Tarron time to get out of the casino before he left his office and headed towards the floor where the light elves and the females were staying. 
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   The knock on the door startled Elora from where she dozed on the couch. Cush wasn’t next to her, and when she looked around the room, she saw that the door to the bathroom was closed. She stood and stretched and started towards the door just as another knock came, only this one was more insistent than the first.
 
   “Okay, okay, hold your horses,” she grumbled. Just as she reached for the door knob, she felt the air around her shift and suddenly a large hand was flat against the door. She turned her head up to look at Cush who was frowning down at her. “Pushy much?”
 
   “Did you bother to ask who it was?” he growled at her. “Or have you forgotten that you are in enemy territory?”
 
   Elora stepped back and crossed her arms across her chest. “How many times do I have to remind you that I,” she pointed to herself, “am a dark elf? I am technically in my own territory.” She smiled innocently at him.
 
   Cush bit back the snarl that lurked just below the surface as the knock came again and this time a voice with it.
 
   “Warrior, open up; we have a problem.” Tony’s voice came through the door.
 
   He stepped in front of Elora to block her from view as he undid the lock and pulled the door open to reveal a flustered looking casino owner on the other side.  He walked in without being invited, sweeping past Cush, and then whipped around to look at them both.
 
   “You all have to go. Now.”
 
   “What’s happened?” Cush asked.
 
   “Seriously, dude. You’re looking a little panicked and it’s really not a good look for you,” Elora pointed out unhelpfully.
 
   Tony gave her a pointed look.
 
   “What?” She shrugged. “It’s my dark nature. I’m just spouting off at the mouth. Truly I have no idea what I might say or do next.”
 
   “That’s my fault isn’t it,” Tony asked Cush as he nodded towards Elora.
 
   Cush bared his teeth at the human. “Yes, thank you for that.”
 
   “Not to break up the boy bonding moment or anything,” Elora interrupted, “but you were just telling us that we needed to get out of Dodge. Would you please like to elaborate?”
 
   “Tarron was here.”
 
   Cush went still at the name of the dark elf.
 
   Tony’s eyes narrowed on him. “I take it you know who he is?”
 
   “I know Tarron,” Cush confirmed gruffly. “And if he was here, then you are correct we need to go.”
 
   “He knows you’re here.”
 
   Cush let out a string of curses in his native language as Elora looked at him with wide eyes.
 
   “You can’t blame that on your dark side, buddy,” she told him dryly.
 
   Cush shook his head at her as he grabbed her hand and began pulling her towards the door. “Thank you for your help, Tony,” he told the human. They were out in the hall banging on Lisa’s door when Rin and Oakley came out of the room they were sharing.
 
   “What’s going on, Cush?” Rin asked.
 
   “We need to go. Tarron knows we are here,” Cush explained.
 
   Rin let out some similar sounding words as he dashed back into their room. Oakley hurried down the hall towards them, frowning as he looked from Cush to Elora to Tony. 
 
   “I take it this Tarron character is bad news?” Oakly asked.
 
   “Apparently, he’s worthy of elvish cursing,” Elora told him.
 
   The door to Lisa’s room finally opened and she stood there disheveled, obviously having just awoken. “What wrong?” she asked Cush.
 
   “We need to leave,” Cush told her without elaborating further.
 
   Lisa nodded, not questioning him. She hurried to put her shoes back on and ran her fingers through her hair in an attempt to tame her bedhead. 
 
   In a matter of minutes they were in the parking deck following after Tony.  Though it was nearly ten o’clock at night, the lights of Vegas rendered it as bright as day. Elora turned to look out at those lights and she soaked up the noise and life of the city. She felt the itch under her skin to run. To where? She didn’t know; she just knew that the night called to her. Cush, sensing her restlessness, wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. 
 
   “I have no idea how much Tarron knows,” Tony admitted. “I was stupid not to consider that they were watching me. They probably have video cameras in my office and the conference rooms and definitely out on the floor. I’m going to give you a vehicle that’s clean so it will be safe.”
 
   “What does it matter if it’s dirty?” Elora asked.
 
   Tony smiled at her. “Not clean like that. I mean clean as in free of any bugs or GPS so they can’t track you.” 
 
   “Oh, gotchya.” Elora nodded. 
 
   “I wish I could tell you that she would be safe if she stayed here,” Tony said, speaking to Cush. “But I’m not too proud to admit that their power is too great for me.”
 
   “I understand, and I would not put you in that position. She belongs by my side anyways.”
 
   “Well at least then you know what sort of trouble she’s getting into,” Tony pointed out.
 
   “She is standing right here,” Elora grated out.              
 
   Tony led them to a black, generic, albeit very official looking, SUV.  They loaded up with Cush taking the driver seat and Elora next to him in the passenger seat. Cush rolled down the window as he started the vehicle. Tony stood several feet away watching them. His eyes were narrowed and the skin around his mouth was tight with stress.
 
   “Will you be alright?” Cush asked him.
 
   Tony shrugged. “Worst case scenario, they torture me; best case, they only kill me.”
 
   Elora’s mouth dropped open at his words. “He’s joking right?”
 
   Cush began to back up and as he put the car in drive and pulled out of the parking deck he looked one last time at Tony. Then he glanced over at Elora and shook his head. “No, unfortunately he’s very serious.”
 
   “Torture? Really? I mean, who does that?” Elora asked incredulously.
 
   “Apparently, dark elves,” Oakley replied and then added, “and truthfully now knowing that we are half dark elves, it explains a lot.”
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   Tarron watched from the shadows as the black SUV pulled out of the parking deck. He had expected that the human who was in charge of running Iniquity would have ran with the light-elf warriors. But he stayed. Whether that made him brave, or foolish, he couldn’t yet say. He did know that it made him dead. Tarron had no way of contacting Lorsan in the dark elf realm since the king had closed the portals. So he couldn’t get a confirmation that his king would indeed want Tony the human removed. But the human had betrayed them. In Tarron’s book, betrayal was an automatic death sentence. 
 
   He stepped out from the shadows. Tarron could see by the tightening of Tony’s shoulders that the human knew that he had company. Tarron prepared himself to have to run after the human. Humans are prey and, after all, that is what prey do; they run from anything deadlier than themselves and the elf was definitely much deadlier. But, once again, the human surprised him. Tony turned slowly to face him. His jaw was tense and his eyes darted around the parking deck before finally landing back on Tarron.
 
   “Your family has worked for the dark elves for many generations,” Tarron said as he took a step towards the human. “You know the cost of disloyalty, yet you are still here?”
 
   “I know the cost,” Tony agreed. “But I also know that the cost of Rapture being given to my race is more than I’m willing to stand for.”
 
   Tarron chuckled. “Suddenly you’ve grown a conscience?”
 
   “Something like that,” Tony quipped.
 
   “I think it’s a little late for regret, human,” Tarron purred. “You’ve made your bed, and you invited the enemy to lie down with you in it. What is it you humans always say? You reap what you sow?” He smiled as he took another step closer. 
 
    
 
   Tony knew he was staring at death. There was no other way to put it. The sadistic dark elf standing not twenty feet from him was going to kill him. He realized that he was having one of those moments that you see happen to people in the movies, where their life sort of flashes before their eyes. For him it was more that everything up until that point was staring him in the face and it was screaming at him, this is what you did with your life? This is how you spent the few years given to you, in the service of evil? The crappy thing about having reality stare you in the face is that there is no turning from it. There is no hiding from what has already happened. It is done and it cannot be undone. And now as he stood there, staring at the man who would end his pathetic version of a life, he realized just how badly he wanted to do something good with his life. 
 
   He wanted to help someone or give back in some way, and now, now he wouldn’t be able to do that. He would never be able to redeem himself from all the darkness he himself had caused, and he knew that if there was a hell—if it was a real place, he was about to be checking himself into it. Tarron took another step closer, and another, and the waiting just made Tony want to scream at him to get on with it. Suddenly, there was a screeching of wheels on the concrete and headlights were bearing down on the pair, heading straight for his executioner. Tony kept thinking that the vehicle was going to slam on its breaks or swerve, but it did neither. In fact, it seemed to be speeding up. Tarron must have seen the alarm in his eyes because he whipped around to see the oncoming vehicle and, in an act of last second desperate self-preservation, he jumped as only supernatural being could.  Tony was just about to dive out of the way when the tires screeched to a halt. The back passenger door of the black SUV was flung open and Rin, the warrior, stuck his head out. 
 
   “You look like you could use a ride.”
 
   Tony chuckled but wasted no time jumping into the vehicle. 
 
   “I thought you were going to hit him like a speed bump,” Tony heard Elora’s voice from the front of the vehicle. 
 
   “He jumped out of the way, Elora,” Cush responded as if he was talking to a petulant child.
 
   “You could always back up and see if you hit him then,” she pointed out.
 
   Tony coughed back his surprise which caught the girl’s attention. She turned back to look at him with her purple eyes shining.
 
   “Blood thirsty much?” Tony asked her.
 
   She shrugged and pointed to herself. “Dark side.”
 
   “You can’t blame every little flaw on your dark side, Sis,” Oakley huffed.
 
   “Okay, well, if it’s not my dark side, then I’ll blame it on my ovaries.”
 
   That brought a laugh from everyone as Cush slammed his foot down on the gas pedal and pointed the car in the direction of California.
 
   Tony looked over his shoulder out the back window. He didn’t see any sign of Tarron, but he could feel him. Like a festering wound waiting to burst and spread its poison, Tarron would wait and then he would strike.  
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    “Where you go, I go. Where you stay, I stay. Your people are now my people. Who you love, I’ll love. Who you serve, I’ll serve. When you hurt, I hurt. When you laugh, I laugh. All of my days I am bound to you and when you leave this world, I can only hope to leave it with you.” ~Trik
 
    
 
   Cassie groaned as she lay back on the grass and stared up into the sky. Her entire body ached. She ached in places that she didn’t even know she had and in places she would never dream of saying she ached. She could feel her body changing, tightening, becoming sharper, as a result of the rigorous self-defense exercises Trik was putting her and the elves through. Aside from the warm weather, staring up at the sky, she could almost pretend she was back in the human realm lying in her own back yard. It would be cold January there she knew. She pushed away her worries, drawing on the memories of her life before Trik, before Rapture, before life and death. Her mom’s face suddenly emerged and she had to fight back the tears as a wave of longing rushed through her. She missed her parents fiercely and she was beginning to doubt that she would ever see them again. But no matter how badly she wanted to be with her parents, she knew she was where she needed to be. Unfortunately, being where you need to be didn’t diminish the feeling of wanting to be somewhere else. 
 
   Memories began to pour into her: her mother’s laughter, her father’s smile, the smell of her house, the warmth of her own bed. The memories all came crashing down on her and she could no longer hold back the tears. 
 
   As the tears began to fall, they became a much needed cleansing for her soul, one that she didn’t even know she needed. She sobbed. She cried for the injustice of life and for the loss of innocence. She cried for the dark years Trik allowed himself to live and she cried for the pain he would continue to endure as a consequence of the darkness he let reign for so long.  She cried for Elora and Lisa and allowed herself to finally come to terms with the intense loss she felt at not having her best friend with her. She cried until she was sure there were no tears left inside of her and then, lying there in the courtyard by herself, she fell into an exhausted sleep, somehow a little better off than she had been before.
 
    
 
   As the darkness of night wrapped around the light-elf castle, Trik found his Chosen lying curled in a ball in the corner of the courtyard. He let out a deep sigh of relief as he knelt down beside her and brushed some strands of hair away from her face. He had been looking for her for several hours. Though he knew that nothing bad had happened to her, not knowing where she was had driven him crazy. He scooped her up in his arms and the fact that she didn’t even stir under his jostling testified to how tired she was. The past three days of training had been brutal, but he knew it was necessary. Better she be exhausted from training, than be exhausted in the middle of battle when it counted. He carried her to their room; well, it was really her room he grinned to himself. He had managed to weasel himself into her space and she had yet to kick him out. He wasn’t about to willingly leave. He laid her down in the bed and pulled the covers up over her. After one last glance, he left her to sleep. He still had some planning to go over with Tamsin. Though all he wanted to do was crawl into the bed next to her and shut the world out, he had to make sure there was a world left to shut out before he could allow himself that time with her. 
 
    
 
   Cassie felt warm breath on her cheek and for a single heartbeat she thought it was Trik. As soon as the large hand clamped over her mouth she realized how very wrong she had been. Her eyes snapped open and her heartbeat sped up as fear settled in her bones. She felt the blankets being ripped from her and the cool night air rushed over her. When another set of hands grabbed her ankles, she realized there was more than one attacker and she tried not to let that revelation push her from fear to complete terror. Her heart pounded relentlessly against her chest and she briefly considered the chances of her having a heart attack at her age, not likely even under great duress. She mentally berated herself for thinking about something so silly at such a critical moment.
 
   “What do you think he would do to get you back?” A deep gravelly voice whispered in her ear. “What do you think he would give up?”
 
   Everything, was the answer she would have said if she could because she knew it was true. She also knew she couldn’t allow them to take her because Trik was needed, and he couldn’t save the elves and humans if he was focused on getting her back. With a renewed sense of purpose, she began to fight back. For three days she had been training with the most deadly assassin to ever grace her realm or his own. She wasn’t just a helpless little high school-er anymore. She was a queen. She wrenched back on of her legs and twisted her hips at the same time. It must have caught her attackers off guard because suddenly one leg was free. She pulled it back and kicked with all her might and the loud grunt that followed told her she had connected with her target. She flung her body, rolling it over and over, jerking herself free from the one who had covered her mouth. She rolled clear off the edge of the bed, and four days ago she would have landed on her rump, but her training with Trik had her reflexes on overdrive. 
 
   She rolled off the edge and flipped her legs around so that her feet landed on the floor with a thud. Swiftly springing up she looked around the dark room. Her eyes adjusted quickly and she saw both men were looking at her with wide eyes. Long dark hair, tall lithe forms, and shining eyes gave away their dark-elf heritage. They had expected easy prey. Well, they had another thing coming if they thought she would just lie there while they tied her up like a prized hog. She crouched down into the fighting stance that Trik had taught her and she met each of their eyes.
 
   “So, are we going to dance or what?” she asked with bravado that she didn’t really feel. Just as the one she had kicked made a move towards her, the doors behind her flew open, and Trik and all his power came storming in. His arm stretched out and the two dark elves were flung back against the wall. Their legs dangled uselessly several feet from the floor as they were held in place by the sheer will of her mate.  Trik walked straight to her and looked her over. He must have seen something he didn’t like because his eyes began to swirl and glow silver. 
 
   “Are you alright?” he asked her gently as he cupped her face.
 
   She nodded. “I was using what you taught me,” she told him proudly. 
 
   His lips turned up in a slight smile. “My fierce beautiful queen.”
 
   “Don’t you forget it,” she teased him back. She reached up on her tippy toes and pressed a kiss to his lips. “I’m fine,” she whispered against them. “They didn’t hurt me.”
 
   Trik’s forehead pressed to hers and she could tell that he was barely holding it together. 
 
   “Why did he send you,” he finally asked as he turned to face the two dark elves. They stared back at him blankly as if he had spoken a foreign language. “Agog,” Trik said the elf’s name with a familiar purr. “I believe you have been on a few missions with me. You know what I’m capable of.”
 
   “You’re a light elf now,” Agog interrupted him.
 
   A slow smile spread across Trik’s face and it sent chills down Cassie’s arms and not the good kind. 
 
   “When it comes to my Chosen, there is nothing that I am not capable of. So if you think for a minute that I won’t utilize all of my skills, vast as they are, in order to protect her, then you are so very, very mistaken.”
 
   Cassie turned to see Tamsin and Syndra both enter the room. Syndra hurried over to her. “Are you alright?” Cassie was slightly surprised when the light-elf queen hugged her.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good. They didn’t get a chance to hurt me,” she told her honestly.
 
   “What are you going to do with them, Trik?” Tamsin asked him.
 
   Trik stared up at the men and with a flick of his wrist they crumpled to the ground. They weren’t dead. Cassie could still see their chests moving up and down as they breathed, but they were definitely unconscious. “Lock them up. I’ll question them after I’ve had a chance to make sure my Chosen is alright.”
 
   Cassie started to speak up but the look Trik gave her had her snapping her mouth closed. Trik took her hand and led her to the bathroom. He shut the door behind them and turned the lock on the door, effectively shutting out the others.
 
   “Trik.”
 
   “Shh.” He wrapped his arms around her and pressed his lips to hers. It started out sweet and gentle but then something changed, and suddenly he had her pushed up against the wall with his hands in her hair tilting her head back to deepen the kiss. She could hear his thoughts loud and clear in that moment. He was terrified of losing her again. He was terrified of what Lorsan would do to her if he got her. She ran her hands over his face as she returned his kiss and gradually he softened until he finally pulled back. He panted as he tried to catch his breath and she was glad she wasn’t the only one that sounded as though she’d been running a marathon.
 
   “They could have taken you,” he whispered against her lips. He may have stopped kissing her, but he wasn’t moving away from her. His hands ran up and down her arms and back and then gripped her hips. “They could have,” he didn’t finish the sentence; the horror of it was shining in his eyes.
 
   “But they didn’t,” she pointed out, “and I was fighting back and doing a pretty darn good job. They were expecting a helpless girl, but you have taught me that I don’t have to be helpless. You’ve taught me to defend myself.”
 
   Trik shook his head. “A female, a human female against dark-elf males doesn’t have a chance, Cassie. They could have killed you. The fact that you are alive means that Lorsan doesn’t want you dead.”    
 
   “Well thank goodness for small mercies,” she said as she blew out a weary breath. “Now why exactly are we in the bathroom?”
 
   Trik shook his head as he looked briefly away from her. “I needed you to myself for a few moments,” he sighed then added. “I needed to calm down so that I didn’t kill those two men.” 
 
   Cassie’s eyes widened at his confession. “You aren’t going to kill them?” She was more surprised by the idea that he would let them live, not that he wanted to kill them.
 
   “I didn’t say that. But for now I need them alive. Lorsan has a plan and they probably know at least a little about what it is. Once they give me all that they can, then I’ll decide their fate.”
 
   “You know you don’t have to kill them,” she told him carefully, fully aware of how touchy he was when it came to her safety. “They can’t harm me, not anymore.”
 
   Trik’s eyes met hers and she felt the intensity of his stare to her soul. It was as if he were stripping her bare, revealing every layer, shining light on every dark place. “It’s not about what they can or can’t do anymore, love. Some dark elves only understand one thing, and that is life and death. They only value one thing and that is themselves. To ensure that others do not come after you, I have to make an example of them. The dark elves have to know that I will not tolerate threats, and I will protect you at all cost.”
 
   “And what about mercy? Don’t kings grant mercy?” she challenged. “Weren’t you granted mercy?”
 
   “When it comes to your safety, your life, I have no mercy in me.”
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   Elora wiped drool from her bottom lip as she pushed away from the passenger side window where she had fallen asleep. She noticed the night was beginning to fade as it gave way to morning and the sky began to have a pinkish hue as the sun started to rise. As she stretched her arms above her head, she heard a throat being cleared. Her head turned slowly and she saw Cush’s light blue eyes raking over her.
 
   “Sleep well?” his deep voice rumbled across the vehicle, causing warmth to spread inside of her.
 
   “You totally just saw the drool didn’t you?” she asked, more annoyed than embarrassed.
 
   “Could be worse,” he told her.
 
   She snorted. “True, I could have farted,” her head snapped up. “Holy crap, tell me I didn’t fart,” she said desperately.
 
   Cush chuckled. “My Little Raven is all flustered; it’s a cute look for you.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and waved him off. “Whateve. So where are we?”
 
   “We’ve been driving for about three hours, which, according to the GPS means we still have about three more to go,” her brother spoke up from the back seat.
 
   “Do we have a plan for when we get there?” she asked Cush.
 
   “Humans stay in the car while the elves burn down the place.”
 
   “What?” she snapped. “You expect me to just sit back and watch while you get to go all Fourth of July on the dark-elf king?” She shook her head and folded her arms across her chest. “Nope, not gonna happen. This chick plays with matches.”
 
   “She can’t blame that one on her dark side,” Lisa spoke up. “She totally gets that from me.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Exactly two pee breaks, a snack break, several arguments, and three and a half hours later, Cush pulled onto the long dirt road that would supposedly lead them to the fields where the Almare plants were being grown. Having been at one time a famous vineyard, finding the farm hadn’t been too difficult. 
 
   He pulled over to the side of the road and turned the engine off. The tension inside the vehicle was palpable. None of the humans wanted to be left behind, and although Cush only cared what happened to Elora, he knew he had to protect the others because she cared for them. 
 
   “So, what’s it going to be, GI Joe?” Elora asked. “You gonna knock us out, tie us up, super glue our hands to the vehicle?”
 
   Cush bared his teeth at her in frustration. Truth be told, he didn’t want her out of his sight. As long as he could see her, he could protect her. But if she knew he felt that way, she would use it to her advantage. 
 
   “Cush,” Lisa’s soft gentle tone floated up to the front of the cab. “I know that you are worried about her, believe me, as her mom I get that. But I also know that if you cage her, she will resent you. You have to let her come with you, you have to let her be where she belongs, and that is by your side.”
 
   Cush knew she was right. He could feel the truth of her words all the way to his soul but the man in him wanted his woman as far from danger as possible. He felt a warm touch to his face and turned to face Elora. She had reached up and put her small hand on his cheek and seemed to be imploring him with her big, purple eyes. 
 
   “The truth, Cush?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “The idea of not being able to see you is making me sick. The idea of not knowing if you are okay or if you need help is enough to drive me insane, and I have never felt this way about anyone. I’m totally out of my element with all of these touchy, feely, emotions and honestly, it’s making me want to hurt something. Please don’t leave me here. Don’t go where I can’t be with you.”
 
   He nearly groaned at her heartfelt confession as he unsnapped her seat belt and hauled her across the console and onto his lap.
 
   “This again? Come on, you two, seriously?” Cush heard Oakley’s words but ignored him, instead focusing on his Chosen.
 
   “You’re killing me,” he told her. “All I want to do is keep you safe. All I want to do is make sure that at the end of the day you are alive and well, and you are asking me to drag you into a place that will threaten that outcome.”
 
   “Consider it a character building exercise,” she teased.
 
   Cush pressed his lips to hers quickly but firmly. “Stay with me. Do not leave my side.”
 
   She smiled triumphantly up at him. “I won’t; I’ll be right beside you the whole time.”
 
   “Where you belong,” he murmured to her.
 
   “Right where I belong,” she agreed.
 
    
 
   “I’ll take lead,” Cush said as the small group stood twenty feet from where they had exited the vehicle. “Rin, you pull up the rear. Oakley and Tony, you flank the women.”
 
   “Flank the women?” Elora asked dryly. “It sounds like some freaky punishment.”
 
   “Don’t tempt me,” Cush told her with a tight smile. “Our goal is not to engage the enemy. We want to get to the crops and set them ablaze. Hopefully that will draw out anyone inside. Then we will go in and see if there is a way to destroy the already created Rapture.”
 
   They moved into the formation Cush had ordered and followed him. Elora had to trot to keep up with his long strides. He moved with such stealth that she felt like a bull in a China shop as she followed behind. The others behind her sounded just as loud, except for Tony and Rin. When she looked back over her shoulder at them, she saw that they were moving with nearly the same grace and silence that Cush did.
 
   They moved off the road and headed into a field that had obviously been a vineyard at one time. The tall plants were overgrown and unruly. They twisted and climbed over each other and seemed to have taken on a life of their own without the guidance of a vinedresser. Cush pushed away branches and Elora was careful to hold them until her mom behind her was able to grab the branch to keep it from whacking her in the face. The ground began to slope and Cush stopped and looked back at them. “It’s going to get a little steep so tread carefully.”
 
   When they began moving again, Elora found herself leaning back to keep from rolling forward and doing a head dive down the hill. After what seemed like forever, the land leveled out again. The sun was getting higher as the morning grew later. Elora hadn’t previously considered how large the vineyard probably was. She figured at this rate that it might be early evening before they reached the first Almare crop. 
 
   “Bingo,” she heard Cush whisper.
 
   All of a sudden she looked up and saw a very different looking plant than the ones they had been traipsing through for the past half hour. Before her stood rows and rows of tall leafy plants, each laden with small red fruits, about the size of a cherry, only brighter. Okay so not early evening then, she thought to herself somewhat relieved. 
 
   “What now?” she whispered to him.
 
   “When I say run, you follow me and you run. No standing and staring or ooing and ahhing, okay?”
 
   Elora nodded, not having a clue what he was talking about but guessing that it would be better for her to just agree with him than to ask questions. 
 
   Suddenly Rin and Cush both reached out their hands and bolts of light shot out. The field before them that had been overflowing with a lush vine–like plant was suddenly burning in a blue-white blaze. Elora felt her mouth forming into an O just as she heard Cush’s voice over the crackle of the flames. “RUN!”
 
   She felt her arm being pulled and finally tore her gaze from the incredible sight before her. She turned and took off after Cush, pumping her arms in time with her legs. She glanced back quickly to make sure Lisa was with her and, sure enough, her mom was right behind. Though surprising because of the roaring fire, Elora could hear voices traveling over the fields. The sounds only made her want to run faster. They came upon another field and once again Rin and Cush did their flame throwing act and they ran again. Elora was convinced that somehow her body was feeding itself mega doses of adrenaline because she couldn’t believe she was still sprinting. Field after field they burned and then ran until finally they were brought up short by a large building.
 
   “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” she said breathlessly as she hunched over her knees attempting to catch her breath. She looked over at Cush who looked annoyingly un-winded and unruffled. Butthead, she thought as he flashed her a rueful smile. 
 
   “Halfway done,” Rin said, just as calm and collected as Cush was.
 
   Elora waved them on. “You guys go on ahead,” she said still attempting to catch her breath. “Really, we’ll be the look out, if we see any dark elves we’ll totally yell for you.”
 
   Cush laughed. “Babe you can’t even talk; how on earth are you going to yell?”
 
   “Technicality,” she wheezed out.
 
   He walked over and took her hand, tugging her behind him. “Let’s go, tough girl,” he teased. “Keep breathing like that and you might just scare away anyone headed our way.”
 
   “Ha, ha,” she retorted. “You are freaking hilarious.”
 
   The others followed behind Cush as he led them to a side door. His head tilted to the side as if he was listening, though Elora couldn’t imagine what he could possibly hear over the blaze they had set and the screaming dark elves out in the fields trying to deal with the chaos. After several minutes, he put his hand on the door handle and pulled it effortlessly open.
 
   “Was that unlocked?” Elora whisper shouted.
 
   “If I tell you no, will you think I’m awesome?” he asked her with a spark of mischief. It was then that Elora realized that he was enjoying himself.
 
   “You like this sort of thing, don’t you?”
 
   He ushered her inside and let Oakley take over holding the door. “It’s what I’m trained to do. So I guess you could say that yes I enjoy doing what I have been trained to do.”
 
   She followed him into a long, clinical looking hallway. Lights lined the ceiling and the florescent bulbs shining on the stark white walls were annoyingly bright.  Elora watched Cush as he moved, his body poised and ready to attack. His words echoed in her mind, it’s what I’m trained to do, yes I enjoy doing what I’ve been trained to do. For the first time since he had told her he didn’t want a Chosen, she finally got it. Cush was a warrior. It was who he was and what he did. Not only that, but he truly loved it. And she—well—she was a worry and a distraction. He hadn’t wanted to bring her in with him because he was worried she would get hurt. He probably didn’t even fully realize it, but Cush wouldn’t be able to enjoy himself doing what he loved because he would be too busy worrying about her. As she stared after his incredible form, she couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take until he would begin to resent her. If she was what kept him from doing what he truly enjoyed doing, how long until when he looked at her his light blue eyes no longer held the tenderness she saw in them now. 
 
   Cush stopped suddenly and reached for her. Elora had never tried to block her thoughts from him, but she didn’t want him to know how she was feeling in that moment so she pictured the thickest, highest wall imaginable and mentally put it between them. As soon as his fingers intertwined with hers, she knew she had been successful based on the frown he gave her. She returned his look with a shrug.
 
   “We will talk about this once we’re done with this mess,” he told her sternly.
 
   Damn straight we will, she thought to herself safely behind her wall, and between now and then I’ll figure out how to let you go. 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter12]Chapter 12
 
   “I’m a selfish human being. I’ve never denied that, nor have I ever attempted to claim otherwise. But now I suddenly find myself wanting to do the right thing and frankly the right thing sucks. No, I take that back, the right thing absolutely blows chunks of the sickest kind, and really all I want to do is stomp my foot and scream that I don’t want to and you can’t make me.” ~Elora
 
    
 
    
 
   Cush was momentarily shocked as he tugged Elora along behind him, her hand still clutched in his. When he had taken her hand in his, Cush felt his soul reach for her. But to his surprise and frustration, the minute his hand had wrapped around hers, all he got was a stone cold wall of nothingness. He narrowed his eyes as he looked at her. What are you hiding, Little Raven, he asked, even knowing she wouldn’t hear him. All she gave him was a shrug in response to his glare, the little vixen. He didn’t have the time to question her further about it, not when they were in the middle of enemy territory, and that only frustrated him more.
 
    He found a door with a biohazard symbol slapped across the front of it and decided to take his chances. He had hoped that by setting the crops on fire it would draw out most of the dark elves that might be working there, giving them better access to the drugs that had already been created. As he pushed the door open he listened for any movement. He didn’t bother with looking behind, he trusted Rin to handle things on his end. 
 
   He caught site of several huge silver vats lining the walls. Cush walked over to the closest and turned a spout located at the bottom of the tank. Dark red liquid began spilling onto the floor. 
 
   “Jackpot,” breathed Elora.
 
   Once they were all in the room, Cush motioned for them to back up against the wall where the door was located. 
 
   “Why do I have a feeling this is about to get very messy?” Lisa asked.
 
   “That’s why you should always wear black, Lisa,” Elora explained as she pressed her back against the wall. “Nothing stains black.”
 
   “Hey!” A sudden shout grabbed their attention.
 
   Cush whipped around at the deep voice. Immediately he located the owner of the voice and judged his proximity to Elora. A tall dark elf stood just inside the doorway, only a few feet from his Chosen. The dark elf noticed immediately who was easy prey and started for the humans, but Rin and Cush were already moving.
 
   Rin barreled into the dark elf like a pro lineman and drove him into the back wall. They hit it with such force that it shook the building around them. Cush turned back to face the room and he closed his eyes and called on the energy of the wind. His people were close to nature. They had a communion with it that most did not, and so they were able to draw on its power. Nature was a force to be reckoned with. The wind whipped through the room, toppling the vats over; red liquid spilled out onto the floor as an ocean of Rapture drenched everything in its path.
 
   Cush turned back to see Rin still struggling with the dark elf. He started towards him to help but Rin yelled, “GO!” Cush paused, but then realized that his comrade had assessed the situation correctly. They needed to get out quickly before more dark elves returned. He grabbed Elora’s hand once again and motioned for the others to follow.
 
   “What about Rin?” Lisa yelled as they ran back down the long corridor.
 
   “He can handle himself,” Cush called back over his shoulder, believing his words fully, knowing that Rin was a talented warrior.
 
   They made it back outside where the fires continued to rage. Cush fought back a smile as the dark elves heaped water onto the supernatural flames, unknowingly making it worse. They ran, following the direction they’d come, but giving a much wider berth than the first time. Cush knew that the humans needed to rest but he couldn’t stop; he wanted Elora as far from that place as possible, as far as possible from the dark elves that would kill her without second thought. 
 
   By the time they made it back to the vehicle, Lisa, Oakley, Tony, and Elora looked like worn-out horses that had been run for days. Their hair was windblown and plastered to their heads with sweat, their eyes wide with fear and shock, and their clothes a jumbled mess from the branches that had slapped at them as they ran. Their shoes were all soaked with red fluid and now covered in dirt as well. All four of them fell or leaned or knelt on the ground, attempting to catch their breaths. Moments after their return, Rin leapt through the overgrown field and landed beside Cush. He looked every bit as un-flustered as Cush did, not even the least bit out of breath.
 
   “Did you eliminate him?” Cush asked.
 
   Rin gave a solemn nod.
 
   “Right, we need to go,” Cush told them as he walked over to Elora and pulled her to her feet. He cupped his hands on her face and looked down into her wide eyes. “You okay?”
 
   She nodded. “Just a normal day in the life of my warrior boyfriend.”
 
   “Boyfriend?” His lips twitched with the hint of a smile.
 
   “What do you want me to call you?” she asked as she brushed off her dirty pants.
 
   “Just so long as you call me yours,” he whispered into her ear. Cush didn’t know why he felt the need to remind her, but for some reason the possessive side that had reared its ugly head the minute she had walked into his life was snarling to be heard. He turned to lead her to the vehicle just as Rin hollered at him.
 
   “CUSH, WAIT!” 
 
   He froze and then turned to look at his friend. Rin was listening to something. Cush attempted to tune out everything around him and tried to listen to what nature was saying to them.
 
   “Bomb,” Rin finally broke the silence. 
 
   “In the car?” Oakley asked and backed away from the vehicle that he was nearly touching.
 
   Rin nodded. “Do you hear it?” he asked Cush.
 
   Cush did hear it. The wind was crying out to them, telling them that there was something wrong with the vehicle. Elora looked up at him in question.
 
   “I’ll explain when there isn’t a bomb waiting to go off.”
 
   “Good point,” she added.
 
   “I take it this means we’re going to have to run again?” Tony asked.
 
   Cush didn’t answer but instead hoisted Elora up into his arms. He looked at Rin and then to Lisa and Rin understood what he was asking him to do. Once an arguing Lisa was in Rin’s arms they started off at a decent jog heading away from the valley and towards the last town they had come across. It was going to be a long run. 
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   “He’s captured them, my liege.” The words grated on Lorsan’s last nerve and it took everything in him not to strike the messenger down. But what good would that do? What purpose would it serve to kill one of his own just because he was irritated with Triktapic. The assassin’s—no wait, the king’s—very name made his blood boil and his heart pound. He wanted his head on a spike to decorate his garden. He wanted his glory shredded and his might and power stripped from him until he was as naked as the day he was born. And he would have it. Trik wasn’t a coward; he wouldn’t hide behind the walls of the light elves forever. He would attack soon and when he did he would finally see just why Lorsan was the dark-elf king. Trik would finally see that there remained a power that was greater than all others, Forrest Lords or not. There were some things that couldn’t be destroyed. 
 
   “Come on, Trik, I’m waiting for you. Come see you’re old king,” Lorsan muttered into the empty throne room.
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   Cassie opened the door at the sound of the soft knock. Syndra stood just outside looking as regal as ever.
 
   “I came to see how you are,” she told her.
 
   Cassie smiled. “Did Trik send you?”
 
   Syndra laughed. “Oh child, haven’t you learned yet? I don’t do anything anyone tells me to do, king or no king.” She stepped into her quarters and shut the door behind her as Cassie took a step back. “No, I’ve come of my own accord. Being attacked in your bed while you’re sleeping, and not by your mate, well that can be a little taxing.”
 
   Cassie didn’t try to stifle the near hysterical laughter that boiled up. Only Syndra could have put something that had been so terrifying into terms that sounded so blasé. “Taxing,” she repeated the she-elf’s words.
 
   Syndra nodded and moved towards the large couch. She sat down and made herself comfortable and then motioned for Cassie to take a seat as well. Cassie knew there was no dissuading Syndra so better to just go along with her. 
 
   “Is he going to kill them?” Cassie blurted out suddenly.
 
   Syndra’s eyes widened slightly and her brow rose. “Do you think he should kill them?”
 
   Cassie huffed and threw herself back into the chair. “I hate it when you answer me with a question. It reminds me of my mom. She’s a lawyer, you know. She’s so good at getting a person to argue in circles, and by the time she’s through with you, all you can do is nod your head and say yes ma’am.”
 
   Syndra didn’t respond. She simply stared at her and waited. 
 
   Finally Cassie answered. “I’m worried that if he does kill them that he will allow that side of himself to rule. I mean, let’s just face the facts, Syndra. Trik was a bad dude for a very long time. Those, um, those,” she stumbled as she tried to come up with the right word. “Those impulses don’t just go away. He told me once that it was in his nature to be evil, that it was a part of him.”
 
   Syndra rolled her eyes. “Leave it to Trik to be melodramatic. Look,” she said, grabbing Cassie’s eyes with her own. “I’m not saying that Trik didn’t do some pretty awful things in his past. I mean as closets go his is overflowing with skeletons, and I mean that literally,”
 
   “Not helping, Syndra,” Cassie said dryly.
 
   Syndra just kept right on talking. “What I am saying is that we all have evil in us. We all have the capacity to be cruel, to do harm, to turn a blind eye when we should speak up—all of us—not just dark elves.” She smiled then as her face filled with something Cassie recognized as hope. “But just like we all have the capacity for evil, we are also all capable of good. You need to have more faith in him, Cassandra. Do I think it is wise of you to question him? Yes, he needs you to say those things to him so that he will think before he acts. But after you have made him think, you need to support him and remind him that you know he is capable of being a man of honor.”
 
   Cassie sat speechless as she watched the light-elf queen stand and walk gracefully from the room closing the door quietly behind her. She frowned at the now closed door. “So was that a, no he shouldn’t kill them?” she called out, knowing Syndra would hear her and no doubt ignore her.
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   “Why did he send you here to take Cassie?” Trik asked the two men for the third time. Still they knelt staring at the ground, neither one willing to speak. He could get them to speak if he felt like making a mess, but the truth of it was, Trik was tired of torturing people. He had grown tired of it a very long time ago, but before he hadn’t had a choice, now he did. 
 
   He looked over at Tamsin who no doubt was expecting him to ask for some sort of tool. Instead, he said, “They touched my queen with the intent to harm. For that reason, they forfeit their lives. I’m not going to get any information from them, and Cassie is safe. Frankly, I don’t feel like having body parts strewn about the room. Kill them, and then send their bodies back to Lorsan.”
 
   Tamsin nodded but didn’t let the surprise that Trik knew he felt show on his face.
 
   “Don’t die before her,” one of them finally spoke up just as Trik was turning to leave.
 
   “What did you say?”
 
   The dark elf who Trik knew as Agog spoke up again, “If you die before her, he will do horrible things to her. Things you cannot even begin to imagine.”
 
   Trik narrowed his eyes on him and then knelt down just in front of him. “Did he tell you to tell me this? Do you think to scare me?”
 
   Agog shook his head. “No, I know you aren’t easily scared. But if anything should scare you, it should be what he will do to your queen, and what he will allow others to do to her.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this now?” Trik asked.
 
   “I’m going to die. Maybe I can redeem myself in some small way. You are the rightful king; you always have been.”
 
   “You are a traitor to your people,” the dark-elf Tran spat at Agog.
 
   Agog shrugged. “We are but dead men; we have no people.”
 
   “I will not grant you your life,” Trik told him. “But I will make sure your death is quick.”
 
   Agog gave him a final nod and then met his gaze. “I hope you are victorious.”
 
    
 
   As Tamsin pulled the door closed behind them blocking the two prisoners from view, Trik let out a tired sigh and shook his head. “I’m getting too old for this.”
 
   Tamsin chuckled. “You and me both.” He paused and looked back at the door as if he could see beyond it to the dark elves. “You’re doing the right thing,” he assured him.
 
   Trik nodded. “I couldn’t let them live, but I don’t have to rip them to shreds either. We leave at first light. I’m tired of waiting. I’m ready for Lorsan to be destroyed and to know that my Chosen is safe as well as our people and the humans.”
 
   “I’ll make sure everyone is ready,” Tamsin assured him.
 
   “Tamsin,” Trik said before the light-elf king could walk away, “thank you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did you kill them? GAH!” Cassie growled. “I feel like all I do is ask if you are going to kill someone or if someone thinks you should kill someone.” 
 
   Trik paused as he stood in the open door to her room. He looked at his obviously frazzled Chosen and couldn’t help but think how beautiful she was, even in her stressed out state. She stood staring at him with wide, earnest eyes and he knew what she wanted to hear, but it wasn’t what he could tell her.
 
   “They are scheduled to die,” he finally said as he shut the door behind him. He walked towards her and when he was within arm’s reach, he pulled her to him and held her close against him. He knew in that moment it was more for his own comfort than hers. He could not give her what she wanted, no matter how disappointed it might make her in him. 
 
   “Trik,” she pulled back and looked up at him, “Honey, I’m not disappointed in you. Is that really what you think?” she asked him, obviously having picked up on his thoughts.
 
   “I know you don’t want me to be a killer,” he told her.
 
   She took another step back from him putting space between them that he didn’t want. She held her hand up to keep him from stepping closer and he frowned at her.
 
   “Wait,” she said sternly, “you need to hear this. I am NOT disappointed in you. I’m the opposite. I’m so freaking proud of you. I’m in awe of you, and, yes, I’m scared for you. Don’t you think I’ve seen inside you? You’re constantly telling me that you’re an open book to me and that you don’t hide things from me. Well, news flash, quiver boy, I’ve looked. I’ve seen. And I know that you don’t want to be who you once were, and my only worry was that if you killed those men then the darkness that I’ve seen you battling inside would gain new ground.” She took a deep breath and then let it out as she brushed wisps of hair from her face. “Please don’t think that you have disappointed me. Please know that I stand beside your decision and I get it; I understand.”
 
   “You do?” he asked surprised by her words.
 
   “Yes, I do. I know that as a King you will have to make difficult choices, and I know that the safety of those under your care comes first.”
 
   “No,” he shook his head, “your safety comes first then everyone else’s.”
 
   She smiled. “Fine, my safety comes first. I’m sorry that Lorsan put you in a position to have to kill.”
 
   Trik let out a deep sigh. “Well, he’s going to be putting me in that position many times starting tomorrow.”
 
   “What?” Cassie asked confused.
 
   “We leave out at first light,” he looked down at her and reached out and gently brushed his thumb across her cheek. “for battle, Love. I’m tired of waiting. It’s time we end this.”
 
   She walked into his opened arms and laid her head on his chest. Trik felt the rightness of her warm body and as he closed his eyes and let her scent and her familiarity soak into his bones, he prayed to the Forest Lords that this wouldn’t be the last time he would hold his Chosen. He prayed that there would be many more nights, with hopefully less clothing.
 
   “I heard that,” her muffled voice said and he laughed as he kissed her head.
 
   “Can’t blame a man for hoping, Beautiful, especially when his future wife looks like you.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter13]Chapter 13
 
   “We’ve set the world on fire. We’ve taken the very thing that was to make them great and poured it out all over the ground, trampling it as we fled. We struck, and now we run as the beast we have provoked comes to life. If we lose, we can at least say that we did not go quietly into the night. We stood for what was right. We stood for those who could not stand for themselves.” ~Tony
 
    
 
    
 
   Elora heard the explosion before she felt the heat of it as Cush carried her in his arms. He picked up his pace and his feet never faltered even when the ground quaked. 
 
   “We almost got in that vehicle,” she mumbled to herself in disbelief. “We would have been blown to teeny tiny bits.”
 
   “I can’t imagine you in bite size pieces,” Cush told her, not even breathing hard.
 
   “Did you just make a joke?” she asked him as she looked up at him.
 
   His lips twitched but he didn’t answer her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled up so that she could look over his shoulder. Her mouth opened slightly as she saw the flames that engulfed the vehicle. These flames weren’t the same as the ones that Rin and Cush had produced; these flames were black.
 
   “What the,” she muttered. 
 
   “Black flames?” Cush asked as he continued to run.
 
   She nodded as her eyes continued to stare at the odd flames.
 
   “Their magic is a product of what is inside of them. Dark magic for a dark soul,” he explained.
 
   “So basically whatever you look like on the inside is what will come out?” 
 
   “Exactly,” he agreed.
 
   They continued on in silence and Elora eventually settled back in his arms. She laid her head against his chest and tried to keep the wall up between them. She was getting tired of holding it up. She missed him, oddly enough, even as she was held in his arms. She missed the closeness that she felt between them when she didn’t have a mental wall separating them.  She knew that the minute she let it down he would know what she was thinking and would know that she intended to stay in the human world without him. And she knew that he would probably blow a gasket, so for now she would just keep that little tidbit to herself. Damn, where is my best friend when I need her? she thought to herself.  Oh that’s right, she’s stuck in another realm attempting to take out a dark-elf king, she added and grinned to herself. Cassie would tease her about talking to herself, but then if Elora knew Cassie, her best friend had already had many of her own pep talks with herself.
 
   She didn’t know how long they had been running when she finally felt Cush begin to slow. She picked her head up from his chest and looked around. She saw that her mom was standing next to them so Elora pushed away from Cush, motioning for him to put her down. She could tell that he didn’t want to but he finally gave in. 
 
   “There’s a motel there,” Tony said breathlessly. He was pointing to a dilapidated building that was sporting a twitching neon sign that struggled to advertise V_CA_CY.
 
   “Good,” Oakley wheezed as he too attempted to catch his breath. “Running for my life exhausts me and I could use a shower.”
 
   “We get two rooms,” Cush spoke up.
 
   “I call girls and guys,” Elora said quickly before Cush could assign them. Cush frowned at her but she simply shrugged.
 
   “You have much to learn if you think that will deter him,” Lisa whispered to her as she leaned in close.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” Elora asked her mom.
 
   “We’ll talk soon.” Lisa smiled to her gently. “I’m in agreement with your brother; I need a shower.”
 
   Cush took Elora’s hand. “We’ll get the rooms; you guys keep watch for anything that looks suspicious.”
 
   “And by suspicious you mean?” Oakley asked.
 
   “People who are too beautiful, black flames, or someone holding a sign that says I’m a dark elf and I’m here to kill you,” Elora quipped.
 
   “Right,” Oakley chuckled, “thanks, Sis.”
 
   “Anytime, Bro. Like I said, I got your back.”
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes later Elora threw herself on the stale motel bed and sighed. “Saving the world is tiring.”
 
   Lisa laughed. “Are you sure it’s saving the world that is wearing you out?”
 
   “Ugh, don’t remind me,” she groaned. “Okay, so you know how in the movies people always have revelations at the most inopportune times?”
 
   Lisa nodded as she sat down on the bed opposite her daughter. 
 
   “Well that actually happens,” Elora continued. “I mean there we were in the middle of a war zone with Cush and Rin shooting out elf magic and flames all around and BAM!” she hollered. “It just hits me, Cush likes what he does, Lisa. He likes being a warrior. He enjoys hunting bad guys and taking them out and I will get in the way of that. That is why he didn’t want a Chosen. That is why at first he didn’t want me.” The words are only a little painful as she says them, though she knew they would hurt worse if she thought that he truly didn’t want her.
 
   “Okay,” Lisa prompted her to continue.
 
   “Well, I realized that I can’t take that from him. I mean, seriously, how long until he rolls over one night and looks at me and thinks this is what I gave up fighting for? I don’t want him to resent me, Lisa,” she said as she sat up and slammed a hand against her chest in emphasis. “It would kill me if one day he realized that he was unhappy and would have been happier had he not taken me as his Chosen, or whatever, but continued to be a warrior.”
 
   “Elora, Honey,” Lisa started but Elora held up her hand to stop her mom.
 
   “No, I know what you’re going to say and I get it. I do. I know that because I’m his Chosen that there is some mystical, soul mate crap, and you’re going to say there is no way he could ever resent me, but I don’t believe that.”
 
   “Okay, that’s not what I was going to say,” Lisa chuckled. “But good guess. What I was going to say is that don’t you think that Cush is old enough to decide for himself what he wants?”
 
   Elora looked taken aback. “No,” she said matter-of-fact like which drew another laugh from her mom.
 
   “And why not?” Lisa asked.
 
   “Because he’s a guy and more than likely he’s simply thinking about what happens in the bedroom if we are together or whatever.”
 
   “Elora,” Lisa shook her head, “Cush is not a sixteen-year-old boy. He’s a grown man, an ancient warrior, who has known all his life that he might one day meet his Chosen. You need to give him more credit than that.”
 
   Elora thought about that for a few moments before she finally shrugged. “Maybe. But is it really a chance I should take?”
 
   “Is this about Cush? Or is this about you being afraid of getting hurt?” Lisa asked.
 
   Elora felt as if a ton of bricks had been dropped on her chest. Part of it was definitely about Cush, but now that her mom had asked the question she had so studiously been avoiding in her own mind, the simple truth of it was staring her in the face and she couldn’t turn away. She loved him. Plain and simple—she loved the elf warrior who was overbearing, bossy, pushy, and yet surprisingly, funny and sweet. She loved him and she was terrified that he wouldn’t—couldn’t love her.
 
   “You suck,” she told her mom with a half-smile.
 
   Lisa patted her leg. “Talk to him.”
 
   “Yeah, okay, I’ll get right on that,” she paused, “after we save the world.”
 
   Lisa shook her head and then stood and walked to their motel door. She pulled it open and looked back at her daughter. “Nope, you’ll do it now.”
 
   Elora’s eyes widened as Cush stepped in. “Thank you, Lisa,” he said to her mom, his eyes never leaving hers.
 
   “Crap,” Elora breathed out as the object of her conversation shut the door behind her mom and locked it.
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   Tony watched as Lisa came into the motel room he was sharing with Oakley and the two other light-elfin warriors. She looked incredibly young to have a grown son and nearly grown daughter, but then if she had been mated to an elf, she had, at least at one time, had near immortality.
 
   “So what’s your story,” he asked her as she sat down at the small table and chairs that were shoved into the far corner of the room. Lisa’s head snapped up to look at him; her eyes widened slightly at his question.
 
   “What do you mean?” she asked.
 
   Tony walked over and took a seat across from her. “I mean, how did a human end up the Chosen of a dark elf, have his children, and then end up a widow?”
 
   She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “You do realize that you asked me how I ended up the widow of a dark elf right? It makes much more sense that if I am a widow it would be of a dark elf and not a light elf, doesn’t it?”
 
   “You’re dodging the question,” he pointed out.
 
   She shrugged. “It’s not something I like to talk about. We all,” she looked at him pointedly, “have skeletons in our closets, some more than others.”
 
   Tony held up his hands in surrender. “Touché.”
 
   “All you really need to know, Tony, is that my mate was a good man and he died doing the right thing.”
 
   “Did Trik kill him?”
 
   The words hung in the air between them like a contagious disease neither of them wanted to catch. Lisa met his eyes and gave a small nod. Tony watched her for a few seconds longer before he spoke again. “So what now? Did Cush have a plan for after he destroyed the production of Rapture?”
 
   “We need to get the portals back open,” she told him. “We figured out the only way to do that is to have one of Lorsan’s subjects willingly give a sacrifice of blood.”
 
   Tony laughed out loud as his hand slammed down on the table. “You think you will get one of the dark elves to betray their king?” He shook his head. “Not likely. They’re too scared of what he will do to them.”
 
   Rin sat up from where he had been lying on one of the motel beds. “We never said it was going to be one of the dark elves,” he pointed out. “We said it had to be a subject of Lorsan, meaning anyone under his rule.”
 
   Tony’s head turned slowly until his eyes collided with the large warrior. “Ahh,” he blew out a breath. “You want me to be the sacrifice.”
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   “Are you ready to talk?” Cush asked.
 
   Elora straightened her shirt for the hundredth time, though it hadn’t needed it the other ninety-nine times either, and studiously tried to avoid meeting his penetrating gaze. 
 
   “Well, I don’t think I have much of a choice; it seems that you and my mom are in cahoots against me.”
 
   She heard the warm rumble of his deep chuckle and fought the urge to climb in his lap and beg him to hold her close. She had to be strong and she had to get a freaking grip because she needed him to understand that she wasn’t going to let this happen between them just because they were destined for one another. Did she want him?  Hell yes, but not if it cost him doing what he loved most.
 
   “So?” he prompted when she didn’t continue further.
 
   Finally she tilted her head up to look at him. She immediately realized that this was a bad decision because his light blue eyes were nearly dancing with desire, and she could practically see him shaking like a junky with his need to get his hands on her. She knew the feeling. 
 
   “I realized something today while we were out there,” she motioned towards the door past him, “burning up elf plants and running for our lives.”
 
   He waited.
 
   She twisted her hands in her lap and bit at her bottom lip before she continued. “I realized that you really enjoy hunting down bad guys, and you really enjoy being a warrior—doing what you are trained to do.”
 
   “You realized this because I told you?” he asked.
 
   She shook her head. “No, I realized it because it was written all over your face. You were like a little kid on Christmas.”
 
   “And?” 
 
   Her eyes widened at him and her jaw tightened as anger welled up inside of her. “And?” she snapped. “And I’ve decided that I’m not going to be the one who takes that from you. I’m not going to be the reason you stop doing what you trained to do—what you obviously love to do.” She was breathing a little heavier when she finished as she attempted to get her emotions under control. It was so hard with him and she still wasn’t used to feeling so emotional and frankly, she didn’t like it. 
 
   “What do you mean you’ve decided?” His low voice and soft words should have been a red flag for her to just shut up, but then Elora was getting really good at ignoring red flags when it came to Cush. “Decided what exactly?” he asked.
 
   She let out a deep breath and ran her fingers through her hair. She pulled the long mane over her shoulder and quickly braided it, using it as an excuse to think before she finally just said what she needed to say.
 
   “I’ve decided that once this is all done, once Lorsan is taken care of and Trik and Cassie are safe and all is right in the world, we…,” she motioned between them, “will just go on with our lives,” she paused, “separately, in our own realms.” Elora decided that as soon as that last word left her mouth she had never heard such utter, complete silence. It was as if the damn bed bugs, that she was sure were living in the motel bed, were holding their breath waiting to see what the warrior would do. He took a step towards her and she struggled not to stand from where she sat and move away from his imposing presence. 
 
   “You honestly believe I would choose my job over you?” he finally asked after several tense minutes of silence. “You think that I would rather go into battle than be with my Chosen?” he asked before she could answer the first question.
 
   Elora licked her lips nervously and then pulled her shoulders back and stood up so that she didn’t have to tilt her head so far back to look at him. “That’s just it, Cush. I may be your Chosen, but you didn’t choose me.” BAM, she thought to herself, how do you like them apples. “You feel what you feel because you have to. You don’t have a choice and that’s not good enough for me. Not when it means that you might just throw away something that you love doing, something that you actually chose to do.”
 
   He laughed but she didn’t think for a minute that there was any humor in that laugh.
 
   “You think that I chose to be a warrior? You think that this life wasn’t forced on me? We aren’t human, Elora. We don’t live in a society where we go to school and get to be whatever our little hearts’ desire. As a male of my race the first thing they evaluate us for, before we are even a handful of years old, is our battle skills. Do we defend ourselves or do we hide? Do we protect others first or do we think of our own safety first. I was chosen by my king before I turned four summers. I was singled out to be a warrior long before I even had aspirations or dreams. Don’t think for a minute that I ever chose this life. It was chosen for me. I was predestined for it—just as you were predestined for me.
 
   Elora didn’t know what to say to that. She couldn’t imagine what it must have been like to be a child and told that you would be a warrior—that you didn’t have a choice. “You see that’s my point,” she said suddenly as she realized what she was trying to get across to him. He had just made her point for her and she wasn’t going to let the advantage slip away. “You have never been given a choice in your life and I’m not going to do the same thing to you. Okay, I get it; we’re soul mates. I totally believe that.” She wasn’t about to deny it because she could feel her soul was screaming at her to shut her big trap. “But I’m not going to tell you that you have to be with me just because we were made for each other. That’s not fair to you,” she paused and then finished with, “or me.”
 
   Cush’s eyes narrowed. “Hold up, is this really about you not wanting to force yourself on me or is this about the fact that you don’t want to be with me? You just said it’s not fair for you. Do you feel like I’m forcing this on you?” She could see the hurt in his eyes and she should correct him. She should tell him the truth, but she saw this as her chance to push him away, a chance to make sure that he didn’t get stuck with her.
 
   “Look, I realize that you are the other half to my soul. I understand that without you I won’t ever be whole. But, Cush, that’s just not enough for me to give up my life and it shouldn’t be enough for you either.” She turned away from him and had to bite her tongue to keep from crying because she knew at any moment he was going to tell her she was right. Any moment he was going to tell her to have a nice life and it was going to break her heart. She didn’t want him to see her if and when he finally did it.
 
   “You’re right,” he said after several heartbeats. 
 
   Elora felt her heart begin to shatter into a million tiny pieces. She squeezed her hands into fists and welcomed the pain of her fingernails digging into her palms. He had said it; he agreed with her. Now she just had to be strong enough to let him walk away.
 
   “If all there was between us was the soul mate connection, it wouldn’t be enough,” he continued and she was barely listening because really all she wanted was for him to leave so she could curl up in a ball and cry like the girl she never claimed to be. “If the only thing that made us what we are to each other was the Chosen bond then I wouldn’t ask you to walk away from your life, but that’s not all there is and you know it. LOOK AT ME!” he yelled suddenly and Elora jumped. 
 
   She turned slowly and her eyes landed on a very angry light-elf warrior. His eyes nearly glowed and his chest rose and fell quickly with his short breaths.
 
   “Tell me. Look me in the eyes, Elora, and tell me that you don’t love me.”
 
   “What?” she nearly shrieked at him.
 
   He took a step closer and another and another until he was less than a foot away from her. She had to tilt her head back to look up at his face and see his incredible beauty so close to her, only a breath away.
 
   “Tell me,” he whispered, “that you don’t love me. Tell me that the only thing between us is the link because you are my Chosen.”
 
   The words were on the tip of her tongue. She could lie; she reasoned with herself. It would be for his own good, after all, and it would be only a little lie. She nearly laughed out loud at that though because truthfully it would be the mother of all lies. She loved Cush. She loved everything that made him who he was right down to the stubborn tilt of his chin and the possessive flare that flipped his bitch switch.
 
   “And if you’re going to lie to me, please at least try to make it convincing,” he spoke up just as she took a breath to speak.
 
   She snapped her lips shut and glared at him. He shrugged his huge shoulders and then folded his arms across his broad chest, waiting. 
 
   Elora wanted to stomp her feet and have a two year old moment, but she imagined herself having to tell Cassie all about it and decided that she wouldn’t give her best friend the pleasure of such a story. Instead she took a deep breath and considered her options. She could lie and try to be convincing, or she could tell him the truth and hope that he didn’t laugh at her. She cocked her head to the side and looked around his hulking frame to the door behind him. Or I could make a run for it, she thought. I could totally survive in Mexico on a beach somewhere. They make black bathing suits after all. Cush stepped to the side, effectively blocking her view of the door. Truth be told she couldn’t outrun him; he’d tackle her and then his amazing body would be on top of hers and one thing would lead to another. Her pulse picked up and she nearly grinned as she thought, okay, so running had its possibilities. 
 
   “Little Raven,” Cush’s deep voice brought her back to the present, “are you going to answer me?”
 
   “I don’t,” she started and almost took a step back when his eyes narrowed dangerously. She cleared her throat. “I don’t have to lie.”
 
   “You’re saying you don’t love me?” he asked incredulously.
 
   “No, I’m saying that how I feel about you has never been in question. I said it shouldn’t be enough for you to just stay with me because I’m your Chosen,” she reminded him.
 
   His lips quirked up in that infuriating half smile as he spoke. “So you do love me?”
 
   “Dammit, Cush,” Elora finally growled in frustration. “I haven’t really said anything, you big ox. Other than, I didn’t think we should be together just because we were predestined. What are you saying? What do you want?” The last part came out much whinier than she wanted.
 
   “I told you that I wanted you.” His arms uncrossed and he reached for her, cupping her face in his large hands. “You are mine. Your soul belongs to me and mine belongs to you. You…,”
 
   “That’s not…,” 
 
   “Hush,” he told her when she interrupted. “I wasn’t finished. You have captivated me with your fierce loyalty and incredible bravery. You dazzle me with your beauty and you humble me with your trust and I…love…you.” 
 
   Elora swore that if his hands had not been on her face and his body so close to hers she would have fainted. He had said it. 
 
   “What?” she breathed. So maybe she wanted to hear it again; sue her.
 
   “I love you, Little Raven. You are mine and if you think that I will let you walk away from me, to have your own life with someone else, then you do not fully grasp the possessiveness of a male of my race towards his Chosen.”
 
   “Are you sure?” she asked suddenly.
 
   “Am I sure that you don’t grasp the possessiveness?” he began but she waved him off.
 
   “No, not that you overgrown G.I. Joe. I mean are you sure you love me?”
 
   A grin spread across Cush’s face. “Yes, Elora, I’m sure.”
 
   She felt a tear drop from her eye and his thumb brushed it away. His face was slightly blurry from the unshed tears but she didn’t blink them away, she didn’t want to stop looking at him, not even for the length of time it would take her eyelids to close and reopen.
 
   “Do you have something to tell me?” he finally asked as he stared down at her.
 
   “I thought you already knew,” she teased.
 
   “Elora,” Cush growled.
 
   “I love you,” she said quickly. “I love everything about you and the idea of not being with you,” she choked back the sob. “The idea that you might not want me, gah, I feel like such a girl.” She reached up to wipe the tears away. When she opened her eyes and looked back up at Cush her breath caught at the powerful emotion pulsing over him. 
 
   “I will always want you,” he told her just before his lips met hers. Elora gasped and her mouth opened allowing Cush to deepen the kiss. Their tongues danced and he pulled her closer, wrapping one hand in her hair and the other around her waist. She didn’t need the encouragement. She pressed herself closer and was rewarded when he groaned her name against her lips.
 
   “How could you think that I didn’t love you?” he whispered against her mouth as he pulled back breathless and drunk on her scent. 
 
   “Look, I might be slightly conceded at times, but I wasn’t about to assume that you loved me just because I’m your Chosen,” she told him as she looked up at him, wishing he would just shut up and kiss her some more. 
 
   A wicked grin spread across his face. “I heard that.”
 
   Elora hadn’t realized that the wall she had so diligently erected had come crashing down the minute he confessed his feelings for her.
 
   “Then why are we still talking?” she asked as she pulled his face back to hers.
 
   “Good question,” his voice caressed her thoughts as his lips once again claimed hers.
 
    
 
   Cush tried to reign in his desires even as he pushed her towards the hotel bed. His mind was all over the place with need, anger, love, lust, and then the intense need to claim and to merge their souls in the way of their people rushed over him. She had planned to leave him. She had honestly believed that he would just let her go and let her be with another. His foolish little raven needed a lesson in what it truly meant to be a Chosen—in what it meant to be his Chosen. 
 
   He pressed her into the mattress and covered her body with his much larger one. The little noises she was making were beginning to drive him crazy and when her hands drifted under his shirt to meet flesh on flesh he heard himself growl. He fought the need to take her, though his soul was telling him he had every right to her innocence because she belonged to him. The man knew that despite her urgency now, he knew she wanted to be married in the way of the humans. It was the only life she knew and he wouldn’t allow her to do something in the heat of passion and emotion and then regret it later. He let her explore him a little longer and even ran his hand across the warm skin of her stomach, enjoying her gasp before he finally began to pull back. 
 
   “Elora,” he murmured against her lips. “My precious little raven.” He nipped her bottom lip and had to quickly grab her wrists when her hands began to wander to places he would really like them to, but knew if he allowed it, she would be a naked little raven all too quickly.
 
   “What?” she asked tilting her head to the side. “What were you just thinking?”
 
   He considered blocking her, but he was tired of the walls between them so he showed her. She gasped and turned several beautiful shades of red.
 
   “You’re expectations of me are much too high, Warrior,” she told him slightly embarrassed.
 
   “You have already exceeded any expectation I’ve ever had, Love, and I know for a fact that you do not see yourself in an accurate light.”
 
   Her eyes widened and he wanted to laugh at the worries he saw dancing in her mind. “Have you seen me? Like, through my own memory?”
 
   He chuckled. “No, Elora, calm down. What I showed you is something that every guy wonders about their female. That was my imagination, Love, not your memories.”
 
   “Well you’re very,” she cleared her throat and looked at him pointedly, “generous.”
 
   He kissed her slowly one last time before standing and pulling her up with him. He held her stare, wanting to make sure she took his next words very seriously. “No more talk of being apart. Once Lorsan is dealt with, you will marry me. We can discuss where we will live once we are joined and then,” his lips twitched in amusement as he watched her hackles rise, “then you will give me lots and lots of children,” he paused and licked his lips then added for good measure, “lots.”
 
   “If I kick you in the junk for being an asshat will you still be able to procreate later when I’m no longer mad at you?” Elora asked him calmly as if she were asking about the weather.
 
   “You’re sexy when you’re violent,” he told her with a smirk.
 
   She threw her arms in the air walking past him to the door with a huff. “Great, can’t even threaten my man because he thinks it’s a turn on. Nice.”
 
   He chuckled as he followed her, enjoying her aggravation a little more than was healthy.
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   “So many lives have been lost at my hand; so many hearts destroyed, both figuratively and literally. Still, there will be more before the day is done. I will have to kill; I will have to slay in order to keep the one I love safe. I must unleash the darkness just one more time. I hope she can forgive me for what I have to do.” ~Trik
 
    
 
    
 
   Cassie could feel him pulling away, putting distance between them. She watched as he laced up his boots, such a human task, and yet he did it with the grace of an otherworldly being. He didn’t look at her, but she knew that he could feel her eyes on him. Finally, after a morning of quiet, he stood and met her stare.
 
   “What, Cassandra?”
 
   “I know that today isn’t going to be pretty. I know that there will be casualties and that you are going to have to kill. So why are you treating me as if I have condemned you?” she asked him suddenly sounding every bit as desperate as she felt. She didn’t need him pulling away from her, not now, not just before they went up against the one man who had stripped her of her dignity.
 
   Trik let out a deep breath and looked away from her as he spoke. “You are so very young and so very innocent, and I don’t say that,” he hurried on, “to make you feel like a child or to insinuate that you aren’t capable of handling what we are going to face today. I say that because I have to remind myself that not everyone has been in battle. Not everyone has killed for a living and not everyone is as cold on the inside as I am.” He turned back to her and his silver eyes locked onto hers. “Let’s just get through this alive and then we can deal with the aftermath, whatever that may be. Meet me in the throne room when you are ready.”
 
   She started to say something but he was already closing the door behind him. Cassie stood staring at the door, wondering what she had done wrong. All night he had held her, kissed her, and told her how much he wanted a future with her, and then this morning it was as if he had just turned a switch and suddenly he was Trik, dark assassin, again. She didn’t know how to talk to this Trik; she didn’t know how to reason with him. 
 
   She finished getting dressed and decided to do just what he said, focus on staying alive and get through the fight. She could deal with him when everything was said and done. She just hoped that they were both alive to do that when the time came. 
 
   Suddenly the door flew open and Trik came storming in. On his face, a mixture of pain, anger, fear, and love warred as if he couldn’t decide which one ruled him. He walked right up to her and looked into her eyes. “Marry me,” he told her. “Marry me right now.” He turned then and Tamsin walked in much more calmly. 
 
   “Cassie,” he smiled gently.
 
   Cassie looked back at Trik. “Is this what your problem has been this morning? You’re cranky because I haven’t married you?” They had talked about it at length in the dark of night but Cassie hadn’t committed to a time frame. She still felt too young in many ways to marry, but she also knew that in many ways marrying Trik was the least of her responsibilities. 
 
   Trik ignored her and turned instead to Tamsin and motioned for him to start. 
 
   “We are gathered here today,” his words flowed out and Cassie looked up at Trik in shock. What on earth was he doing? She wasn’t really listening to Tamsin; her attention was too focused on Trik.
 
   “I do,” Trik said as his eyes bore into hers. 
 
   “Cassie?” Tamsin called her name. She turned and looked up at him.
 
   “Do you take Triktapic to be your lawful wedded husband?  Will you love and comfort him, honor and keep him, in sickness and in health, and forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto him as long as you both shall live?”
 
   Cassie looked from Tamsin to Trik. She knew what she wanted to say—knew that she wanted this more than anything, and yet the words were frozen on the tip of her tongue.
 
   “Cassie?” Tamsin asked again.
 
   “Why?” Cassie managed to get out finally.
 
   “Why what?” Trik asked.
 
   “Why now? Why are you doing this now?”
 
   “Because if I die today I need to die knowing you were mine in every realm—my Chosen in this realm and my wife in yours. I need to know that I laid claim to you in every way because I love you. From the moment you came running into that boardroom looking utterly terrified and beautiful, I knew you were it for me. Marry me, Cassandra. Be my wife, my Queen, my love.”
 
   Cassie felt the air sucked from her lungs as she heard the sincerity in his words. The silver in his eyes swirled as he held her gaze. As his hand cupped her face, she felt his soul calling out for her.
 
   “I do,” she found herself saying almost without thought. “I do,” she said again more firmly. Trik’s face broke out into a breathtaking smile and his lips were pressed to hers before Tamsin could even get the words kiss your bride out. 
 
   Cassie didn’t hear the door click closed when Tamsin left them alone. All of her focus was on her husband. He kissed her as though his life depended on it, as though the air from her lungs would give him that life.  Cassie felt their souls touch and felt the rightness between them. Trik was where she belonged. She missed her parents, she longed for her world, but with Triktapic, her dark assassin, was where she was meant to be.
 
   “Thank you,” he murmured against her lips as he pulled back and then peppered her jaw with gentle kisses.
 
   Cassie laughed. “You’re thanking me for marrying you when you pretty much ordered me to?” she teased.
 
   He paused and looked at her, his head tilted ever so slightly. “I guess I am.”
 
   She shook her head at him and kissed his neck. “You do realize you’re stuck with me now, right?”
 
   “I think I can handle that.”
 
   He continued to kiss her neck down to her collar bone.
 
   “Um, Trik,” she cleared her throat as she felt his hands slide lower on her back and lower still. “Don’t we have a dark-elf king to de-throne?”
 
   His hands stopped and his forehead pressed against hers. “Dude is so dead for interfering in my honeymoon.”
 
   “I don’t think you can blame this one on him, Quiver Boy. It’s your fault for planning your wedding on the day you are supposed to attack him,” she pointed out, oh so helpfully.
 
   “Oh, I’m blaming him alright.” Trik held her hand and pulled her after him as he strode from the room. “If he wasn’t an evil bastard, I would be bedding my woman right now instead of hauling her off to war.”
 
   “Be still my beating heart; my man has a way with words,” Cassie crooned sarcastically as she hurried after him. 
 
   “I never claimed words to be my specialty, my love. But what I can do with my hands, now that’s talent.” Trik looked over his shoulder at her and winked just as they entered the light-elf throne room.
 
   Cassie grinned wickedly at her mate as she spoke. “If Elora were here right now she would tell you that it’s actually what you do with your quiver that counts.”
 
    Trik let out a low chuckle as he stepped up to the front of the room and turned then to gaze at the eager faces of the warriors gathered.
 
   Syndra stepped up beside them and looked from one to the other and then shook her head. “Married and still haven’t done the deed,” she muttered.
 
   Cassie’s jaw dropped open at the queen but she quickly clamped it shut as Tamsin’s voice rang out.
 
   “All hail, King Triktapic and Queen Cassandra!”
 
   The room erupted in a united chorus, echoing what Tamsin had said. Cassie took that moment to lean towards Syndra. “We’ve been married all of twenty minutes.”
 
   A single brow on the light-elf queen’s face rose. “Well how long could it possibly take?”
 
   Cassie bit her lip to keep from busting out in completely inappropriate laughter and wished for the hundredth time that Elora was there to say the inappropriate things that she could not.
 
   “Let’s just get the dark elves under control and not worry about my virginal status, okay?” she retorted.
 
   Syndra covered her laugh with a cough. “Virginal? Really, my Queen?” 
 
   Cassie shrugged. “It was all I had.”
 
   “Today is a great day,” Trik’s voice boomed, effectively drawing her attention. “Today I have taken Cassie to be my wife in the way of her people.” Cheers erupted. “And today we take back our freedom as a people, one sovereign nation of elves. We will no longer be divided by tyranny—no longer be separated by a chasm of hate.” The room grew quite as they hung on his every word. 
 
   “We are no longer light or dark. We are the Elfin nation, one people, with one purpose—to do what is right in the sight of the Forest Lords—to stand for what is good, to protect those who need protection, and to fight for those who cannot fight for themselves. Today we go to war!”
 
   Cassie felt her heartbeat speed up as the room roared its approval of Trik’s words. The walls seemed to shake around them as the cheers grew louder. Trik held his hands up and just as quickly as the noise had risen, it dissipated. 
 
   “Tamsin has no doubt given you your orders. Each elf has his or her part to play. Stick to the plan and we will be victorious!” 
 
   There was a flurry of movement as Tamsin began directing the warriors. Trik turned to Cassie and leaned down so she could hear him over the noise. “You stay close to me. The world will not be safe from my wrath if something happens to you.”
 
   “We’re doing this to protect the world, remember?” she asked him coyly. 
 
   Trik gave his famous smirk as he rubbed his thumb across her lips. “Just stay alive for all our sakes.”
 
   “As you wish, my Lord,” Cassie said in syrupy sweet voice.
 
   “Remember that phrase for later,” he purred back.
 
   “I’m seriously going to gag to death if I have to listen to you two toss sexual banter back and forth the entire way to the dark castle,” Syndra huffed.
 
   “Could you please refrain from dying until after we’ve won?” Trik asked her.
 
   “Only if you can refrain from getting it on in the bushes.”
 
   Cassie snorted but quickly schooled her face when her husband shot her and Syndra a warning glare.
 
   “He’s cranky,” Syndra muttered.
 
   “He didn’t get to get it on with his new bride,” Trik growled back as he motioned them to follow.
 
   Cassie shook her head at his back as Syndra smiled unrepentantly.
 
    
 
   They traveled surprisingly quickly for such a large group and after a half hour on foot in the forest, Cassie found herself in Trik’s arms.
 
   “You’re going to carry me there?” she asked him skeptically.
 
   “I didn’t get to carry you over the threshold of a new house, so I suppose the threshold of the castle we’re storming will have to do,” he teased.
 
   “Trik, seriously I can keep up,” she said as she attempted to wiggle out of his hold.
 
   “I’ve no doubt about your ability, Beautiful. Perhaps I simply want to hold my wife.”
 
   Her mouth dropped open as she looked up at him. She was still in awe of his beauty but even more so because of the charm that came with it. He was a warrior, assassin, and king, but he was also the flirty bad boy she’d met in an office conference room and he was hers.
 
   “You like calling me your wife,” she pointed out.
 
   He grinned down at her briefly but then looked back up to watch where he was going as he moved swiftly around trees and bushes. He wasn’t even breaking a sweat as he hauled her with his army through the forest. She didn’t know how long it had been when he began to slow and then finally came to a stop. He slid her to the ground and kept his hands on her waist until she was standing steady. 
 
   “Are we here?” she asked in a hushed whisper. Trik motioned with his head behind her and she turned. She felt chills break out across her skin as the dark-elf castle rose up before them. She squeezed her eyes shut tightly, pushing away the memories of what had taken place the last time she had been there, but still her heartbeat quickened with fear. 
 
   “Cassie,” Trik’s lips were against her ear. “He’s not going to hurt you, Love, not ever again.”
 
   She nodded. She knew his words were true. She knew that Trik would walk through the fires of hell to keep her safe.
 
   “And kill every demon I meet while there,” he told her, having heard her thoughts.
 
   She pulled her shoulders back and straightened her spine. She was a queen; she would not give Lorsan the satisfaction of seeing her scared.
 
   “That’s my girl,” Trik said as he pressed his lips to her forehead. 
 
   He made a motion with his hands and slowly warriors began making their way closer to the castle. She followed his lead, all the while silencing the little girl in her begging her not to go any closer.
 
    
 
   Trik could feel the anxiety pouring off of Cassie and he hated himself for bringing her back to the one place where a measure of her innocence had been stripped against her will. If it was up to him she would never have to endure another day of pain, be it physical or emotional, but he wasn’t a god to be able to hold her fate in his hands. All he could do was protect her to the best of his ability and that started with defeating their most dangerous enemy. He moved quietly with her by his side as they drew closer and closer to the castle he had once called home. His heartbeat was steady in his chest and his breathing was even. Just like before any kill, he was calm. His palms didn’t sweat and his mouth didn’t get dry. He was completely unaffected by what was to come; he always had been. Killing was a part of him. It was as natural to him as breathing, a necessary part of his world. 
 
   Tamsin let out a sharp whistle and lifted his hand causing all the warriors to stop in their tracks. They all grew very still, listening for whatever it was that had alerted the light-elf king. Trik’s head snapped around as he heard movement. As soon as he sees the large, lithe bodies of Tyndril and Tao, he knows that he has only seen them because they allowed it. Tao’s large eyes met his as the beast nodded his head at him, letting him know that he and Tyndril were there for him, that they would fight with him. 
 
   “The Tiriths,” Cassie whispered in awe as she watched the two beasts pace back and forth in the forest.
 
   “They’re itching for a good kill,” Trik told her. 
 
   “So they like dark meat?” Cassie winked at him and he couldn’t help but chuckle under his breath at her superbly bad joke.
 
   “They fight whoever I fight, so really they like any meat,” he told her. He looked over at Tamsin and nodded. “Let’s do this.” He stood up straight and held his hands out towards the castle and began pulling on the power that had been bestowed on him by the Forest Lords. He called on the elements around him, seeking help from all of nature and beginning to channel the power through his body and out of his hands. A pulse of light shot out of his palms and Trik directed it with his mind to find the weakest point of the castle. His power hit it with a force that shook the ground beneath them. 
 
   “And so it begins,” Cassie said as she watched part of the right side of the castle explode. 
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   “They’ve begun their attack,” Ilyrana said unnecessarily. “I suppose Tran and Agog were not successful in their attempt to take his Chosen.”
 
   “My love, is there any reason that you insist on standing there spouting off the obvious while our home is being destroyed?” he snapped at his Chosen even knowing he shouldn’t but unable to stop himself. 
 
   Ilyrana turned to look at him; her eyes narrowed in anger. “Even dark elves treat their Chosen with respect and love, and yet you have treated me with much less than this for the past couple of weeks. Why?”
 
   “Ilyrana I don’t have time to sooth your ruffled feathers. You know that I love you and for now that will have to be enough. I have Trik and his warriors of light knocking on my door. I have no idea how our dark elves are doing with Rapture in the human realm, and frankly, I’m tired of listening to you whine about how I do or do not treat you.” 
 
   Just then Melda walked into the throne room as he finished speaking. She walked past Ilyrana and straight up to him, looking way too interested for his liking. 
 
   “My king,” she bowed her head.
 
   “You would be wise to acknowledge your queen as well,” he growled at her. Lorsan had put on the charm to get her to betray the human and now she honestly believed he was interested in her. Despite how he had been treating his Chosen, could the she elf not see his queen and how lovely she was. This whelp didn’t hold a candle to her, yet she stupidly believed that he would stray from his mate—as if he could. But even if he could, he wouldn’t want to, foolish woman. Her eyes widened as she turned to look at Ilyrana who stared back at her with murder in her eyes.
 
   “My queen.” The she elf bowed her head to Ilyrana but then turned back to him.
 
   “Are you ready for me to reopen the portals?”
 
   “Not yet,” he snapped. “I don’t want Trik and his band of warriors able to run once they get in here. I want them trapped, so when the castle goes, they go with it.”
 
   “So you mean to go through with your plan?” Ilyrana asked, not removing her eyes from the young she elf who still stared at him with starry eyes. Lorsan felt his heart soften towards his Chosen.
 
   He walked over to her and took her chin in his hand pulling her attention to him. “I’ve treated you unfairly as of late, my love. I’m sorry. I’ve just been under a lot of pressure. But you are the last person I should take it out on,” he told her silently.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered and then finished silently. “Once she is of no use to us I want her dead. She is looking upon you as no women should look at a mated male, and I will not tolerate insolent females in our kingdom.”
 
   “As you wish, my love,” he told her before kissing her gently. When he pulled back, the walls shook as Trik’s power hit the castle again. “Damn assassin,” he growled.
 
   Ilyrana smiled. “You miss him.”
 
   “How can I not? He was the only one willing to banter with me without cowering like a weakling before me. There aren’t many men like that and it pains me to lose him.” He paused and when the castle shook yet again he shrugged. “But I have a strict policy that no matter how much I like a man, once he starts trying to kill me our friendship is over.”
 
   “A good policy to have, my love,” she smiled at him. 
 
   “Enough of this,” he said as one of his warriors came into the throne room. “Let them in; I’m ready to be on my way.”
 
   “Yes, my liege,” the warrior bowed and then left to do as his king bid.
 
   “Get ready to open those portals, Melda,” Lorsan told the woman. He took his mate’s hand and pulled her towards one of the mirrored walls. “I will take no chances with you, my queen. As soon as the light-elf warriors make their appearance, I want you to head to the vineyards in the human realm. I will be right behind you. I just want to see Trik’s face once he realizes he’s walked right into my trap.”
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter15]Chapter 15
 
   “You’ve heard the saying hindsight’s 20/20.  Well whoever said that knew what they were freaking talking about. You can always look back and see perfectly the finger that’s about to shoot you in the head as the world crashes in around you. It’s in those moments that a person finds themselves wishing that their hindsight vision was just as crappy as their regular vision.” ~Elora
 
    
 
    
 
   The massive doors to the dark-elf castle opened and the warriors took advantage of it before Trik could command them stop.
 
   “Dammit!” he yelled as he grabbed Cassie’s hand and started running with her towards the door the warriors were flooding in. He knew breaching the dark-elf castle walls should not have been this easy. Lorsan must have a scheme up his sleeve and more than likely it ends with all of them as corpses.
 
   “Tamsin, pull them back!” he yelled at the other king. Tamsin nodded and started yelling orders to pull back but the battle had already begun. Elves—light and dark—met in the halls amidst flashes of steel and magic. Trik noticed the dark warriors were backing up as if in retreat, which only ignited the predatory battle lust of the light elves. What does a predator do when its prey runs?  They gave chase even as Tamsin yelled at them to get back. Damn undisciplined elves, Trik thought to himself. 
 
   “TRIK!” He was brought from his thoughts at the panic in Cassie’s voice. He turned just in time to see her duck out of the way of a dark-elf’s sword. She moved just as he’d taught her, ducking the blade, and in one smooth move she pulled out the small dagger in her boot and sliced it across the knees of her attacker. She slid past him on her knees and Trik finished him with a pulse of power straight to his heart. 
 
   He watched as his Chosen stood panting, staring down at the now dead dark elf. She was magnificent and she was his. He smiled at her. “I like it when you scream my name.”
 
   She laughed, which is exactly why he made the outrageous statement at the most inappropriate time. The battle was still going on and as much as he just wanted to stand and admire his female, he had a king to kill.  “Come on, Beautiful. Let’s go use those kick ass skills on some more dark elves.”
 
   She took his hand once again and they continued on down the hall. Trik knew this castle like the back of his hand and he began moving to the throne room. He could hear the clashing of swords and shouts of anger as the two factions fought and for the first time in all his years of battle he worried for his men—worried for the lives of someone other than himself. Frankly, it was very weird for him to feel such emotions. He pushed it aside as he entered the throne room which now resembled a battlefield. Bodies littered the floor, both dark and light, and the clash of steel and the flashes of light from elf magic reverberated across the hall. He pushed Cassie behind him as his eyes searched the room for the one elf he came to kill; all the others were collateral damage. 
 
   After one sweep he found him and knew the second he saw the smirk on Lorsan’s face they were in trouble. Lorsan gave a slight nod and that was when he saw the she-elf, Melda, standing next to him working some sort of magic over the mirrors. His eyes went back to Lorsan who suddenly made an exploding motion with his hands. Trik’s heart dropped when he read Lorsan’s lips.
 
   “Poof,” the dark-elf king said and then was gone through the now open portal. 
 
   “Hey, wasn’t that the she-elf that helped me?” Cassie asked from around him as she caught a glimpse of the retreating elf just as she disappeared through a portal.
 
   “That’s not really important right now, Love. We have got to get out of here fast.” Trik yelled Tamsin’s name. As soon as the light-elf king finished dispatching the dark warrior he was engaged with, Trik gave him a hand signal directing him to get everyone out. But then he felt the ground shift beneath his feet and the walls shudder. He knew they would never get out in time. 
 
   “Cassandra, come here,” he hollered at her over the noise. He wrapped an arm around her waist and then he raised the other. He did the only thing he knew to do. He could feel the explosion building as it rumbled towards them. As the air charged with hot electricity, his own power began to grow. When the explosion finally hit he closed his eyes and pushed his power out with all his might, expending every ounce of energy he could muster. He felt the heat of the explosion as it pushed past them. He forced the damage that would have imploded on them out, deflecting the debris as far from them as he could. Even still, he felt small bits rain down on them, but they were alive. They were all alive. Well, the light elves at least.
 
   “Whoa.” Cassie’s voice made his eyes snap open.
 
   “Understatement, Beautiful.”
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   “Tony has agreed to give his blood to open the portals,” Lisa told Cush and Elora as they walked into the motel room. 
 
   “Can I be the one to cut him?” Elora asked as she took a seat on the edge of one of the beds. 
 
   “Feeling bloodthirsty, Sis?” Oakley asked her as he looked between Elora and Cush.
 
   She shot him a snarky grin but didn’t dignify him with an answer. 
 
   “I’d prefer to cut myself, but thanks for the offer,” Tony told her with a gentlemanly manner that, had her heart not belonged to another, might have her swooning after him.
 
   She nodded and smiled at him, more out of habit than a desire to be flirty. She felt a large warm hand on her neck and then a familiar presence in her mind.
 
   “Do I have to tell you that you are only allowed to act out your violent tendencies towards me?”
 
   She nearly rolled her eyes but caught herself and cleared her throat instead. “So you would let me cut you?”
 
   She felt his chuckle more than heard it and it made her shiver. 
 
   “As deep and as often as you want.”
 
   Elora coughed as his words entered her mind and she nearly fell off the bed. If not for his hand on her neck, she would have been on the floor. She turned to look up at him and the wicked grin on his face was enough to tell her that his comment had been anything but innocent. 
 
    “I’ve created a monster,” she told him. 
 
   He shrugged and his face was back to its blank, emotionless self. 
 
   “Okay, so back to the human cutting himself,” Rin suddenly interjected as everyone stared at the interaction between Elora and Cush. 
 
   Elora looked at him with a wry smile. 
 
   “Is there a special place that this needs to be done?” Oakley asked.
 
   Cush shook his head. “There was nothing in the book that said it had to be at a specific location. I imagine we just need to have something that works as a portal, a mirror or something that holds a reflection.”
 
   “So we can just do it here in the motel room?” Lisa asked.
 
   “Don’t see why not,” Cush answered. He pulled out a dagger from one of his many hiding places and Elora found herself fighting back a grin. Her man was hot; that’s just all there was to it. 
 
   Tony took the dagger from the warrior and walked over to where the mirror hung. “Is there anything special that I need to say?”
 
   Cush thought back to the book and what he had read—what he had purposefully failed to mention to the others. There was something that had to be said. But if Tony uttered those words, he would be bound in the portal—forever stuck between realms. 
 
   “Okay man I know that face. That’s the same face my father had when he told me about the dark elves and how my family was bound to serve them for all eternity. What is it, Warrior?” Tony asked finally.
 
   “There are words you must speak, but if you speak them you will be bound between realms.”
 
   “What?” Elora blurted out. “You didn’t tell us that part before!”
 
   “Would it have changed whether we had gone after Tony?” he asked. 
 
   Elora considered him and then shook her head. “No,” she looked over at Tony. “I’m sorry, but one life isn’t more important than the human race.” Really what she wanted to say was that one life wasn’t worth never seeing her best friend again, never knowing if she was safe and if Lorsan was gone, but she figured that sounded much more selfish. 
 
   “I agree,” Tony told her and then looked back to Cush. “Tell me what I must say.”
 
   “It is the language of my people so just repeat what I say as you run the knife across your skin and let your blood drip on the mirror.” Cush didn’t know what would happen to those so close to the one opening the portals so he pulled on his magic and put a shield up to make sure that none of them were sucked in with Tony when the portals finally opened.  He began reciting the words he had memorized from the book and Tony’s voice followed as he brought the dagger down on his forearm, slicing effortlessly into his flesh. The blood welled up immediately and it was deep enough that it began to flow freely. Tony pressed it to the mirror as he continued to repeat what Cush was saying. 
 
   Elora’s hair began to blow around her and the lights in the room began to flicker as Tony’s blood ran down the mirror. Then, just as quickly as the air had come, it was gone. And Tony was still standing there.
 
   “I don’t get it,” she spoke up as everyone but Cush stared slack-jawed at the human. Cush was frowning.  “Did it work?”
 
   Cush walked over to the mirror and pulled Tony’s arm away. He slowly put his hand to the mirror and pushed. The group collectively gasped as his arm went right through it. Elora wanted to grab onto him for some reason. She had this horrible feeling that something was going to latch onto him from the other side and not let go. And as if her nightmares had been heard by someone, Cush suddenly jerked his arm back. She could tell he had been pulling against something. 
 
   “Cush!” She grabbed him and pulled him back, turning him to face her. “What happened?” She refrained, somehow, from patting him down everywhere to reassure herself that he was in one piece. She really was becoming such a girl.
 
   “The portals have already been opened. But they’re being watched,” he told her solemnly.
 
   “What does that mean?” Oakley asked.
 
   “It means that if we go through the portal we aren’t going to be safe. I just put my arm through and someone grabbed it,” Cush explained. “It’s extremely difficult to monitor the portals, but it can be done with someone who has a lot of power.” 
 
   Elora looked at Cush and then at Rin because the two warriors were staring at each other and she could see the same frustration mirrored there. Here were two men accustomed to taking action, to protecting those in their care, and they didn’t have a clue how to help themselves. 
 
   “Surely they can’t be monitoring every portal everywhere,” Elora pointed out.
 
   “I don’t really want to take a chance to find out,” Cush told her meaningfully.
 
   “So what do we do now?” Elora asked, frustration evident in the deep tone of her voice. “I mean Tony’s over there bleeding to death, we’re in a booty call motel, our vehicle’s been blown to hell, the dark elves know we’re around somewhere because we just burned their little farming operation to the ground, and we can’t even go have fun in Vegas because the creepy elf Dr. Evil is there. It seems to me like we just don’t have a lot of options here.”
 
   “I think we need to get some rest, and then we will figure out what the next step is,” Lisa spoke up. She walked over to Elora and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know you want action, Elora. You’re just like your father, always running in guns blazing, but we have to sleep sometime. Only then will we be thinking clearly.”
 
   Elora tried not to flinch at the mention of her father. It was still a painful topic and one they hadn’t had time to fully discuss. She finally relented. “Okay, fine, we’ll sleep first.” She started for the motel door but was brought up short by a large hand around her wrist. She didn’t turn; she’d know that touch anywhere. 
 
   “You stay with me,” Cush’s breath rushed across her neck as his lips brushed her ear with each word. When he picked her up in his arms, she didn’t resist. She just let him take care of her.
 
   “It’s about time,” he whispered as he laid her on the bed and pulled the covers up. He climbed on next to her leaning against the headboard and then drug her up to lay against his chest. His bossiness should tick her off, but as his body warmed hers and his heartbeat lulled her to sleep, she couldn’t find the energy to be irritated, let alone mad at him.
 
    
 
   Cush struggled with the urge to haul off and kill someone or something. As he lay with his Chosen in his arms in the dark motel room, his mind was continually drawn back to that moment when he had put his arm in the portal. Someone, and he knew it was a someone because it had been a hand, had grabbed his arm. He had felt the heat from their skin against his and when they had attempted to pull him through the portal it had enraged him. The amount of evil that had been in that touch had left his skin feeling as though thousands of ants were marching along his nerves all doing a dance to the tune of “Another One Bites the Dust.” Whoever had touched him had wanted him to feel that evil. They had wanted him to know they were hunted, they were prey, and few things angered him more than feeling like prey. 
 
   “You’re thinking awfully loud,” Elora’s tired voice broke through his thoughts. 
 
   He ran a hand over her hair and down her back, enjoying the way she felt. “Shh, Little Raven, you need more sleep.”
 
   “Your little raven is going to peck your eye balls out if you don’t quit telling her what to do.” Cush chuckled at her kitten like growl. “You like it when I boss you around,” he teased as he whispered against her ear. She was still sprawled across his chest where he had put her, and even though she was arguing with him, she had yet to attempt to move away.
 
   “Yes, well I also like the smell of gasoline and the way a snake feels, so I wouldn’t bank your actions too much on what I like.”
 
   “The way a snake feels?” he repeated and though she couldn’t see him he still quirked a brow at her.
 
   “Blame it on the dark blood,” she said dryly. 
 
   She buried herself closer to him and pressed her face against his neck. Cush stubbornly tried not to enjoy it too much, but her warm breath skittered across his skin and distracted him from the evil he had been so focused on. 
 
   “I keep hearing something about evil dance across your thoughts, Warrior,” she said softly. “What evil?”
 
   He knew that he needed to be open with her, but his first instinct was to protect her, to keep her from having to deal with dangerous things. He knew that if he attempted to cage his raven she would indeed peck his eyes out. He let out a deep breath before he answered her.
 
   “Whatever grabbed me was something so evil, so vile, that I can still feel the residue of it on my skin,” he admitted and actually felt his mood lighten after the words were out.
 
   Elora pulled back so she could look up at his face and he saw the concern in her eyes, concern for him. He reached a hand up and ran his fingers across her cheek, completely in awe of the creature before him who would worry for him. 
 
   “Do you think it’s Lorsan, or are you thinking there is someone else now joining the fray?” she asked.
 
   “Whoever it was, they definitely are a player for Lorsan, but I don’t think it was Lorsan himself.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   He shrugged. “It didn’t feel male.”
 
   She let out an un-ladylike snort. “Do I want to even know why you think that? Perhaps your hand landed on something.”
 
   His finger landed across her lips silencing her as his eyes narrowed in warning. When he finally pulled his finger away she let out an exasperated huff.
 
   “I say that it didn’t feel male because magic can have a masculine or an un-masculine quality to it. This was definitely un-masculine,” he explained.
 
   “So how are we going to get back to Trik and Cassie?” 
 
   “I don’t know,” he finally admitted after several heartbeats of silence.
 
   “I’m probably worrying for nothing,” she said as she snuggled back down against him. “They’ve probably smacked Lorsan to the curb and are having a party.”
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   “Weren’t we just standing in a castle?” Cassie asked as she looked around at the rubble surrounding her. She was trying not to look at Trik as though he had just deflected an explosion and kept all of their people safe while allowing the destruction to take its toll on the dark elves still in the vicinity. But frankly, that’s exactly what he had done, and bloody freaking hell, who has that kind of power, she thought as she stared at her husband. 
 
   Trik looked at her and in total Trik fashion, he winked. “Just think what I can do in the bedroom.”
 
   Cassie rolled her eyes and turned her attention to the others around her. Syndra was talking to Tyndril and Tao, weird as that was. The two tigers were unharmed but seemed very agitated. Tamsin was checking on the other warriors and gathering up any of the dark elves who had lived through the blast.
 
   “He knew his people would be killed and harmed, and still he blew up his own freaking home?” Cassie growled.
 
   “Lorsan cares about power, Love; nothing else matters to him,” Trik told her.
 
   “Yes but doesn’t he realize that if he kills off all his warriors he won’t be able to hold onto that power?”
 
   Trik smiled at her. “He obviously doesn’t have a queen with wisdom such as yours to advise him.”
 
   Cassie laughed. “If we weren’t in the middle of an exploded castle, I might think you were trying to earn some brownie points for some reason.”
 
   “Always, beautiful Cassandra, always.” He took her hand and led her over to where Tamsin stood with the captives on their knees and hands bound behind their backs. 
 
   “Most of them didn’t even know you had returned to power,” Tamsin told Trik. “They were completely clueless. So either Lorsan doesn’t trust his own people or he had been planning on sacrificing them all along and didn’t want them to be aware of it.”
 
   “Dude is sick,” Cassie muttered under her breath.
 
   “And evil,” Syndra added as she came to stand next to them. “What are you going to do with them, Trik?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Trik looked down at the dark elves kneeling before him. There were around twenty-five and they were all looking back at him, some in awe, some in confusion, but none of them looked hostile. These had been his fellow warriors for centuries, and yet standing before them now as their King, he felt as if he’d never met them. 
 
   “The Forest Lords have seen fit to restore me back as the rightful king over all the elves. You can pledge your loyalty to me and to my queen,” he motioned to Cassie, “and the Forest Lords, or you forfeit your life.” He figured that would make the choice pretty simple. 
 
   “May I speak,” a male with long dark hair and red eyes spoke up. 
 
   Trik nodded his head and answered, remembering the warrior’s name. “Leer, what say you?”
 
   The dark elf stood and pulled his shoulders back as he narrowed his eyes at Trik. “We know you probably better than the light-elf king and queen. We know your reputation and have seen firsthand the death you have delivered over the centuries. Why should we follow you? Why should we pledge our loyalty to an assassin, one who worked so closely with Lorsan?” There was a rumble of agreement behind Leer as the other dark elves agreed with his questions.
 
   Trik knew that these questions would come. He knew he couldn’t expect the light or dark elves to forget all of his past; they would be foolish to not question him. He didn’t want to be a leader of a race that could not think for themselves. He would never ask them to follow blindly and he would never lead haphazardly. 
 
   “You are right to question and I will answer you to the best of my ability.” He took a deep breath and looked down when he felt a small hand slip into his. Cassie was smiling up at him, her face the picture of innocence and truth—his truth. He drew on the confidence she gave him and turned back to the dark elves. “When I walked away from my crown so many centuries ago, the Forest Lords gave me a prophecy although I did not remember it until it started to unfold. They said that the choice would be laid before me to take my crown back when I found my Chosen. They said she would be a vessel of goodness and light, one so pure that she would conquer the darkness that I had allowed a foothold in my own soul. Cassandra is my Chosen. Why the Forest Lords have given me someone so gentle and kind I will never know. I do know that I may be many things, but I am not a fool and it would be foolish of me to reject the gift of my Chosen. She has restored the light in my life, she has helped me to see that our creators, the Forest Lords, have a purpose and plan for us, and it was never for us to be a divided nation. 
 
   “I’ve committed myself once again to their leadership and teachings and choose to follow them. I will no longer let evil rule in my heart nor will I let it reign in the hearts of any of our elves, light or dark. A time of cleansing is coming and they will wipe from our realm any that do not choose the correct path. Change is painful, and change for the good is sometimes more than painful because it requires death so that new life can grow.” Trik’s eyes met Leer’s and then he met the stare of each dark-elf captive. “You have a chance to do something good, something selfless; don’t let this chance pass you by.”
 
   He turned then to Tamsin. “If they pledge loyalty release them immediately; if not then bring them back to the castle and I will deal with them.”
 
   “You don’t have to do it alone,” Tamsin told him.
 
   Trik met his eyes. “I have set their death sentence. I should be the one to carry it out.” He heard Cassie’s intake of breath and knew that she would argue against it, but he knew it was the right thing to do. “Cassie and I will continue to seek out survivors, and Syndra will use her healing ability on the wounded.” He looked up at the rest of the light-elf warriors still waiting on orders. “Be vigilant as you search the ruins, and if you can keep from killing then please do. We will take as many alive as possible and give them the opportunity to choose their own fate.”
 
    
 
   “Why do you think you have to be the one to kill them?” Cassie asked as soon as they were away from the others. 
 
   “Are we really going discuss this now?” Trik asked her.
 
   “Well we can always wait and discuss the fact that you think you have to be the one to deal out the death sentences later, when we’re alone, in the room we now share because we’re married.” Cassie knew she wasn’t playing fair, but then she was married to an assassin. The way she saw it he probably didn’t even know what playing fair looked like.
 
   “That’s just wrong, Cassandra,” Trik nearly growled at her.
 
   She shrugged nonchalantly. “I’m sure there’s nothing else you’d rather be doing later anyways, so you are totally right; there’s no need to talk about it right now.”
 
   “Cassie,” Trik warned.
 
   “Can’t hear you,” she sung as she continued to look for injured dark elves, all the while a secret smile danced on her lips. She shouldn’t manipulate him, but as she looked back over her shoulder at the frustrated, now huffy king, she couldn’t help the slight amount of satisfaction she found in it. Okay, so maybe she wasn’t quite as pure and gentle as they thought. 
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter16]Chapter 16
 
   “Life is happening all around us. War, bloodshed, loyalties being given and taken away and yet there is still us. At the end of the day you are the one who I share my hurts, my worries, my fears and my hopes with. You are the one who sees me fall apart when I’ve been holding it together in front of everyone else. When everything else is falling apart, you are the one who continually holds me together.” ~Cassie
 
    
 
    
 
   Cassie drug herself into the room she had now called home for more days than she could remember. She didn’t even know if she could recall what her bedroom at her parents’ house looked like, and that thought nearly dropped her to her knees. She was so tired—the kind of tired that seeped into your bones and didn’t let go until you had given into it and slept for days, but she knew that wouldn’t be happening. After searching the rubble and then traveling across the realm back to the light-elf castle, they now had close to fifty dark-elf captives to deal with. Of course her mate thought he had to handle it all himself. Little did he know that she was about to put her foot down and he was going to listen. 
 
   She went ahead and showered quickly, needing to get the dust out of her hair and used the time to gather her thoughts. She had been building her argument all day, knowing that it would take some pretty good convincing to get Trik to change his mind. By the time she was clean, dressed in a simple nightgown, and working on the tangles in her hair Trik walked into her, well their room now. He looked so tired and yet when his eyes landed on her he seemed to fill up with life, like a balloon being re-inflated. 
 
   “Hey, Beautiful,” he said smiling despite his obvious weariness.
 
   “Why don’t you get a shower,” Cassie suggested before he could come wrap his dirty arms around her.
 
   Trik looked down at himself, his clothes covered in ash and dust, and then looked back up at her. “So you don’t like your men dirty?” he asked with a wink.
 
   Cassie felt her heart stutter at the inhumanly handsome elf before her. Trik was gorgeous on a good day, but when he flirted he took it to a whole other level. She didn’t want to be affected by him at the moment and so she did her best to frown at him, but she could tell he wasn’t buying it.
 
   “Relax, Cassie, I’ll go take a shower so you can continue to work on your argument against my killing the captives.” He laughed when her frown turned to a scowl. As the door closed she heard him call out, “And don’t think that the discussion is going to postpone any other activities that need to happen and will happen.” 
 
   The door clicked closed before she could respond to that comment. She glared at the door as if it were the one that had made the incredibly conceded statement. If she wasn’t so embarrassed at possibly seeing Trik in all his glory, she would have opened the offensive door and given him a piece of her mind, though that’s not the piece of her she knew he wanted. She nearly laughed to herself at her own cheekiness. Man, I wish Elora was here to appreciate my humor, she thought wistfully. 
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   Elora paced the small motel room feeling edgy and restless as the others gathered around the small round table. They had all slept for several hours but the weariness was still evident in the hunch of shoulders and the exhaustion written across each of their brows.
 
   “Okay, let’s recap,” Oakley spoke up. “Tarron, the chemist from Hell, has taken over the running of Iniquity, the crops have been destroyed, and the portals are open, but they aren’t usable because something evil is watching them. Is that about right?”
 
   Cush nodded solemnly. 
 
   “Don’t you think we need to at least try to get back to Trik and let him know what’s going on?” Rin asked Cush.
 
   “Do we have a choice?” Lisa asked. “No really,” she started again when Cush began to shake his head. “We can’t just stay here and let Tarron have control. You and Rin are powerful, but there’s no telling how many dark elves Lorsan has in this realm and we are going to need more light elves to fight them.”
 
   “She’s got a point, Babe,” Elora pointed out.
 
   Cush let out a frustrated sigh. “We need that book.” He looked at Lisa pointedly.
 
   “Lisa, please say you brought the book with you,” Elora pleaded.
 
   Lisa folded her arms across her chest and narrowed her eyes at her daughter. “Why on earth would I bring a book that powerful into enemy territory?”
 
   Elora shrugged. “Uh, because you’re you.”
 
   “Damn,” Lisa huffed, “that’s true. Okay, yes, I brought it. It’s in the…,” she froze before the word came out of her mouth and her head snapped around to Cush, “vehicle,” she finished breathlessly.
 
   Elora groaned and smacked her forehead. “You mean the vehicle that blew up several miles from here only a few hours ago?”
 
   “Um, yep,” Lisa said and made a popping sound on the end of the word.
 
   “Excellent,” Rin growled.
 
   Elora was surprised because it was the first time she had seen the warrior even a little ruffled. She looked over to her own warrior who was now gazing out of the window into the nearly empty parking lot of the cheap motel. He was staring off in the direction where the vehicle in question had bit the dust. 
 
   “What are you thinking, Warrior?” Elora asked him as she walked over to where he stood. He turned his head to look down at her and she saw his jaw tense up and his eyes narrow. It was a face she was beginning to recognize as his determined look. 
 
   “I will go get it,” he answered as his eyes met hers.
 
   “Um, how about no,” Elora said sharply. “The book is probably a pile of ash, and if you go back you run the risk of being captured or killed by the dark elves that may still be lurking around. You can’t go back and get it, Cush.”
 
   “Elora,” Cush’s voice was low as he stepped closer to her. “A book that powerful probably contains protection. It might be fully intact.”
 
   “You want me to risk your life on might be?”
 
   “No, I want you to let me do my job.”
 
   Elora bit back the snarky remark that was on the tip of her tongue. She knew that goading him would only push him to want to do it more. Instead she relaxed her face and tried to soften her tone. “I understand that you are a warrior. I understand it is your job to protect, but if you try to go get this book that might not even exist anymore, then you will be leaving me unprotected.” She nearly grinned as his brow furrowed at her.
 
   “That’s not fair, Little Raven,” he nearly whispered. “You will be perfectly safe with Rin and Tony.”
 
   “Oy,” Oakley piped in looking indignant.
 
   Cush rolled his eyes. “And your brother; they are all capable of protecting you.”
 
   “Okay, that may be, but who will protect them,” she pointed at the ones he had indicated, “from me?”
 
   Cush’s lips twitched and Elora could tell he was fighting a smile. “Why do they need protection from you?”
 
   “Because I’m going to kick their asses if they let you walk out of the motel on a suicide mission for a book that is probably scattered across the field as fertilizer by now.” Elora’s mouth was stretched into a straight, thin line and her forehead was wrinkled in frustration as she continued to stare at Cush, waiting for his response to her minor tirade. Was she being a little overprotective of the six-foot-four, elf warrior? Maybe, but he was her six-foot-four, elf warrior and she wanted him to stay just as he was—alive. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Raven, this is just one in a long line of disagreements I’m sure will come over the course of our relationship. I cannot give you what you want.” His deep voice was soft and gentle as he spoke to her.
 
   “Why can’t someone else go get it?” Elora hated that she sounded like a sullen child, but then again, if it got her what she wanted….
 
   “Because I am the leader of this war party and I am responsible for the safety of each of its members. Please,” he let out a sigh before he continued. “Please, just trust me. I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
   Elora made her way to the motel room door and turned to face the group. She crossed her arms over her chest and cocked a hip out to the side. “The only way you’re getting out of this room is to go through me, Cush.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you let them tie me up!” Elora nearly yelled. “You’re my mother! Aren’t you supposed to keep things like this from happening to me?” Elora pulled against the ropes that had her hands bound behind the chair but they weren’t budging. She wiggled her ankles, testing to see how tight the ropes there were, but it was no use. Damn elf knows how to tie rope that’s for sure, she thought to herself and then something else occurred to her and she nearly grinned, note to self, proficient at binding. She nearly laughed out loud because she could only imagine the look Cush would give her if he had heard that thought. It was enough to almost make her forgive him—almost.
 
   “If you don’t keep your voice down we’re going to duct tape your mouth next,” Lisa told her with a smirk, not appearing to be bothered in the least by her daughter’s current situation.
 
   “What about you, Oakley?” Elora asked her brother. “How can you just let these elf warriors tie me up?”
 
   Oakley shook his head. “That question is just wrong on so many levels.”
 
   Rin chuckled. “She definitely has a way with words.”
 
   “Hey, Rinky-tinky-tavey, nobody asked you,” Elora snapped at him. Rin just chuckled.
 
   “It’s Rikki-Tikki-Tavi, Sis.”
 
   “Don’t care,” Elora huffed shortly.
 
   “Relax, he will be back before you know it, Elora, and then we will untie you.” Rin spoke as if it were the most logical and normal thing in the world and Elora wanted to throttle him all the more for it.
 
   “Oh, okay since you put it like that,” Elora nodded eagerly. “I’ll just sit here calmly tied to a damn chair while the other half of my soul runs head long into the hands of the dark elves! Geeze why didn’t I think of that? Relax, right.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Cush could see the slow break of the morning sun as it began to crest the horizon. Bursts of orange and yellow gradually began to reach up like eager fingers to chase away the last remaining cover of night. He had always loved that about the human realm. They had sunsets and sunrises in their realm as well but there was something so refreshing and new about it in the human realm. Maybe it was because they were mortal and every day they were growing older, coming a little closer to their inevitable demise. Their lives were numbered from the moment of their conception and so each new sunrise was like a glorious triumph where a human could stare up at the lightening sky and say look, I’m still here, I made it another day! Each sunrise was a victory dance for those with life still running through them—not just humans—but animals and plants as well. Every living thing seemed to stop what they were doing and turn their countenance to the glorious light that rose to greet them and it never ceased to amaze and inspire him. 
 
   He continued to run, his face focused on the sky while his feet recalled the path they had taken when they had left the valley where the Rapture was being made. He was actually surprised the dark elves hadn’t found them hiding out in their motel room. Cush knew they could have if they had utilized their magic and he had fully expected an attack during the night, but it never came. With every step that brought him closer to the valley he hoped that the dark elves had left this realm. He wasn’t worried about himself; he knew what he was capable of and that his magic was strong. But he worried about his Chosen, always his worry was for her now. 
 
   His attention was drawn away from the beautiful sunrise when the smell of ash hit him. He looked straight ahead and saw the burnt fields, acre after acre. The fire he and Rin had started had done its job. They had fed the magic fire a sentient intent; it wasn’t just a mindless flame that had destroyed those crops of elfish plants. The fire had had a purpose, and it had done its job very well. Not a single leaf remained uncharred. 
 
   Cush began to veer right, running towards the road where they had parked the vehicle and to his surprise, it was still there. If the dark elves hadn’t come to clean up their mess, that could mean only one thing, they had deserted the place. He slowed as he approached the thoroughly burned SUV. He hoped that he was right, that the elf book had some sort of protection on it to keep it from being harmed. But it had been dark-elf magic that had destroyed the vehicle, so it might have been able to destroy the book as well. 
 
   He peered in the shattered window and tried the handle on the door. It opened and then fell off its hinges. He dropped the door to the ground and began his search. Lisa had said she’d put it under the second row seat. He stuck his hand under the seat, sifting through ash and debris. His hand had just landed on something that felt like a book when a voice behind him had him jerking his hand back and turning around so swiftly that ash scattered around him. 
 
   “Tell me, Warrior, why would you come back to the scene of your crime? Why would you return to the place your enemies are sure to be?” Tarron’s voice danced across all of Cush’s nerves in all the wrong ways.  He wasn’t sure if he should just attack or if he should indulge the dark elf and engage him in a conversation. Tarron was the type of predator that liked to play with his food and Cush knew he could use that to his advantage to take the dark elf by surprise. 
 
   “A good soldier always makes sure the job has been done right,” Cush said coolly as he stood up from the crouch he had been in. He forced his body to relax in hopes of luring Tarron into a false sense of security. “I needed to make sure that your little production had been completely shut down.”
 
   Tarron laughed. “Please tell me you aren’t so naïve as to think that this is the only place we had crops growing?”
 
   Cush’s eyes narrowed as he tried to hear past the false bravado to the lie that he knew he was being fed. 
 
   “Do you really think Lorsan would limit himself that way?” Tarron asked.
 
   Cush heard a rustling from behind him. He saw a shift of light to his left and saw the slight movement in Tarron’s eyes and knew that Tarron was not alone. He bit back the curse as he realized that Tarron hadn’t just been playing with him; he had been distracting him so that his own men could get in place. He didn’t know how many dark elves were around him because he didn’t want to take his eyes off of the one who really mattered.
 
   “What did you really come back for?” Tarron asked all of a sudden.
 
   Cush let his lips curve up in a slow smile. He wished now that he had given Elora a proper goodbye instead of the brisk kiss he had pressed to her forehead after he had tied her up. He wished that he could tell her one last time that he loved her and in all his years he could have never imagined being blessed with one such as her. He wished those things because as the evil dark elf across from him returned his smile he knew he would not live through this. Tarron was not known for his mercy. In fact, it was agreed upon in the light-elf realm that he was flat out psychotic. As Cush stepped away from the cover of the vehicle, he reached over his shoulder and unsheathed the sword he carried, and he readied himself for a battle that he hoped would not just be the end of his life but also of the evil standing before him because he refused to die without taking Tarron with him. 
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   “Something’s wrong,” Elora said suddenly as she sat up from the slumped position she had allowed her body to relax in.
 
   “It’s not going to work, Elora,” Oakley told her dryly. “We aren’t going to untie you so just give up.”
 
   “I’m serious, Oakley. Something is wrong with Cush; he’s in trouble,” she implored. She turned to look at Rin who was watching her closely. “Look, Rin, I’m not playing around, okay. Cush is in danger. I can’t explain how I know, but I just do. We have to help him.”
 
   Lisa walked over to her and knelt down so that she was eye level with her daughter. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
 
   Elora nodded and fought the urge to scream. “Yes, please untie me and let me go after him.”
 
   “Rin, please untie her,” Lisa said as she continued to watch her daughter. 
 
   Elora felt fear growing in the pit of her stomach, like an uncoiling snake it began to rise, climbing up to her throat, and it threatened to choke her. Her hands were shaking as Rin untied them. As soon as her legs were unbound she was on her feet and moving towards the door. She pulled it open and the morning sun bathed her face in warmth that only made it clear just how cold the dread was making her. 
 
   “I’m sure he’s alright,” Oakley said from just behind her.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure he is since he was just going back to the dark-elf clubhouse that we just happened to burn down in search of a book that Lorsan would kill to get his hands on. Yes, I’m sure he is just fine.” Elora knew the bite in her tone wasn’t necessary, but all she could think about was Cush and how she knew he was not fine.
 
   “Here,” Rin said as he handed her a short dagger, just like the one Cush had given her when Lorsan’s men had attacked them. “Let’s go.” He walked past her out into the cool morning air. She slid the dagger in her boot and quickly followed, not waiting to see if her mom, brother, and Tony were coming. She knew they would.
 
   They ran at a speed that Elora didn’t think she was capable of, but apparently when the man she loved was in danger, she was perfectly able. She tried not to picture the things her fear was conjuring, but when her soul seemed to scream out inside of her for Cush, she knew something bad was happening to him. She cried out in her mind to him, wondering if in times of crisis maybe their weird link would work across long distances, but she didn’t get a response. She pushed her legs harder and when a hand landed on her shoulder, she turned and attacked, pulling the punch she had thrown only centimeters from Rin’s face. 
 
   He held his hands up and met her frantic stare. “Peace, Little Warrior,” he said gently. His voice was soft and deep but it was not the voice she wanted to hear. He pressed a finger to his lips, indicating he wanted her to be quiet, and then he motioned with his head. She turned to see what he was indicating and when her eyes landed on Cush she nearly screamed. If not for the hand that wrapped around her mouth, she would have not only yelled his name but every profanity she knew at the monster on top of him. 
 
   “Wait,” Rin’s voice whispered in her ear.
 
   She nodded her head, letting him know that she wouldn’t do anything stupid, yet. 
 
   “There are only four of them, but we’re going to have to sneak up on them,” Tony was whispering when she turned back around. She couldn’t continue to watch the fight going on before her. Even though Cush was fighting back, he was outnumbered, and she knew that no matter how badass he was, he could only fight so many at one time. It didn’t help that they weren’t just fighting with physical blows; they were using magic on him as well and Elora decided that using magic on an outnumbered opponent was just chicken shit. Yes, I thought it, she said to herself as her eyes narrowed. 
 
   “ELORA!” Oakley whispered, sternly grabbing her attention. “We’re going to spread out around them and close in on them okay?” She nodded and then followed Rin’s direction as he pointed for her to go right. She moved as quietly as she could, never taking her eyes off of Cush or the elf scum that where attacking him. Slowly their circle formed and then began closing in on the scene. Step by step they got closer and now Elora could hear the dark elf, Tarron’s, voice and honestly it made her want to stab herself in the ears; that’s how annoying his sickly sweet and yet somehow evil voice sounded. 
 
   “Oh, how sweet, you have a rescue party, Warrior.” 
 
   Elora froze at the dark-elf’s statement and she searched for Rin to know what to do. He motioned for her to keep moving so she did. 
 
   “How does it make you feel to know that once you are dead your Chosen will be free to be taken by any number of eligible elves?” 
 
   Elora was struck still again as she watched her warrior totally loose his cool. She had to admit it was hot. Cush roared—as in like a lion, a seriously pissed off lion, and slammed his hand into Tarron’s chest. The dark elf stumbled back and Rin obviously took that as his cue because he let out a roar as well and ran full speed ahead. Elora didn’t think; she just ran. Pulling the dagger from her boot and giving her own battle cry, she jumped into the middle of it going after the first dark elf she came to. 
 
   He turned just as she reached him and something inside of her said, duck, so she did. He flung out a hand and she felt the pulse of magic, but it missed her as she went below his arm. She turned as she slid and sliced the dagger into the back of his thigh, but the satisfaction at seeing her opponent cry out in pain and stumble was short lived as arms came around to grab her from behind. The arms were like steel bands restricting her movement and then pulling her feet from the ground. She kicked and flailed but whoever had her just continued to carry her. 
 
   Her eyes found Cush and she screamed. 
 
   “CUSH!”
 
    His head snapped to her at the sound of his name.  He started towards her only to be cut off by Tarron. Elora could see the frustration on his face and felt it mirrored in herself. She was not some damsel in distress, dammit. Okay, so current situation aside, she thought to herself, I am not usually a damsel in distress. As she watched her mom and Tony battling another dark elf, and her brother and Rin doing the same, she had another moment. She realized that if she was going to be a part of Cush’s life, a warrior’s woman if you will, then she was going to have to be able to fight. Cush needed to know she could handle herself, and she would, starting with the idiot attempting to carry her off to who knows where.
 
   Elora wiggled her wrists to see how much room she had. She still held the dagger in one hand. She turned her wrist and in a quick motion stabbed her captor in the thigh. He let out a deep cry of pain and his hold on her loosened and she was ready.  She turned her head and dropped her shoulder, effectively freeing half of her body. Using speed she didn’t know she had, she wrenched herself down and away from the man. She turned quick, pulling the dagger from his leg, which elicited another shout of pain. She felt a feral grin spread across her lips as she crouched down in an attack position, ready to pounce on the dark elf. She started to move towards him when there was a sudden blast of air from behind her. 
 
   “ENOUGH!” She heard Tarron bellow. The dark elf in front of her gave her a frustrated growl before suddenly turning and running faster than she could track his movements. The rest of the dark elves followed suit, sprinting quickly away across the burned crops. None of the light elves or humans gave chase.
 
   Elora turned slowly to see her mom, Oakley, and Tony panting but unharmed. Rin was staring in the direction to which the dark elves had just retreated and Cush was looking at her.
 
   Her eyes narrowed on the beautiful specimen of a male that she had claimed as her own. “Can I say I told you so yet?” 
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   “Every little girl dreams of being a princess, of meeting her prince, and living in a beautiful castle. And although every little girl dreams of that, they never believe it will actually happen, but it did for me. I have my prince, dark though he may be, and I have my castle. What little girls don’t know is what it takes to keep the prince and the castle once the fairy dust has settled. There is a battle, and if I lose I will lose much more than just a dream. I will lose the man that I love.” ~Cassie
 
    
 
    
 
   “Have you calmed down?” Trik asked as he came out of the bathroom clad in pajama bottoms made from some material that seemed to move with his body as though it could predict the movement before it happened. Cassie had to fight the desire to stare, to take him in in all his glory. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing just how much he affected her. 
 
   “No, and I won’t calm down until you relent,” she informed him as she studiously looked at everything in the room but him.
 
   “It’s my job, Cassandra. I am the king. I cannot expect others to do my killing for me. What kind of leader would I be?” 
 
   A part of her completely understood what he was saying and even agreed with him. She knew he was just trying to do the honorable thing, the right thing, but that didn’t mean she had to like it. 
 
   “What happens when you start enjoying the kill? You told me once that you liked it, Trik.” She finally met his stare and his silver eyes had the same effect as always. Her breath was wrenched from her lungs as she was caught in his web. “Do you remember?” she finished after several heartbeats.
 
   He nodded and took a step towards her but she held up her hand to stop him. “Don’t, Trik. We are going to talk.”
 
   “Can we not talk and touch at the same time?” he asked in a sultry voice that had her blood heating to a level she didn’t think was healthy.
 
   “No,” she said sternly. “I’m not ashamed to admit that your touch does things to my mind that keep me from being able to have a coherent conversation.”
 
   He chuckled. “Well it’s not your mind that I’m trying to do things to.”
 
   “Trik, I’m serious; there is nothing happening between us until we’ve had this out.”
 
   He let out an exasperated sigh and she realized he must have seen that she wasn’t going to give in—not this time. “Fine, you want to talk, let’s talk.” 
 
   Cassie watched as he walked away from her across their room. His shoulders grew tense with every step, and for a second she second guessed herself. Maybe she was pushing too hard. Maybe it wasn’t a big deal if he killed a few prisoners. When he turned to face her, it was the king standing before her, not her husband. She could see the anger written across the creases in his brow and the frustration locked in his jaw as his eyes narrowed on her.
 
   “There was a time when I let our people have their way, Cassie. They became divided as half of them decided that self was all that mattered, and the other half believed that sacrifice was all that mattered. They wanted different things, they didn’t want to have peace with one another, and they didn’t want to listen to their king so I gave up. It was a cowardly thing to do and I regret it. But I will not be that king again. This time our people will listen and they will obey or they will suffer the consequences. If the dark elves will not submit and turn from their ways, just as I have committed to do, then the consequence is death and I must be the one to deal it out. I know you are scared that I will begin to enjoy killing, but you are forgetting something,” he paused. 
 
   “What?” she finally asked when he didn’t immediately continue.
 
   “You are my light.” He took a step towards her and this time she didn’t stop him. “You chase away the darkness. You make me want to be better than I was. I can’t give in to the darkness because darkness cannot survive where light lives. Are you planning on leaving me here to do this alone?”
 
   “No,” she answered quickly, somewhat irritated that he even asked.
 
   He grinned at her and her heart stuttered. “Then you don’t need to worry that I will give in. I have a second chance, Cassandra, and I’m not about to blow that, not when it means I could lose you.”
 
   He was standing directly in front of her by the time he was done talking, and she was enthralled by his silver eyes and deep voice. Trik had that effect on her and she didn’t want that to ever change. She blinked several times in an attempt to clear her mind of the lust induced fog. 
 
   “Okay,” she said slowly, “so you truly believe you will be alright if you kill these men?”
 
   “If I’m doing it for the right reasons, which I am,” he explained, “then yes, I will be fine.”
 
   Cassie let out a deep breath and looked up at him. “Alright.”
 
   Trik tilted his head and his confused look nearly had her laughing. “Alright?” he asked. “That’s it? No screaming, foot stomping, or fit throwing?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “I don’t stomp my feet or throw fits.”
 
   A single brow rose on his forehead.
 
   “Unless it’s warranted,” she relented with a laugh. 
 
   “So are we good?” he asked.
 
   Cassie heard the huskiness in his voice and felt goose bumps crawl up her arms. She felt her skin begin to warm under the blush she knew was rising as she watched his eyes roam over her. She was suddenly very aware of the fact that Trik was her husband and she was his wife.
 
   “Ooooh dear,” she wheezed out as she struggled to catch her breath. All of a sudden she felt as if she had just finished running a marathon at a dead sprint. She had gotten married today. Sure she was an adult, but she hadn’t even thought about asking her parents or even worried that they might just blow a gasket or twenty once they found out. She took a breath in and felt her throat getting tight. Her chest felt as though a hundred pounds had been laid upon it and then a few dozen elephants decided to stand there as well. She closed her eyes and concentrated on breathing, just breathing, because everything else was just too much.
 
   “Cassie.” 
 
   His voice broke through her panic and she opened her eyes to see him standing so close. The soft glow of candlelight danced off his skin. She frowned and leaned to look around him. All of the lights were off and candles hung in the air suspended as if from wires surrounding the large bed. Her mouth dropped open. When had that happened, she thought to herself.
 
   “Magic,” Trik whispered next to her ear causing a shiver to dance down her spine. 
 
   His hand was gliding up and down her arm, slowly, gently. She straightened back up and looked up at him. His long pitch black hair shone like black onyx, and his silver eyes searched her face, patient, waiting. She looked down at the simple night gown she wore and huffed out a laugh. “Guess I could have picked something a little nicer.”
 
   He lifted her chin with a finger and smiled, causing her stomach to drop clear past her toes. “You look lovely, and besides,” he let his eyes rove down her body, “it won’t be on long, anyways.”
 
   “You can’t say stuff like that if you don’t want me to pass out from a panic attack,” she finally admitted. “Look, I’m nervous, Trik. I’m…I’ve…this,” her words were just stuttering out in incoherent jibber jabber and she wished that he would just do something so she’d shut up.
 
   “As you wish,” he murmured just before his lips touched hers.
 
   She wanted to be annoyed that he was listening to her thoughts as he so artfully brushed his fingertips along her exposed shoulder, but now his lips were on hers, and the passion that only Trik could ignite was beginning to build, so she didn’t have room to be annoyed. She simply wanted to feel. She wanted to feel him, and she wanted to enjoy the sensations that only he gave her. As his lips left hers and trailed kisses across her jaw and down her neck to her collarbone, she let her head fall back and he chuckled.
 
   “Relax, Beautiful, I’ll take care of you,” his whispered words eased something inside of her, and when she felt him slide one strap of her night gown off her shoulder, she didn’t freak out like she thought she would. Instead she became the shameless hussy Elora always told her she knew she was deep down inside and helped him remove the other strap. Trik’s eyes lit up as she let the gown fall. Cassie figured that maybe she should be embarrassed but she couldn’t be, not when her love was looking at her as though he was going to devour her like a three course meal and then come back for seconds.
 
   “And thirds,” he whispered in her ear as he picked her up in his arms and carried her to their bed.
 
   She giggled but tried not to be too hard on herself about it as she watched her dark-elf assassin kiss her flushed skin. He climbed up her body as she lay pressed into the mattress. His arms were on either side of her head holding him just above her so he could look down into her face.
 
   “My beautiful, Cassie,” he whispered and then kissed her slowly, deeply. “Thank you for loving me,” he said against her lips.
 
   She smiled up at him as he pulled back. “It’s a tough job, but someone’s got to do it.”
 
   He chuckled and she gasped at the sensation it created. His eyes darkened and he pressed himself closer. “Let me show you how much I love you.” 
 
   Cassie heard his words and she thought she might have nodded but she couldn’t be certain because at that point Trik started doing things that she was sure couldn’t possibly be legal in all fifty states and every worry and fear she had was suddenly gone. There was only Trik, his hands, his mouth, and his deep voice filling their bedroom as he whispered words of devotion while he made love to her. 
 
    
 
   “Those candles will never burn out will they?” Cassie asked as she lay draped across Trik’s stomach. She propped her chin up so she could look at the floating candles and found herself enthralled by the dancing flames. She was worn out and well-loved but couldn’t sleep. She knew that Trik was having no trouble sleeping because he kept dozing off, and she kept waking him up with silly questions.
 
   “They’re magic candles, Love,” he murmured as his hands stroked her hair and down her bare back.
 
   “It’s your magic that’s making them float and burn?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Do you have to focus to keep them floating?”
 
   He chuckled. “Obviously not, because a short time ago, as you know, floating candles were the farthest thing from my mind.”
 
   Cassie grinned like the love sick fool she was as she thought of what had transpired only a short time ago, as he put it. 
 
   “So you’re happy?” she asked nervously.
 
   “No, Cassie, there is no word in the human language that can describe what I am.”
 
   She turned to look at his face and saw that his eyes were open and he was looking at her. Her skin flushed and she reached for the sheets to cover herself but Trik snatched them away.
 
   “Hey!” she huffed. “I’m cold.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed on him. “I feel exposed.”
 
   “You are exposed,” he paused and a smirk rose on his sinfully sexy mouth as he perused her curves. “And I like you that way.”
 
   She rolled her eyes and flopped down on him, earning a grunt that made her smile smugly.
 
   “Vixen,” he muttered.
 
   “Trik.” 
 
   “Yes, Love.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   He reached for her face and gently turned her to face him. She knew what he would see, a girl so deeply in love that she was scared it couldn’t be real.
 
   “For what?” he asked slowly.
 
   “For tonight, for loving me, for wanting me.” Cassie met his stare and she hoped that he was feeling what she felt because she didn’t know if she could truly put it into words either.
 
   “It is my honor and privilege, Cassandra.”
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   “Are you alright?” Cush asked Elora as she wiped the blood from her dagger onto her pant’s leg. She slid the blade down into her boot and then straightened up to look at him. She wanted to yell and scream and tell him what an idiot he had been to go alone, but she knew that it wouldn’t change anything.
 
   So instead she simply said, “I’m fine.”
 
   He watched her for several seconds, and when she didn’t elaborate further, he gave her a single nod and then turned back towards the charred SUV.
 
   “Is the book still here?” Lisa asked Cush.
 
   Cush nodded again. “Tarron knew I had come back for a reason; he was suspicious.”
 
   “Does he know about the book?” Elora asked.
 
   Cush reached into the vehicle and pulled the book out from under the seat. He looked back over to Elora and shook his head. “No, he doesn’t know about it, at least not from me. I didn’t tell him it was here.”
 
   “Cush, we have to get that book back to Trik,” Rin told him. “It is old and powerful and if it fell into the wrong hands,” he let his words trail off; the outcome of such a suggestion being obvious. 
 
   “I agree,” Cush said as he motioned everyone to move in closer. “This is what we’re going to do. Rin you will take the book and travel through the portal. You will have to hide it on your person somehow. I will take Elora and her family back home and keep an eye on them until I hear back from you. Tony,” he looked at the human male and frowned, “well, you’re a grown man so do whatever you feel you need to.”
 
   “I’m going with Rin,” Tony told him matter-of-fact. He held up his hand when Rin started to object. “Look, I’m going to have to ask for sanctuary from Trik. He knows that my family has worked for the dark elves and I am basically defecting, walking away from them. Lorsan will want me dead and frankly, I don’t really feel like dying right now.”
 
   “Don’t people realize it’s an inconvenience to us to kill us when we still have crap to do?” Elora asked dryly. 
 
   Tony gave her a playful grin which earned him a glare from Cush. 
 
   “I agree, Tony goes with Rin,” Cush spoke up.
 
   Tony chuckled and shook his head at the warrior.  “Aren’t you a little old to be jealous?”
 
   “Hey, shut it,” Elora growled. “It’s sexy when he’s jealous.”
 
   Cush’s lips curled up. “Yeah, Tony,” he emphasized the T sound dramatically, “she thinks it’s sexy when I’m jealous.”
 
   “Good grief,” Oakley huffed, “can we go already? I feel like the dark elves are going to be coming back with reinforcements.”
 
   Cush picked Elora up in his arms and motioned for everyone to follow as they headed back towards the motel running quickly, but not nearly as fast as they had run on the way to rescue Cush. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Elora stood next to her mom and brother as they watched Cush speak to Rin and Tony. 
 
   “Keep your weapon at the ready,” Cush told Rin as he stood next to the warrior in front of the mirror. “And go for anything that tries to make a grab for you.”
 
   “This isn’t my first rodeo you know,” Rin said in amusement at Cush’s worry.
 
   “Just be careful,” Cush said without acknowledging his comrade’s use of the human phrase.
 
   Tony stood next to Rin, blade in hand that he had given him. They both looked into the mirror as if they could possibly see what might be lurking in the portal to grab them, but of course all they saw were their reflections. 
 
   Rin turned to Tony. “You ready?”
 
   Tony nodded. And then both men stepped into the mirror at the same time. Elora’s eyes widened as she watched first their legs, then their torsos, and finally all of them be swallowed up by the mirror. She waited, standing just as still as the others, to see if it would suddenly spit them back out, but as time passed and nothing happened she realized they weren’t coming back. She couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or bad thing and knew there was no way for them to know until they were all reunited.
 
   “So we’re heading home?” she turned and spoke to her mom.
 
   Lisa nodded. “I don’t know what more we can do, Elora. I mean we stopped the production of Rapture, but I don’t see how we can get it out of the casinos without getting ourselves killed or captured.”
 
   “None of you are going back to Vegas,” Cush spoke up.
 
   “So we’re just going to twiddle our thumbs in Lisa’s shop?” Elora snapped.
 
   “No, you are going to get caught back up on schoolwork,” Lisa told her. “I’m going to have to come up with some reason as to why you’ve missed so much and hopefully they won’t make you repeat the whole semester.”
 
   “I just wanted it noted that I think this idea blows,” Elora told them as she watched Cush dial a number on his phone and then proceed to buy them all airline tickets back to Oklahoma City. 
 
   Elora returned her attention to her mom. “I can’t believe you’re worrying about school at a time like this. I mean let’s think about it logically.”
 
   “What’s logical about any of this, Elora?” Lisa interrupted.
 
   “That’s not the point, Lisa. The point is that am I really going to need a high school diploma in elf land?” Elora cocked an eyebrow at her mom. “I mean seriously, Mom. I’m going to be the wife of an elfin warrior. I don’t think he’s too concerned about how much algebra I do or don’t know.”
 
   “We are not going to have this conversation right now when you’re emotional and tired, okay?”
 
   Elora knew her mom wasn’t really asking; she was pretty much telling her to let it go. She decided she would, for now.
 
   “Tickets are booked, I’ve called a taxi to take us to the airport,” Cush told them as he slid his phone into his back pocket. “So now we just wait.”
 
   “Waiting sucks,” Oakley and Elora said at the same time.
 
   Cush looked from one to the other.
 
   “It’s an American thing,” Elora told him. “We don’t do patient.”
 
    
 
   



  
 


[bookmark: Chapter18]Chapter 18
 
   “I wonder if he knows what he is truly capable of. I wonder if he knows that without him they would remain divided. Though I’m immortal, I never imagined that I would live to see the day that Triktapic would reclaim his throne, and now that the day is here I wonder if any of us will live to see peace between a race that has been fighting for far too long.” ~Myrin
 
    
 
    
 
   Trik heard the knock on their door and wanted to gut the one who would dare to interrupt his time with his new bride. Unfortunately he also knew that just because he had taken his Chosen and bound her to him, the world did not stop turning for them. There was still a war to be fought, prisoners to be dealt with, and a human realm to save. No matter how badly he wanted to pull her into the shelter of his arms and close the rest of the world out, he couldn’t. 
 
   “I can get it,” Cassie murmured as she started to get out of the warmth of their bed. 
 
   Trik wrapped an arm around her waist like a steel band and pulled her back to his chest. “You are not dressed appropriately to be answering doors, Love.”
 
   Cassie laughed and the sound danced across his skin and deep into his soul filling him with warmth. “I’m not dressed at all.”
 
   “Exactly my point.”
 
   “I was going to put clothes on Trik, geeze,” she hissed at him like an adorable little kitten.
 
   “ENTER,” he bellowed as he made sure the sheets covered all of Cassie. Trik watched as Tamsin entered. Anyone, except maybe Syndra, would have blushed or at least looked somewhat embarrassed to be interrupting him and his Chosen, but not Tamsin. He looked way too pleased with himself.
 
   “Were you coming to ensure that an heir was being created?”  Trik grunted when Cassie elbowed him, as he knew she would, for the statement.
 
   Tamsin laughed. “Quit embarrassing your queen. As interesting as I know creating an heir is, that is not why I have dared to bother you. We found someone amongst the captives who needs to speak with you.”
 
   That had Trik’s attention. “Who?”
 
   “Myrin.”
 
   Trik’s eyes widened. “Did any of the other elders live?”
 
   “We haven’t found any,” Tamsin told him solemnly.
 
   Trik nodded. “Alright, have him brought to the throne room. I will be there in a minute.”
 
   Tamsin left without another word.
 
   “Who is Myrin and what’s an elder?” Cassie asked as she rolled over so he could see her face.
 
   “Myrin is the oldest and wisest of the elders of the dark elves. Elders are sort of like historians. They keep the facts of our people, and they are usually very powerful. I don’t know his story, but I know that at one time he was an elder of our entire race, not just the dark elves.  He has helped me in the past.” 
 
   “Will he give you fealty?” Cassie asked. 
 
   “Yes, I believe he will.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “Yes, it is. Now, it pains me to say this,” he said as he ran a finger down her bare shoulder and across her arm. “But we have to get dressed.”
 
   He looked into her smiling face and her eyes danced with mischief. “You know there is an upside to getting dressed?”
 
   “I fail to see what it is; please enlighten me.”
 
   “It just means later we get to get undressed again,” she grinned wickedly.
 
   “I’m glad that one of us is a glass half-full type,” Trik told her as he climbed out of bed. He looked over his shoulder at her and winked when he caught her staring. “Put on your fighting clothes; the best way to work out the soreness from battle is a good workout,” he told her.
 
   “I thought you just gave me a good work out,” she said and then squealed when he jumped on her and started to tickle her.
 
   “You’re making me late, woman. Now, be a good queen and do as you’re told.” He swatted her on the rump as he climbed back out of the bed and headed for the bathroom and a quick shower.
 
    
 
   Cassie listened to the water run as she brushed her hair and then braided it so it would stay out of her face. She had decided against a shower, knowing if she joined her husband then they would be even later than they already were. So instead she dressed in the clothing Trik had requested and tried not to groan at the workout she knew was coming. She was also studiously trying to avoid the thoughts of what Trik would have to face soon, the lives he would have to take.  She walked over to the window and pushed the long, silver drapes aside and looked out into the morning light. She wasn’t sure what time it was, but it was early which meant she hadn’t slept much if any at all.
 
   That led to thoughts of what had transpired between her and Trik and she felt the heat from her blood as it traveled up her skin. Nothing in all of her wildest imagination could have prepared her for the love they shared. The intensity of it, the passion and rightness of it, was like nothing she had ever known, and she knew that it would have never been that way with anyone else. What a waste, she thought, to give yourself to someone and have it not feel like the earth was coming apart beneath you, truly a waste. Her lips tingled with the memory of their most recent kisses. She walked over to the mirror and looked at herself, wondering if she looked different. Her eyes roamed over her reflection and she saw a couple of small bruises on her upper arms where the sleeveless shirt left them bare.
 
   “I guess I got a little overeager.” Trik’s deep voice rumbled through his chest and against her back where he pressed against her. His fingers traced the small bruises and when she looked up into his face she saw the shame there.
 
   “They don’t hurt and I don’t recall complaining,” she told him.
 
   “Still, I need to be more careful.” He kissed her forehead and then slipped his hand into hers. “Time to go to work, Love. Be prepared for Syndra to tease you and by all means feel free to blush. I love it when your skin turns that beautiful rosy color,” he teased her as he pulled her from their room.
 
   “Ugh,” Cassie groaned. “I’m not sure who will be worse Syndra or Elora.”
 
   Trik chuckled which earned him a pinch on the side. “Cassie, a queen should not pinch her king,” he informed her in a haughty voice.
 
   “Oh,” she said innocently as she walked alongside him. “Is it all right for a queen to poke the king with his own arrows while he sleeps?”
 
   He looked at her from the corner of his eye, and he had to bite back the laughter at the straight face she held in place as they entered the throne room.  
 
   “Myrin.” Trik’s voice carried across the great hall and had the elder turning to face him. He looked tired and worn, Trik noted, but he was alive and that was saying something.
 
   “King Trikitapic,” the elder took a knee and bowed before them. “Queen Cassandra,” he continued as he remained in the kneeling position. “I pledge my fealty to you both. I will honor and protect you both with my own life. I will give you sound council and I will uphold the laws of the Forest Lords.”
 
   Trik looked down at the elf that knelt before him, who swore him fealty without even hearing what all that might entail and he was humbled. “Stand, Myrin.”
 
   “Do you accept me, my liege?” Myrin asked as he stood and looked Trik in the eyes.
 
   “I have known you a very long time.  In all my time as the king’s assassin, you never betrayed me. I accept you. But,” he paused and his eyes narrowed, “you need to understand that from this day forward if you assist the dark elves, in any way, it is an automatic death sentence.”
 
   “I understand,” Myrin nodded.
 
   “Good. Now, do you have any information for me that will help me take out Lorsan?  He blew up his own castle, Myrin, knowing he would kill his own dark elves.”
 
   “He’s gone mad with the need for more power,” Myrin told him. “He’s even been harsh with his Chosen.”
 
   Trik frowned. “Has he struck her?” If Lorsan was becoming violent with his Chosen, then he indeed had gone mad and needed to be dealt with sooner rather than later.
 
   “Not that I had seen. He’s obsessed with the distribution of Rapture and with killing you. It’s all he talked about in any of the council meetings.”
 
   “When was your last meeting?” Trik asked.
 
   “It’s been several weeks ago,” Myrin answered. “His circle of those he trusts grows smaller and smaller. We had no idea he was going to close the portals. We would never have supported such an action.”
 
   Trik nodded. “I didn’t figure you did, but Lorsan can be quite convincing when he needs to be.”
 
   “Trik,” Myrin’s voice took on an urgency that both Cassie and Trik recognized, and they both watched the elder closely. “You have to kill him. He is going to destroy the human race and our own race if he isn’t stopped.”
 
   “I know, Myrin.” Trik reached out and patted the older elf. “He will be brought to justice.”
 
   “Justice won’t be enough if he manages to enslave an entire nation. No, you will need more than justice. You will need a reckoning of all he’s done; all he’s hurt, and then you will need to give restitution to the human race. He is disrupting the balance, Trik; if he disrupts it too badly then the Forest Lords might just close all the portals,” he paused and looked at Cassie, his eyes full of earnest, “for good.” he finally finished.
 
   Cassie felt those words like a punch to her gut. Close the portals for good? That was not something that could happen, not if she was going to be living in the elfin realm with Trik and her parents were in the human realm.  She looked at Trik and she could see that he fully understood just how much that would hurt her if that happened. 
 
   “It won’t come to that,” Trik told her. “I’ll kill him before it gets that far.”
 
   She nodded knowing that he would do everything in his power to keep the portals open so that she could still see her parents. 
 
   A commotion behind her caught Trik’s attention, and she turned just as Trik pulled her behind him, blocking her with his body. She leaned around his shoulder to see what was happening and she saw Rin come through the mirrored wall along with a man she didn’t recognize. They were both breathing heavy and wielding swords and daggers as if they had just come from a battle. As she looked more intently, she saw that there were a few places on both of them where their clothes had been torn. 
 
   “They got it. I’m sorry, liege, but they got it.” Rin’s eyes were wide with shock as he looked at Trik.
 
   “Rin, Tony,” Trik took a step towards them and held up his hand to stop some of the light-elf warriors from grabbing the man he called Tony, “what happened? Who got what? Where are Nedhudir and Elora?”
 
   Rin seemed to be trying to gather himself as he answered. “They are heading back to the store that Elora’s mother owns.”
 
   “Heading back?” Cassie spoke up, stepping around Trik only to be pulled to his side by one of his strong arms. “Where were they?”
 
   Rin turned his attention on Cassie, and she could see that though he wasn’t breathing hard, he was tired. “Forgive me, my queen, but it is a long story. Is there any way we could sit down before I begin?”
 
   Cassie nodded. “Of course.”
 
   “Let’s go to the dining hall. I’ll have food and water brought,” Trik told them as he turned toward one of the warriors and motioned for him to carry out his orders. 
 
   Once they were all settled at the table with water for Tony and Rin, and some sort of elf version of chips and dip, Rin finally began the tale starting with when he and Nedhudir, who he now calls Cush thanks to Elora, stepped through the master portal with Lisa. Tamsin and Syndra joined them somewhere during the story, and they all listened in rapt attention as he told them of arriving at Oakley’s, seeing Cassie’s parents, of the Book of the Elves, going to Las Vegas and Elora having evil urges, which made Cassie snicker. He told them of Tarron and his attempt to kill Tony, and then how they went to California and burned the crops and destroyed the Rapture that was already made. When he finally got to the part about Cush tying Elora up so he could go back to their blown up vehicle to retrieve the Book of the Elves, Cassie was nearly rolling on the floor laughing along with Syndra. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said as she held her hand up in a placating gesture. “I know it’s serious and I truly am terrified for all of their lives, but I really wish I could have seen her tied up.”
 
   “I bet she was spitting mad,” Syndra agreed.
 
   “She had a few choice words for all of us,” Rin told them and then continued his tale. He back tracked a moment to tell them about Tony trying to open the portals only for Cush to be grabbed when he put his hand into the mirror. Then he finally told them of how they came to be the ones that traveled through the portal only to be attacked while inside the portal by dark elves. As Rin finished speaking he stood up and reached behind him. Untucking his shirt, he pulled what appeared to be the torn cover of a book from beneath it and laid it on the table in front of them.
 
   “This is what they got,” he said, answering Trik’s earlier question. 
 
   For several heartbeats nobody moved. They all simply stared at it. Based on the reactions of the elves around her, Cassie guessed this must be a piece of the Book of the Elves.  
 
   “Lisa had it in her possession?”  Trik finally asked Rin.
 
   “Yes, my liege, and there is something else you need to know.” Rin looked from Trik to Cassie and then back again. He let out a deep breath before he spoke again. “Lisa told her children about their father, but she didn’t tell them how he died.”
 
   “What?” Cassie gasped. “Who was he? How did he die?” Cassie watched a myriad number of emotions cross Trik’s face as he looked at her. 
 
   “Lisa was a Chosen,” he finally answered. “She was Chosen to a dark elf named Steal.”
 
   Cassie’s mouth dropped open but no sound came out. She didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t believe that Elora had to go through that without her, had to find out about her dad in front of a Rin and Cush. Oh and poor Oakley, she thought of her best friend’s brother and how he had always felt just a little different, but he kept those feelings to himself. She only knew because he had come home one night a little tipsy and she had been spending the night at Elora’s. She had been up getting a drink when Oakley came in, and he sat at the kitchen table looking so lost. She could tell he needed to talk so she just listened, and they never spoke of it to anyone not even each other. 
 
   “Steal defected from Lorsan and stole the book,” Trik continued and motioned towards the book before them. “I, being who I was, was sent after him.”
 
   “Oh no,” Cassie’s hand came up to cover her mouth as she realized what her mate was about to tell her and she didn’t want to hear it. “No, Trik.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Love; I am.” He came over to her and knelt before her, taking her hands in his. “You need to hear it from me, as does Elora and Oakley. I killed Steal. I was told to get the book and if I couldn’t I was to take his life.”
 
   Cassie’s eyes filled with tears as she felt the pain inside of Trik, the torment that he dealt with regarding the innocent lives that he had taken. 
 
   “Elora has no father because of me,” he said as his jaw clenched and he fought back his emotions.
 
   Cassie leaned forward and wrapped her arms around his neck. She placed her mouth next to his ear and whispered, “She will forgive you.” 
 
   He shook his head. “She shouldn’t.”              
 
   “Maybe, but she will.” Cassie pressed a kiss to his ear and then pulled back. She looked at her humbled king and her heart broke for him. She couldn’t take away the years of darkness; all she could do was help him to see the light that was before him now. She couldn’t fix him, that was something only time could do, but she could cry with him, she could hurt with him, and she could live one day at a time with him until he was healed. 
 
    Trik stood and turned to face the group who watched them both intently. “So Lorsan has the Book of the Elves?”
 
   “Lorsan or maybe Tarron,” Tony spoke up for the first time. “It will be worse if it’s Tarron who has it.”
 
   Trik let out a string of curse words that had Cassie’s eyes widening.
 
   “What exactly is in this book that is so valuable?” she asked. “Why is it so dangerous for Lorsan to have it? 
 
   “It’s our history as well as our future,” Syndra said as she stood up from her place at the table. She looked visibly shaken in a very un-Syndra like way. “And it holds some truths to our magic that those who thirst for power should not ever know.”
 
   Cassie would like to say that Syndra’s words made sense, but if she were honest she’s was just as clueless as she had been before she asked the question. She decided she would just talk with Trik about it later rather than embarrass herself by asking Syndra to elaborate further on a topic that was obviously upsetting her. To Cassie’s surprise, Syndra continued. 
 
   “History is knowledge and knowledge is power.” The light-elf queen met Cassie’s gaze and though her hands still shook slightly, her voice was steady. “I’m sure they taught you that in your schooling. We elves have watched nations rise and fall in your world. Leaders come and go and those who have wanted to keep the power for themselves all do the same thing. They restrict the amount of history and knowledge their people can learn. Take away the ability for a people to think for themselves and they are easily held captive by fear and dependence. That is why that book is so important. It is knowledge and in the right hands it is a great tool of learning, but in the wrong hands it could be the end of more than one race.”
 
   The room was silent as Syndra stood staring off into nothing as her words bathed them all in the reality of how bad things had become. 
 
   “So what you’re saying is the Rapture that is still in the casinos is the least of our worries?” Cassie asked.
 
   “Bingo,” Syndra answered.
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   “Have I mentioned that I truly appreciate the traveling method of portals? Because if I have not expressed it I really would like to,” Elora said as she dragged her tired self into her mom’s shop with Cush, Oakley, and her mom in tow. 
 
   “You mentioned it once when that guy was sitting in your seat on the plane, and then again when that same guy got up three times to use the bathroom and had to climb over you and Cush, and then I think you brought it up again when he felt the need to tell you both about his bladder issues,” Oakley smirked as he listed her many woes of the trip home. 
 
   “Well you and Mom had it easy; you weren’t sitting next to bladder boy, and not only did he have a bladder the size of a pea, his words, but he also spit when he talked. I mean, seriously, who does that?” She groaned.
 
   Oakley laughed. “My favorite part was when he nearly peed on himself when Cush told him to get his hand off your shoulder.”
 
   Elora rolled her eyes. “He was just balancing himself. I swear that boy didn’t have enough brain cells to even think about copping a feel.”
 
   “He knew what he was doing,” Cush grumbled not for the first time. 
 
   Lisa turned the lock on the door and made sure the closed sign was still facing out, and then they all made their way back to the storage area that was the designated break room. Elora hopped up onto the counter while the others shuffled boxes and pulled out chairs to sit on. Weariness settled like a cloak over them as they seemed to collectively take a breath for what Elora felt like was the first time in days.
 
   “I still can’t believe you expect me to just go back to school while all of this is going on,” Elora said looking at Lisa. 
 
   “Lisa,” Cush’s voice cut through the intense mother-daughter stare. “I know that Elora is your daughter, but I have to express my reservations about her going to school while Lorsan and Tarron are on the loose in the human realm.”
 
   Elora started to say something but the look Cush shot her had her clamping her lips closed. She narrowed her eyes at him which only seemed to amuse him. 
 
   “I understand you concern, Cush, but I would really like Elora’s life to continue on as normally as possible while it can,” Lisa told him. 
 
   “Normal?” Elora choked out a laugh. “We passed normal a few elf battles back, Lisa. There is no normal anymore.”
 
   “Normal is so overrated.”
 
   Elora’s head snapped to the left at the sound of Cassie’s voice, and when she saw her best friend fully emerge from the large mirror that stood in the corner of the storeroom, she leapt from her perch on the counter without a thought.
 
   “UMPH!” Cassie grunted as Elora wrapped her in a tight hug.
 
   “You have no idea how good it is to see you,” Elora said tightly as her throat threatened to close off under the wave of emotions she felt. She knew she had missed Cassie; she just didn’t realize until that moment that it had been as if she had severed a part of her own body and now finally had it back. 
 
   “Oh, I think I have an inkling,” Cassie told her as she patted her back affectionately. 
 
   When Elora finally released her best friend, she saw that Trik, Syndra, Tamsin, Rin, and Tony had also come through the portal. 
 
   “Welcome back, boys,” Elora said to Rin and Tony with a smile. She gave Tamsin and Syndra a nod hello as she stepped back to make room for all of them. She felt large hands on her waist and found herself leaning back against the solid form that was Cush, and as Rin began to speak, Elora found that she was very grateful that he was at her back.
 
   “The book was taken from me.” Rin met Cush’s eyes as he spoke; his jaw still tense with the frustration of losing a battle. “We fought but there were just too many, and I figured out pretty quick that they weren’t really after us. Based on the way they were fighting, they were attempting to distract us.”
 
   “I couldn’t have done any better Rin,” Cush told his comrade, hoping it would help him know that he didn’t hold him responsible.  “Do we know if it was Lorsan who got it?” 
 
   Rin shook his head. “It could have been Tarron.”
 
   “Isn’t that the same thing?” Elora asked. “Doesn’t Tarron work for Lorsan?”
 
   “Tarron only works for Tarron,” Trik answered. “He is his own breed of evil and if he has found a way to get out from underneath Lorsan’s thumb, then you can bet he will take it.”
 
   “Excellent,” Elora muttered. “Just what the human realm needed, not just one crazy dark elf but two.” She felt Cush squeeze her waist and glanced up at him and wished she hadn’t because then she wouldn’t have seen the concern in his stormy eyes. If Cush was concerned, then it was bad. 
 
   “Do you have a plan, my liege?” Cush asked Trik and all heads turned to look at the former assassin.
 
   Trik took a deep breath and looked at Cassie and then at the rest of the group. “I’m going to set down my crown for a short time and pick back up my bow and arrow. And I’m going to do what I do best. I wish I could say that I have this grand scheme to overthrow Lorsan and take out Tarron and save the humans and restore our people. I wish that I knew that I was enough to save us all.” His eyes fell as he felt the weight of what lay before him descend fully on his shoulders. His people were depending on him. These people were looking to him for guidance and leadership and he would not fail them, not again. “We’re going hunting,” he said looking back at Cush.
 
   “I think I speak for us all when I say that we will back you no matter what,” Cush told him and murmured agreements followed his words. 
 
   “I finally get to see if you know how to use your bow and arrow. I was beginning to wonder if you just carried your quiver around cause you thought it made you look cool,” Elora said dryly.
 
   “Beautiful, are you just going to let her tease your husband like that?” Trik asked Cassie, but his eyes were on Elora.
 
   Elora’s jaw dropped open at the same time Cassie’s head whipped around to shoot a glare at Trik.
 
   “You’re what?” Elora and Lisa said at the same time.
 
   Cassie’s face turned a bright shade of red as she looked from Trik to Lisa and finally Elora.  “He made me do it.”
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   “A parent would say that the only truly unconditional love in this world is the love a parent has for a child. I would have to disagree. I would say that there is one other truly unconditional love and that is the love a child has for a parent. No matter their faults, no matter their mistakes, no one can replace our parents. No one can fill that space that is reserved only for them in our hearts, and because of that there is nothing that would keep me from tearing the world apart for mine.” ~Cassie
 
    
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you married quiver boy,” Elora told Cassie as they stood waiting on the warriors to decide their next move. Lisa had prepared sandwiches for everyone and once they had all eaten it was decided that some sort of plan had to be hammered out. Elora had suggested they just blow up Las Vegas, and with that comment she and Cassie had been pushed from the little planning circle. She just shrugged and said, “Your loss.”
 
   “I know. I can’t really believe it myself,” Cassie admitted and then it just all came out. She told Elora everything that had happened from the time Elora stepped into the portal up until the moment she walked back into Lisa’s storeroom. 
 
   “Wait, what do you mean the Forest Lords could close the portals for good?” Elora interrupted.
 
   “Trik won’t let that happen,” Cassie assured her.
 
   “Uh Cas, hate to break it to you, but I don’t think the Forest Lords take orders from QB. Just a guess based on the whole ‘hey if you don’t want to be king we’ll make you a dark-elf assassin instead and wipe your memory’ event,” she shrugged. “Just saying.”
 
   Cassie pinched the bridge of her nose as she thought about Elora’s words and knew her friend was right. “We have to get my parents,” she suddenly said as she stood and turned to Trik. “Trik, we have to get my parents and take them to the light-elf castle. I don’t want to take the risk of being separated from them.”
 
   Trik walked over to her and looked down into her eyes. Cassie held his stare, employing him to understand how important this was to her. “Please, Trik,” she whispered. 
 
   “Okay,” he nodded. “Okay, we’ll get your parents and then we go after Lorsan and Tarron.”
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   His hands shook as he held the book reverently, as a parent would hold a child. He stared down at the torn cover. The power emanating from the book pulsing into his hands caused him to shutter. He had it. After all this time, it was finally in his possession, and now he had the power to put the humans in their place. He set the book down and turned to look at his two prisoners. He had restored their memories. So now they stared back at him full of fear and grief and he wanted to spit at their weakness. Love, of any kind—whether for a lover or a child, was weakness. He had learned that the hard way all because of a human. 
 
   “Your daughter isn’t the first in your bloodline to be a Chosen, did you know that?” Tarron asked the human woman. “There was one before her, long ago, who was also a Chosen.” His mind wondered back to a time before technology had taken over the human realm, when things were simpler. The dark elves were often in the human realm during that time, pushing behind the scenes to lift the ban on prohibition, and that’s how he had met her, his Lucy. She was leaving the general store and she had stopped him in his tracks. 
 
   “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” the human woman’s voice broke through his thoughts, pushing away the memory of his Chosen’s face. 
 
   His eyes narrowed as he looked at her and even three generations later he could still see his love’s features in the face of the woman before him. He didn’t think she was nearly as pretty as Lucy, but there were similarities. 
 
   “Don’t worry,” he purred as he reached out and traced a finger down her cheek. “You will.”
 
   “Get your hands off her!” The human male growled.
 
   Tarron backhanded the man, effectively shutting him up, but now the woman was crying. “Don’t you humans ever shut up?” he snarled as he turned away from the pair. He walked back over to where the book lay. “So many choices to make,” he murmured to himself ignoring the whimpering behind him. “So many choices.”
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   “It’s too quiet,” Cassie said as she pushed the front door of her house open. Trik grabbed her arm and tugged her behind him, earning him an eye roll.
 
   “Cassie, how many times do I have to remind you that the blonde always dies first in the movies?” Elora whispered as they followed Trik and Tamsin into the house with Lisa, Syndra and Oakley behind them and Cush, Rin, and Tony pulling up the rear.
 
   “This isn’t a movie, Elora,” Cassie retorted.
 
   “True, but most movies are based off some smidgen of truth.”
 
   “And this smidgen just happens to be the blonde always dying first?” She looked back at her best friend.
 
   Elora smiled. “Totally, because you know if it comes down to you or me, I’m throwing your ass under the bus.”
 
   Cassie laughed but her laughter was brought up short as they entered the living room and her eyes landed on the chaos and destruction. She felt her heart pounding in her chest as she saw the chairs toppled over, the broken coffee table, and glasses lying on the floor. Her eyes moved swiftly over the room and then without thought she was running. 
 
   “MOM, DAD!” she yelled as she ran, not paying attention to the foot steps behind her or the sound of Trik telling her to stop. She hit the stairs and took them two at a time pushing doors open as she reached the hallway until she came to their room. She ran into their room first, then to the bathroom, and then to the closets, but they were all just as empty as the rest of the house.  She walked out of her dad’s closet, her shoulders hunched forward in defeat, and she felt the first tear fall. She felt hands on her shoulders and she looked up into the silver eyes of Trik and his handsome face blurred as the rest of the tears began to fall.
 
   “Shh, Love.” He pulled her into the shelter of his arms. “We’ll find them,” he promised. “We’ll get them back.”
 
   Cassie buried her face in his broad, firm chest and gave into the fear that was every child’s nightmare, losing their parents. She didn’t know if they were alive or hurt. She didn’t know if she could have prevented this had she told them the truth about Trik. She didn’t know how to get them back, or if she ever would. In that moment she didn’t know much of anything other than the pain that engulfed her. 
 
   “You don’t have to know, Cassandra,” Trik told her as he held her tight. “I know and I will take care of you.”
 
    
 
   Elora stood in Cassie’s room holding the note she had found lying on her bed next to a picture of Cassie. Her hand shook as she read it for the third time, and she fought back the bile that rose in her throat. 
 
   “What is it, Little Raven?” 
 
   Cush’s deep voice grounded her and she swallowed before answering, making sure she didn’t vomit.
 
   “It’s a note from Tarron.” His name was like acid on her tongue, and she wished he stood before her now so she could gouge out his eyes with a spoon—blame it on her dark side. “He has Cassie’s parents.”
 
   “What?” Cush gently took the note from her and for some illogical reason she giggled when he cursed.  Okay, so maybe the stress was getting to her and she was finally cracking. 
 
   “Liege!” Cush’s voice carried through the house that now felt like a tomb. “You need to see this.”
 
   They all gathered back in the living room. Oakley and Tony had taken it upon themselves to pick up the mess, righting the chairs and sweeping up the glass.
 
   “Thank you,” Cassie told them both through sniffles and both men blushed, simply nodding their reply. Trik pulled Cassie to him as he turned to address the group.
 
   “Tarron has taken Cassie’s parents,” he told them.
 
   “Why?” Lisa asked, her eyes wide with fear.
 
   “Apparently he has history with Cassie’s bloodline,” Trik explained and then read the note out loud for everyone. “Dearest Cassandra, I thought I had lost my Chosen long ago, but it seems fate has seen fit to bring her back to me in the same bloodline in the elegant form of you. You see, your great-grandmother, Lucy, was my Chosen. I lost her only to now have her returned to me. Your parents will remain with me until you take their place, then I will return them to their home. I have much to do before we can be together, but be patient, Cassandra, I’m coming for you soon. Yours, Tarron.”
 
   “Has he lost his damn mind?” Elora growled.
 
   “Close,” Tamsin answered. “He lost his Chosen, which can drive the surviving mate mad. I had forgotten that about Tarron’s history. His Chosen was human and she chose to live in the human realm and age and die, but Tarron didn’t want to die. Above all he has always craved power and so he didn’t die with her as he should have. He left her in the human realm to live her own life, and as his actions have proven, he has been driven mad because of his loss, because of the choices he made.”
 
   “What are we going to do?” Cassie asked as she looked up at Trik as tears continued to stain her flushed cheeks. 
 
   He gently wiped away her tears as he held her face in his hands. He leaned down and pressed a soft kiss to her lips and then whispered, “I’m going to do whatever it takes to get your parents back safe, and you’re going to trust me to do that. There’s a reason I’m the greatest spy and assassin in the history of time, Cassie, because I’m good at what I do.”
 
   She pressed her forehead to his and nodded her head. She couldn’t speak because she just would have begged him to save her parents. She would have pleaded for him to fix everything, to take all the bad and broken things in her life and make them right. She knew he would die trying, so she wouldn’t ask that of him because she couldn’t lose him too. 
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   “This is not how I expected this day to end,” Elora told Cush as he held her in his arms on the couch in Cassie’s living room.  Cassie hadn’t been ready to leave her house so they had agreed to stay the night, to grieve and rest, and then regroup in the morning. 
 
   “She’s strong,” Cush said and she felt his lips brush against her head as he spoke. “She’ll make it through this, no matter the outcome. She’s a survivor.”
 
   “Oh, believe me; I know that better than anyone. Cassie may seem all gentle and meek but she’s tough as nails. That doesn’t mean that it doesn’t hurt, and I hate that she has to go through this all because that idiot didn’t stay with his Chosen. Would,” she paused briefly before she finished her question, “would you stay with me if I chose the human realm?”
 
   “And give up my immortality?” he asked, his deep voice rumbling in his chest against her back. “In a heartbeat,” he finally said after what felt to Elora like the longest pause in history. “But you’re half elf, so the rules are different for you. Your life will be longer even if you stay in the human realm because you will age much slower. Regardless, Little Raven, where you go, I go. That is just the way it is.”
 
   She smiled to herself and leaned her head back on his chest. She snuggled down and pulled the blanket she had retrieved from the hall closet up over them and as she yawned she said, “Well I happen to like the way it is.”
 
   He chuckled and kissed the top of her head. “I love you,” he whispered in her ear. “Rest now, Love, because tomorrow we hunt.”
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   “How could I have not realized that Cassie was the same bloodline as Lucy?” Tamsin asked his Chosen as they sat on the edge of the bed in Cassie’s parents’ room. “If I’d have recognized the relation I might…,”
 
   “Have what?” Syndra interrupted, her voice rough with frustration. “Would have been able to stop a mad man? Would have been able to predict the choices of a raving lunatic? You can’t possibly take the blame for this mate. You are no longer king and yet you still think it is your duty to bear all the responsibility for both humans and elves.”
 
   Tamsin stared at her in awe. Only she could remind him that he was not all knowing and all powerful. No matter how badly he wanted to be able to prevent bad things from happening to the people he cared about, he couldn’t. That was the way it was in their realm and the human realm. Free will gave people the right to choose their own destiny, good or bad. 
 
   “I know,” he finally agreed. “I just hate to see yet another human hurt because of our people.”
 
   “I understand that, and we will do whatever we can to make it right.”
 
   Tamsin took her hand in his and kissed it tenderly. “Unfortunately, I have a feeling that before it’s all said and done, there is going to be a lot that we have to make right.”
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   “I don’t remember the last thing I said to my parents,” Cassie’s small voice pierced the darkness of her bedroom as Trik lay beside her on her bed. Her head was pressed against his chest and the steady beat of his heart seemed to bring her a small measure of comfort. “I don’t remember the last time I told them I loved them.”
 
   “Regardless, they know that you love them, Cassie,” Trik assured her as he ran his hand down her hair soothingly.
 
   “But I lied to them. I didn’t tell them anything that was going on with me and had I been honest with them I might have been able to prevent this.” 
 
   “I could argue too that had I chosen to leave you alone instead of pursuing you, then this would have been prevented,” he replied. “Don’t play the blame game, Love, because you will never win. There is only one person to blame and that is Tarron.”
 
   “When did you get so wise?” she asked playfully, though her voice still wavered.
 
   “I’m an old married man now; isn’t that supposed to make me wiser?” 
 
   “No, I think it just makes you unavailable,” she chuckled.
 
   “Ah, Beautiful, I became unavailable the moment I laid eyes on you in that boardroom.” He pulled her tighter against him and thanked the Forest Lords, not for the first time, for bringing her into his life and for her willingness to forgive his many transgressions and love him any ways. 
 
   “It’s not hard you know, loving you,” she told him picking up on his thoughts.
 
   “Tell me that in a hundred years,” he challenged. 
 
   “Let’s just get through tomorrow,” she sighed softly as she let Trik’s warmth and familiarity soak into her tired bones. Her emotions were raw like exposed nerves and she so badly wanted to just forget. She didn’t want to think about the hell her parents might be going through, she didn’t want to think about the Rapture still being given to people in the casinos, and she didn’t want to think about the Book of Elves and all the power it held and whose hands it might be in. She just wanted to be in the arms of the man she loved and who loved her. She wanted to rest in the knowledge that he would do everything in his power to protect her and bring her parent’s home safely. She wanted to be happy for Elora and Cush and the love that she had seen on their faces when they looked at each other. She wanted to be happy for herself and the new marriage that she had yet to really take in. 
 
   “Breathe, Cassie,” Trik whispered against her ear and his warm breath sent pleasant shivers down her skin. “I’ve got you.”
 
   She turned her face up to his and he gladly gave her what she wanted, pressing his lips firmly to hers, pouring into her mind all of the love he felt for her. His soul cried out for her and her soul answered as it always did, finding wholeness in him alone. Trik whispered to her in the beautiful language of his people, and she felt peace and love flow over her as he loved her. He listened to her thoughts and gave her the comfort she needed, comfort only he could give, and she took it greedily. Deep into the night they reveled in their passion, and as Cassie drifted off to sleep, Trik made her a promise. “I will destroy the one who has caused you such pain, my love. For you I would destroy the world.”
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   “Are you going to destroy it?” Ilryana asked her mate as they stood out in the quiet night on the street in front of Cassie’s house.
 
   Lorsan looked up at the house that currently cocooned his enemy in false security and safety. He could bring it down before they had even opened their eyes and destroy them without their knowledge, but then what would be the satisfaction in that? No, he wanted to see the look on Trik’s face as he died. He wanted Trik to know that it was Lorsan who was delivering that killing blow, and he wanted his little mate to be watching as the final breath of life was taken from Trik’s body. 
 
   “Not tonight, Love,” he told her. “Tonight we will let them think they are safe from my wrath. We will let them have tonight, but tomorrow is a new dawn. Come,” he took her hand and turned away from Cassie’s house, “we have plans to make, deaths to arrange, cities to destroy, and a certain dark elf to deal with. He has something that belongs to me and I wish it returned.”
 
   “My goodness, we do have a full schedule,” she smiled at him as they walked off into the cool night.
 
   “You know what they say—no rest for the wicked.”
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   Lisa handed Tony a second glass of wine she had found in the Tate’s cabinet and sat across the bar from him. He was handsome, no doubt, if not a little young. But not too young for a drink. 
 
   “Can I ask you a question?” Tony asked.
 
   She laughed. “You just did.”
 
   He smirked. “How have you stayed so young? How do Oakley and Elora not remember their dad? Why didn’t you stay in the elfin realm?” 
 
   The questions just seemed to pour out of him as smoothly as the wine had from the bottle, and Lisa thought that the wine probably had something do with that. She considered him and then thought, what the hell. “It’s a long story,” she told him.
 
   “I’ve got all night,” he held out his arms as if this would prove his point. 
 
   She nodded. “Very well, only two others know this story and they are asleep in Cassie’s parents’ room right now. I’m not going to tell you how old I am because that’s just not something a woman should have to reveal. Let’s just say that I look incredible for my age. When Steal died,” she paused, not prepared for the amount of emotions his name still evoked and swallowed down the pain that, even after all this time, still lingered. “I didn’t think I would survive and had I not had Oakley and Elora, I probably wouldn’t have. It felt as if a part of me had been ripped from my body. Some days I couldn’t breathe; I only continued living day-to-day because my kids needed me and I loved them.
 
   “When I realized that I was going to have to pull it together if I wanted to give them any kind of life, I sought out Syndra and asked for her help. I told her about the book, and she and Tamsin both wanted it hidden away from the elfin realm.  We knew it had to be in the human realm if we wanted it safe from Lorsan and we both thought that the best way for the kids and I to be safe was to become fully human, and by that I mean completely submerge myself in the human realm again.”
 
   “So I moved us from the hideout I had been living in in the elfin realm and Syndra helped me get this store started. She altered the kid’s memories at my request because I didn’t want them to have any memories from that part of their lives. Eventually, I did tell Oakley and Elora about the elves, but only that I knew Syndra. I played dumb about just about everything. I knew that one day I would have to tell them more, but not until Cassie met Trik did I realize that that day had come much too fast. There’s still so much I need to tell them, but it’s hard because telling them means reliving it for me and it’s painful.” She took a sip of her wine and used the time it took to swallow to pull herself together. 
 
   “And why do you look like this?” Tony motioned to her.
 
   She looked down at her clothes and then back at him. “I shop at Kohl’s?” she said but it came out as a question.
 
   He laughed. “You’re young.”
 
   “Oh,” she snorted. “Right, how have I not aged? That’s a Syndra secret and one that I promised long ago never to reveal. So, that’s all I’ll say about that.”
 
   He held his hands up. “Fair enough, I won’t pressure what’s not yours to give.”
 
   “So what about you?” Lisa asked. “How did you end up with the dark elves?”
 
   “It’s a family business,” he spat out in obvious disgust. “I never wanted to be a part of it, but saying no is never an option for the men in my family. We were basically servants to the dark elves, you served or…,”
 
   “You died,” she finished for him.
 
   He nodded as he took a sip of his wine. “Exactly.”
 
   Lisa felt the wine slowing her thoughts and she knew that it was time to call it a night. She stood and set her glass in the sink. “Tony, it’s been nice talking to you, and as one who has been around the dark elves I will say you have fared rather well for yourself. And if my heart was available and you weren’t so young, I might even consider you an option,” she paused and then laughed. “And that’s the wine talking.” She waved as she walked from the room. “Goodnight,” she called out over her shoulder.
 
   Tony watched her go, his heart beating just a tad faster than it had been. “I wouldn’t count me out just yet, Lisa, not just yet,” he whispered to the empty kitchen.
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   “You have to keep moving your feet. It keeps your opponent off balance and a moving target is much more difficult to stab than one that is standing still handing out a written invitation,” Rin told Oakley as they stood in Cassie’s back yard. 
 
   The only light that shone on them was the large full moon and the night sky that was peppered with stars. The cool air burned Oakley’s lungs as he, sword in hand, once again took up the stance Rin had shown him. Oakley hadn’t asked. Rin had simply walked by him once things had calmed down and told him it was time he got in touch with his other half.
 
   “You are half elf, Oakley. You have the reflexes, the speed, all of it; you just have to learn to use it,” Rin continued to talk as he attacked and Oakley deflected and danced around the yard. 
 
   “Will I have a Chosen?” Oakley suddenly asked.
 
    Rin stopped in mid attack and lowered his sword and met the halfling’s eyes. “Probably, but it might be centuries before you find her. I’ve yet to find mine. And it took Trik, well…,” he chuckled, “we won’t talk about how old the king is behind his back.”
 
   Oakley smiled but it faded fast as he thought about not finding the one person who would complete him for another hundred years. “How do you do it? How do you keep going?”
 
   “We fight.” Rin grinned mischievously. “Why do you think there are light and dark elves? We got sick of just sitting around waiting for our Chosens so we started killing each other.”
 
   Oakley laughed. “Good to know that humans aren’t the only stupid race.”
 
   Rin snorted. “You do realize that means you got a double dose of stupid, right?”
 
   Oakley grinned. “I’m so glad my sister wasn’t here to see me walk into that one.”
 
   “No worries, I’ll tell her.”
 
   “Wait, isn’t there some warrior’s code or something about not humiliating each other,” Oakley asked.
 
   Rin got back in a battle stance and looked at Oakley with one brow raised. “I tell you what. You tag me one time and I won’t tell your sister that you labeled yourself as stupid squared.”
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   “Triktapic.” Trik opened his eyes at the sound of his name. He was no longer in Cassie’s room. He was in the forest and the Forest Lords stood before him. He knelt and bowed his head as he felt their glory pour over him and through him. For the first time in a long time, he felt hope—real hope—flow through his veins.
 
   “You have done well, our servant. Although you feel discouraged and are weary, know that you will be victorious. Stay on the path that is true. It will be hard, it will be narrow, and your enemy will attack from all sides, but if you fight the good fight you will conquer them. We created you for such a time as this, Great King of the Elven race. We have given you the power and the strength you will need to be victorious. Utilize those around you and accept their help, for no man was created to be an island. Take comfort from your Chosen and heed her wisdom; protect her with yours. Through her, your line will continue to lead the elves. We are pleased with you, Triktapic; you have found favor with us.”
 
   Trik felt his heart swell as tears fell from his eyes. “Thank you,” he choked out the words and then they poured out of him unchecked. “I fear that I will collapse under the weight of what I must do. I feel Cassie’s pain and fear and I can’t take it from her and it tears me up inside. How do I do what I must when I know she is hurting? How do I move forward knowing that others could be hurt because of my choices and my leadership? How do I be what you created me to be?”
 
   He felt enveloped in protection as a hand touched his forehead. And if he could remember a time that his mother or father held him, he imagined that this is what it must have felt like. 
 
   “You move when we tell you to, you go where we tell you to, you do what we ask, you love who we love, you sacrifice freely, you forgive, but you deal out justice where we show you it is needed. You trust your Creators and when you stumble, know that we will help you get back up. This is not too much for you, Triktapic. It is enough, but it is not too much. We have given you wide shoulders for which to bear it and a strong back to carry the load and when it is too much, you kneel before us and we will carry it for you. You are loved, you are chosen, and you are blessed. Do not forget what we have told you; do not forget us, for we never forget you.”
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   “I have to wonder if there really is such a thing as too late and part of me, the romantic in me, wants to say that it’s never too late. But then I’m faced with an evil that I’ve never experienced, and it’s so dark and so hideous that I find myself wholeheartedly nodding that yes, there is indeed such a thing as too late.” ~Cassie
 
    
 
    
 
   “I can’t go with you; I’m sorry, Tarron. I love you, but that’s not the life I want. I don’t want to live forever. I want to live for the eighty or so years allotted to me. I want to live this life I have to the absolute fullest and experience everything it has to offer with the knowledge that it could be the last time I experience it. That’s what makes life so precious, don’t you see?” Lucy implored him.
 
   Tarron had stopped listening after I can’t go with you. His mind had shut down at those words, and all he could hear was her voice ringing in his ears with the finality of rejection. She was choosing to live as a human without him because he had already told her that he would not lower himself to the status of mortal. Didn’t she see what she was giving up? Didn’t she see the gift he was offering her, and yet, here she stood throwing it back in his face. He felt bitterness take root and wrap around his heart like a twisted vine crushing out any compassion or affection he might have had for his Chosen despite the fact that she was human. 
 
   “Then you will live a short, miserable life because to be separated from your mate against your will is painful. That is the life you choose,” he told her.
 
   “You could stay here with me,” Lucy said hopefully with her wide innocent eyes. “Don’t you want to be with me? You told me that you loved me, Tarron. Is one lifetime of our love not enough for you?
 
   Those eyes at one time could have persuaded him to move mountains for her, but not anymore.
 
   “I already told you that I would not choose a mortal life. Why would I when I can have many lifetimes?”
 
   “Then I am not the only one choosing to live in pain,” she countered, though not rudely. 
 
   Lucy was never rude; she was the gentlest creature he had ever met and by some cruel twist of fate, the Forest Lords had given her to him. They should have known that he could never handle something so fragile and pure. 
 
   “I will always love you, Tarron. I will be here if you change your mind and I’ll always take you back,” her voice echoed in his mind as she turned and walked away from him. It was the last time he had ever spoken to her, and it was the last time he had allowed himself to feel anything but anger until now.
 
   Tarron woke with a start as sweat dripped down his brow and across his back. His breathing was rapid as the fresh memories of Lucy flooded his mind and the pain that always followed wracked his muscles. Even after her death, the thought of her could evoke pain in him. He hated her and yet he loved her still. 
 
   He pulled the picture he had taken from Cassie’s house out of his pocket and stared down at the blonde beauty that so closely resembled his Lucy. He rubbed a finger across it gently as if he were caressing her precious skin. “You will be mine, and this time you will choose life. This time I won’t let you go.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   From the Author
 
   Thank you so much for taking your time to read Rapture. I truly hope you enjoyed it. Please continue reading to find some amazing books by amazing authors just waiting for you to purchase and curl up with!
 
    
 
    
 
   Please Enjoy this Excerpt of Desolate, By Amy Miles 
 
    
 
   [bookmark: Desolate]DESOLATE
 
    
 
   Book I of the Immortal Rose Trilogy
 
   An Arotas Prequel
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   1690, Transylvania
 
    
 
   Caro de carne mea. Os ex ossibus meis. Lorem nocte in saecula saeculorum.
 
   The words whisper through my mind like a long forgotten song as my eyes flutter open.  Light and dark battle around me, seeking purchase on the room.  Flames lick the wooden walls, trailing overhead to embrace the knotted timbers that hold the inflamed roof aloft.
 
   Ash pelts down upon me like a livid rain, singeing flesh and hair.  I cry out as I roll away from the gaping hole above, beating at the embers that set the hem of my dress alight.  
 
   I pause as my fingers glide across the rich fabric of my voluminous skirts, seizing it between my fingers to draw it up so that I can see it in the dim light.  The material was once white and adorned with lace, accustomed for a wedding.  It is now a dingy gray, soiled and charred into fraying bits.  The ruffled hem of my dress crumbles into ash as I run my finger along it, fluttering down to land upon my bare feet.
 
   I had slippers, I think as I turn to look about me, confused and dazed by my odd surroundings.
 
   Heat from the flames strokes my cheek with mounting intensity.  I can feel my eyelashes beginning to mat together with a sweat that drips from my brow.  I swipe the beads away with the back of my hand and realize a fever has captured me in its grasp.
 
   The air hangs thick before me, weighted with smoke and the scent of something repulsive, as if the grave itself spewed forth its inhabitants.
 
   I blink to see through the haze, startled to discover that when I focus, I can see each particle of ash that drifts to the floorboards, leaving a thick dusting on everything within sight.
 
   “Hello?” I call, my throat croaking with lack of moisture.
 
   My hands tremble as I push against the floor, attempting to rise.  My leg muscles coil and I am sent careening backward.  The wind is knocked from my chest as I slide down the inflamed wall.  The scent of my burning hair stings in my nose as I crawl forward to escape the sweltering heat.  
 
   How did I jump like that?  I stare down at my fingers, noting the definition of my skin stretched taut over pale flesh.
 
   I was never one for hiding from the sun, as some ladies were accustomed to.  I lived for the moment when I could escape the confines of my father’s home and be free.  My mother loved to scold me about my freckles and sun kissed skin, but as I turn my hands over, I realize the golden hue of my flesh has been sucked away.
 
   My gaze trails up from my hands, pausing over the corded muscles that now lie just beneath the nearly translucent flesh of my forearms.  I poke at the muscle, bewildered by its presence, but I have only a scant second to wonder at the changes in my body before I become aware of the blood that coats my upper arm, vining down to my wrist.  I draw my hands up to my face and see drying blood caked within the half crescent circle of my fingernails.
 
   “Hello?” I whisper as I lower my hands and stare in horror at the billowing smoke before me.  The fire has begun to spread to all corners of the room.  I hear movement in the darkened shadows but cannot spy what causes it.  “Is anyone there?”
 
   A low, guttural chuckle rises from somewhere within the depths of the thick cloud.  My stomach clenches painfully as the laughter rolls over me like a glacial downpour.
 
   A memory seizes me: My family, perched resolutely in long wooden pews.  My brother Petru sat beside my mother, stiff backed and vexed to silence.  Storm clouds brewed along his handsome features, darkening his eyes.  His hair was combed and slicked with mother’s cooking oil, a look that would have brought tears to my eyes had I not been so preoccupied with my own ordeal.
 
   My sister, Adela sat beside him, prim and proper in her beautiful dress and ribbons.  Her hair shone like waves of summer wheat in the candlelight and her heart shaped face lit with excitement.  This was her first wedding.
 
   Ahead of me had been an altar of glossed wood and gold, achingly familiar from my mornings spent in this very room for weekly service.  A large crucifix stood atop the altar and an aged, cracking leather bible rested atop its polished surface.  I fixed my gaze on the likeness of Christ, praying for deliverance, but none came.
 
   I can remember hearing my feet whisper across the wooden plank floor as I slowly made my way down the aisle.  My father’s rotund stomach jiggled as he nodded at each of the guests seated nearest the aisle.  
 
   My cousins arrived just this morning for the wedding, all the way from the southern province of Wallachia.  I had not seen them since their youngest, a wee pig-faced runt of a boy, was added to their rather excessive litter.  My entire family had gathered from near and far for the occasion, nearly fifty people in all.  My father had seen to that.
 
   It is not every day that a Dragomir married into such a highborn family.
 
   I remember the feel of my intended’s hand as he clasped mine in his.  His flesh was supple with youth and oddly warm to the touch.  If I had reason to care I would have questioned him as to his health, but I dare not.  Not after I met his eye.
 
   Hunger...that is what I saw when I looked at him for the first time, not one moon past.  It was as obvious as it was appalling.  His dark gaze made my skin crawl and my fingers tremble from within the confines of my skirts when my father presented me to him.
 
   There was something indescribably evil about my betrothed.  Why was I the only one to see it?
 
   I suspect that Petru knew, but he was too busy chasing skirts to think much of it until Father announced a deal had been struck.  I was sold like cattle in a market.  My pleas did little good.  Nor did my tears.
 
   I believe my mother knew of my distress but she had learned long ago that no one defied my father’s wishes.  His word was law in the Dragomir household, and to many without.  My sister, dear sweet Adela, knew of my fears.  She would cradle me in the night, just as I used to do for her when nightmares plagued her as a child.  She would whisper to me, plotting our escape.  We would head to Wallachia and marry farmers and be blissfully happy.  Childish dreams, but I prayed for them none the less.  
 
   When Vladimir Enescue seized my hand before the altar, I wanted to pull back, to run and hide in the woods so that I could not be found, but his grip was far too tight and my father’s reproval fierce. 
 
   I was trapped.
 
   I do so pledge.  My own damning words echo endlessly through my mind as I crawl forward, my hands flailing about before me in search of the pews my family sat upon.  Heated splinters easily burrow into the flesh of my palms as I hunt, drawn inexplicably toward a sweet, yet oddly tinny scent.
 
   My hand touches something damp and sticky and I rear back.  My knees ache from kneeling upon the hard floor, but I dare not move.  “No,” I moan as I stare down at my mother’s corpse.  The flesh of her throat has been shredded, as if a rabid animal tore at her repeatedly.  The front of her gown is a blanket of crimson.  It clings to her like a vile sludge. 
 
   I turn away as my stomach contracts.  I know that I am about to be ill, but my convulsion stutters to a halt as I spy my father’s hand just beyond my mother, sticking out from behind the second pew.  Only his hand.  I cannot see where the remainder of his body has gone.  
 
   Beyond him I see piles of my fair-haired relations strewn about the room, some dangling over the backs of pews while others have been carelessly tossed aside in the aisle.  Their clothes are alight from the embers that flitter down from the crumbling ceiling.  
 
   The scent of death rises in my nostrils and I gag.  Bile burns in my throat as I peer through the smoke that now escapes through the charred hole in the roof to see my brother’s body hung from the double doors leading into the church.  A rusty nail impales through Petru’s shoulder so that he slumps to one side, his chin propped against his sunken chest.  Blood coats his wedding clothes, dripping from the tips of his shoes.  The sheath at his hip is barren, his sword lost among the carnage.
 
   I remember everything.  I turn about in place, searching for my new husband.  I know he is here, somewhere.  
 
   Vladimir Enescue did this.  He and his horrid brother.
 
   Threads from the woven tapestries along the walls drift to the floor in charred piles of irreplaceable ash.  The plank walls groan as the foundation of the church begins to deteriorate.
 
   The fire appears to leap from body to body before me as I lurch to my feet and weave among the blue flames, desperately trying to fight against the pain swelling in my chest.  It is not the dull ache of remorse but a sharp, jagged pain that steals my breath away.  Warm blood clings to my throat and chest like a second skin, sticky and maddening.  My bronze ringlets feel heavy laden as they slap against my face, matted with congealing blood.
 
   The scent of boiling flesh needles at my eyes and turns my stomach rancid.  The flames chase after me as I frantically scour the pews in search of my sister.
 
   I cannot see my husband but I know he is here.  I can hear his laughter around me, caged within the shadows.  I can feel his taunting eyes upon me as he watches and waits.
 
   Blood rains down from my hair, splattering against the bodice of my wedding dress.  I do not know to whom the blood belongs.  Myself?  My husband?  My sister?
 
   “Adela!”  My voice is hoarse as I grip a pew to pull myself over a slain cousin, Remus and his young wife, Valeria beside him.  I try not to think of the unborn child within her womb that will never see the light of day.
 
   My nails dig deep into the flesh of the pine seatback.  I cry out as the pew tears free from the floor and crashes atop Remus.  I stare in disbelief at the flames that crawl up through the new cavity I opened in the floor.  How did I manage that?  Surely it is because the floor is severely compromised by the fire.
 
   But as I move to step around Remus, I spy deep indentations where my fingers laid buried within the wood.  I step forward to brush my fingers across the markings but a sickening squelch from below my foot makes me feel faint.   Oh, my Lord!  Who did I tread upon?
 
   I dare not look for fear of losing my nerve as I pick my way through the carnage.  Dismembered body parts lie scattered before me like a gruesome puzzle.  Is this Lucien Enescue’s doing?  My husband’s brother was the one who butchered my family and stole the life of my brother as I watched in stunted horror.  I have never a more vile man.
 
   My hands tremble as I clutch my stomach and lurch to the side, expelling the acid as it burns in my throat.  I wipe my mouth clean but the taste of guilt lingers.  My chest rises and falls as the sound of crackling flames consume my mind.  The smoke is growing thicker, hanging heavily in the air before me.  Though much of it rises from the blistered slant of the church gable, the smoke pouring from the walls around me is suffocating. 
 
   The room begins to spin as I fight back the terror that grips me.  “Adela!” 
 
   My voice is gravelly as I push back to my feet, ignoring the flames that seize the hem of my dress.  The floor is unbearably hot on the soles of my feet but I press on, gritting my feet against the blisters that form.
 
   Nothing seems as it should, almost as if I have awoken into a terrific nightmare.  If only I could pinch myself and wake.
 
   My sister’s golden hair should be easy to spot in the firelight but she is nowhere to be seen.  “Adela, answer me!”
 
   I slip on the blood slicked floor and crash to my knees before the altar, jarring my jaw so that I nearly bite my tongue in half.  Blood seeps between my teeth, but I ignore it as the copious amounts of fabric from my dress shield my knees from the brunt of the impact.  
 
   A terrible crash from behind sends me scrambling to my feet.  I glance back over my shoulder to find the timbers nearest the door have collapsed, sealing me inside.  I can no longer see my brother upon the far wall.
 
   “Help!”  I stagger up the steps toward the altar, terrified. Flames eat away at the wooden crucifix before me.  Already half of the Lord’s body has been destroyed, the other portrays a gruesome reminder of the eternal torment my mother so loved to preach to me about when I was headstrong as a child.
 
   Am I dead?  Is this my damnation?
 
     My gaze lands upon a glint of silver and I lurch forward to retrieve a bloodied dagger, clutching it tightly to my chest as another memory envelopes me: Adela’s wide eyes latch onto mine.  Mewling sounds rise from her throat as she thrashes against Lucien’s grasp.  The muscles along her forearms pull taut as she fights to touch my outstretched hands.
 
   “It is time, brother,” Lucien growls as his gaze focuses on the moonlight streaming in through the windows.
 
   “Time for what?” I whimper as I turn to face my new husband.
 
   Vladimir smiles down at me, curling his finger along my cheekbone.  “Do not fret.  It will all be over soon.”
 
   Adela’s piercing screams tear at me as Lucien waves the silver blade before my sister’s eyes.  She bucks wildly as his arms snakes about her chest and her cries give way to wailing pleas.
 
   “No, please!”  I beg as stinging tears blur my vision.  “Take me instead.”
 
   Vladimir’s hauntingly handsome face shows no emotion.  “The pain will only be for a moment.”
 
   “Roseli-” Adela’s cry gurgles in her throat as the blade slices clean through her flesh.  A thin red line appears first, and then a shower of blood cascades down from her neck, staining her pale pink dress.  Her eyes bulge as she fights from breath.  Delicate fingers attempt to staunch the outpouring.
 
   I fall to my knees and the dagger clatters from my hands.  My hair falls in a heavy veil over my face as I bow my head.  Salty tears stream down the curve of my cheeks, pattering against the heated floor.  Small puffs of steam rise from where they fall.  My shriek of agony weaves among the rafters of this desecrated church and up into the night.
 
   That is when I smell it.  The heady bouquet that clings to my skin is sweet, delicious.  My throat clenches as the scent rolls over me and I fight the urge to lick my lips.  I lower my gaze and notice fresh sheets of blood staining my corset for the first time.  It trails down from my throat and oozes into a deep, cleanly edged wound just over my heart.  The hole has already begun to mend, sealing over with a new layer of pale flesh.
 
   Reaching up with quivering fingers, I touch the sticky warmth that adheres to my chest.  “No, no, no!”  
 
   I shake my head at the memory of Vladimir plunging the dagger deep into my chest, tearing flesh and scoring bone.  The pain had been excruciating, but it paled instantly as a new pain surged through my veins.  The fires burned hotter than any mortal flame, charring everything in its path.  The darkness had come...but not fast enough. 
 
   It was all real!  I cannot breathe as mocking laughter draws my gaze upward and I meet the dark, maniacal eyes of Lucien Enescue perched among the charred rafters.  His long hair drapes about his shoulders, thickly matted with blood.  The flesh of his right cheek is scored deeply with claw marks.  His chin is layered red with fresh blood.  As he peels his lips back into a grotesque smile, I feel faint at the crimson that paints his teeth.  
 
   The scent of death permeates the air around him as he leaps down to the floor before me in a billow of black silk.  There is no sound as his feet connect with the ground.  Only the whisper of air shifting.
 
   “She remembers.”  His words feel like a thousand snakes writhing across my skin.  Goosebumps rise as I flail backward, scuttling away from his slow, purposeful approach.
 
   My fingers snag in something moist and stringy as I frantically try to flee.  I turn slowly toward my hand, terrified of what I might discover.  Tears roll unhindered down my grimy cheeks.  Lifeless blue eyes stare back at me as I untangle my fingers from my sister’s golden strands.  
 
   “Adela!”  I wail as the room begins to darken around me.  My head grows unusually light as I blink against my shock.  
 
   The wooden floor trembles beneath my hands as something lands beside me, but I can only see my sister.  A clean gash is carved into her throat, cut deep to her spine.  I can see bone protruding from the wound and realize her head is only partially attached by a thin layer of stretched skin.  The blood that spilled from her wound has already begun to congeal against her ashen chest.
 
   It is not this wound that consumes my attention, but the semi-circle of teeth marks on the tender flesh nestled in the hollow of her neck.  A tremor rises through my body at the taste of Adela’s blood on my lips.  I bit her!
 
   “Guard the door, Lucien.” A husky voice seems to call from the distance.  “I do not want to be disturbed.”
 
   “But the fire-” Lucien’s protest cuts off and I hear him move away.  
 
   My vision blurs as a dark face appears before me.  I try to focus as strong hands press me roughly to the floor.  I know that I must fight back, to scream for help but my thoughts splinter.
 
   I can feel my skirts being lifted and a weight pressed down upon me.
 
   “Congratulations, my dear.”  Cold fingers slide down my inner thigh as the hard voice of my husband whispers in my ear.  “Your first kill.”
 
   Tears spill down my cheeks as my head rolls to the side.  I stare into the unseeing eyes of my sister as my husband takes me for the first time.
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   PROLOGUE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Skye?”  
 
   A distinctly male voice called out to me.
 
   “Skye?  Can you hear me?” 
 
   As the voice kept barking questions, something warm touched my cheek.  My head lolled back as I tried to pry my eyes open to see who was yelling at me.  They wouldn’t cooperate, and my head spun dizzily.  
 
   “What the hell are you trying to do to yourself, Skye?”  The voice asked, as I felt myself being lifted into a strong pair of arms.  I rested my head on his chest and closed my eyes as he carried me away.
 
    
 
   “Skye?” the voice whispered in my ear.  I could hear a touch of fear in his voice.  It was deep and strong and laced with panic.  
 
   Groaning, I rolled over slowly. “Stop shaking me,” I heard my voice reply.  I was so groggy I couldn’t tell what was up or down, and my stomach and head felt as if I’d been on a boat for weeks, they were so topsy turvy.  
 
    I felt something hot touch my ice cold head again, as a worried sound was emitted from my male companion.  I actually felt myself push into the warmth, trying to seek out more.  
 
   “Skye?  What did you do tonight?” his familiar voice asked.  Why was it familiar?  I couldn’t make out who he was.  I tried again to open my eyes, but found myself starting to retch. 
 
   “Damn,” he spat out; the panic in his voice gone now as he rolled me over.  I emptied my stomach of the mostly liquid diet and I was spent.  The smell was so revolting, and I wanted to remove my clothes, but I couldn’t get my arms to cooperate with my brain.  Or perhaps it was my brain that wasn’t functioning properly?  I choked out a sob and asked my rescuer to help me, but there was no answer.
 
   “Hello?”  I called out weakly, as I lifted my head and tried to take in my surroundings through my tear-blurred and alcohol-induced hazy vision.  
 
   “C’mon,” he replied, startling me from behind. “Let’s get you cleaned up so you can sleep this off.”  
 
   I could feel him as he sat me up and struggled to pull my vomit-stained shirt off.  I tried to help him, but all I succeeded in doing was rolling from one side to the other.  After a few moments, his strong arms picked me up again and carried me into a bathroom.  He easily placed me into the shower, holding me up under my arms, while he stood behind me.  I felt the hot water begin to stream down my front.
 
    
 
   Xander
 
    
 
   I was sickened by her behavior, again, as I stood in the shower and held her in my arms.  Her head hung low, as the water hit her hair and streamed down in a waterfall; rinsing vomit from the long, dark brown strands.  She was so wasted, her entire weight rested on my arms.  If I were to let go of her, she would collapse like a rag doll.  
 
   I gritted my teeth as I thought about what she was doing to herself time after time, going to parties and drowning her sorrows.  She was running from something she would never be able to outrun - not on her own anyway, she just didn’t know it yet.  I’d been watching her from afar for so long, but that night I couldn’t help myself.  I couldn’t watch her kill herself anymore.  
 
     My arms were wrapped around her waist, and my fingers skimmed the soft skin of her ribs below her breasts.  It was torture!  Removing her shirt had been necessary, since it had been covered in vomit and liquor.  Standing behind her, I tried to keep my hands from roaming over her bare skin too much.  Her low rise jeans were slipping down from the weight of the water, revealing more and more of the small of her trim back. 
 
    I needed to get away from her - and quickly - because the longer I stood with her in my arms, the harder it was for me to remain aloof.  
 
   As her Guardian, I was not supposed to make contact with her.  I was to watch her from afar and keep her safe until it was time for her to learn about us.  As I thought about the consequences I would probably face because of this night, I felt her shoulders start to shake.  She was crying quietly and I leaned in, trying to hear what she was mumbling. 
 
   “Are you safe?” she whispered brokenly over and over.  I remained quiet for a few minutes, waiting for her to say more, but she just kept repeating herself.
 
   Finally, she managed to voluntarily move her arms and pushed her hair back from her face.  Still unsteady on her feet, she looked over her shoulder and raised big brown eyes to my face.  They were dilated still, but seemed a little clearer.  She stared into my eyes as she spoke once more, “Are you safe?”  
 
   I couldn’t pretend I didn’t know what she was asking, as I looked into those eyes and saw the tears stream down her pale face.  Her voice was shaky, and the small hand that held the hair back from her face was trembling.  
 
   Although I could tell she was standing a bit straighter, I was still supporting most of her weight.  Sighing, I resigned myself to the trouble I was about to get myself into.  
 
   “Yes, Skye.” I leaned down, holding her eyes with my own. “I promise you, I am safe.”  
 
   She gasped as she heard my answer, and to my astonishment, immediately broke into loud sobs as she crumpled into my chest.  I sank down to the tile floor and held her close to my chest as she cried.  
 
   The steaming hot water of the shower pulsed down on us and washed her tears down the drain, along with the last of my resolve to stay away from her.
 
    
 
    
 
   ONE - MY REALITY
 
    
 
    
 
   Skye
 
    
 
   I woke up to the same cold, empty loneliness I’d been waking up to for years.  As I slowly opened my eyes, I stretched a bit to test how severe my inevitable hangover was.  Tentatively I turned my head, and my whole body protested the small movement.  Even my eyeballs hurt as I rolled to my side and pulled the comforter up and over my head.  
 
   My fingers registered the foreign soft texture of the blankets before my head did, and my eyes flew open as I took in the clean scent of the sheets.  I sat up as quickly as I could without getting sick and looked around at my surroundings. “What the…?”
 
   I was lying in a large bed with a fluffy white comforter - a far cry from the usual scratchy blanketed twin bed I was used to - in what was probably the nicest hotel room I’d ever seen.  And I was alone. 
 
   “Hello?” I called out vaguely remembering my savior from the night before.  I looked down and cringed when I realized I was dressed only in my bra and panties, and again I wished I could remember what had transpired the evening before.
 
   Sighing, I brought my knees to my chest and took deep breaths as a wave of nausea washed over me.  I tried to recall who had helped me last night and what I’d done.  I knew I’d gone to a party with my friend Janelle and her boyfriend Rex, and had then proceeded to drink away my sorrow and fears.  
 
   It was a crazy party with a lot of drugs, a lot of alcohol and a lot of guys groping the goods.  I racked my brain as I tried to recall who I’d hooked up with, which would have led to me being in a hotel room partially undressed.  The situation was not something that was ‘par for the course’ for me.  Typically I just drank myself into oblivion and then ended up back at the house, courtesy of Janelle and Rex.  Hookups were not my thing; they took at least a small amount of trust, and trust was just something I didn’t do.  
 
   Looking around again, my mind took in my surroundings.  I surmised that I must have been in one of the nicer hotels in the uptown area.  It was certainly not a ‘by the hour’ type of establishment.  
 
   “Nope,” I told myself, “this was not a random hookup with any of the normal losers.  No one I know could afford this place.”  
 
   Feeling somewhat better on that front, I sank back into the comfy blankets and closed my eyes again.  As exhausted as I was, I couldn’t fall back asleep.  My mind kept playing one thing from the previous night back to me, much like a scratched CD that skipped over and over.
 
   “I promise you, I am safe.”  I contemplated those six words as a tear slid down my cheek.
 
   At seventeen years old, I couldn’t remember a time when I did feel safe. As I lay snuggled up in bed, I allowed the thoughts I usually tucked away to invade my head.  
 
   Sometime right before my eighth birthday, my family was killed and I was placed into protective care.  When the police found me hiding in the bushes at a park a few streets away from my childhood home, I had no memory of the event.  Although I’d been almost eight when it happened, I couldn’t recall my relationship with my parents, or even what they looked like.  The psychiatrists I met with chalked it up to post traumatic stress disorder. As the years went on, still nothing came back to me, and I had no one around to remind me of what I’d lost.  There were no pictures, no friends; it was as if they’d never existed.  As if I’d come from nowhere.  
 
   Through the years I was told nobody wanted to adopt me because the events of my parents’ deaths had been so gruesome.  It was as if everyone was scared of me, as if I were cursed. .  So I ended up living in group homes and the occasional psych ward for the next eight years.  These homes ranged from somewhat pleasant to downright horrifying depending on who was running it, and I learned quickly to keep my head down and do what I was told.  
 
   As a young child I never understood why other kids were adopted out and nobody wanted me.   The police who found me the night of my parent’s deaths would visit me occasionally and tell me to stay strong and how one day I would live a normal life.  They were sweet to check up on me so often but they would never give me any information about that night.  So I was a good girl and did what I was told to do.  I stayed strong and waited for the day when I would have a new life.
 
   I made very few friends throughout the years in my group homes, because most kids who came in were either quickly picked up for fostering or were claimed by unknown relatives eager to raise their loved one’s child.  I met Janelle two years ago when her single mother had died of an OD, and she’d been placed into care because nobody wanted to claim her.  Janelle said she had relatives who lived across the country, but her mother had run away as a teen and cut ties with them. She told me she was all too happy to spend the next year in a group home, because it was a much cleaner environment than what she’d been used to growing up.  
 
   Janelle was good at being tough. With her stick straight, dirty blonde hair and waifish-thin figure she already looked like a street urchin, and at seventeen she was the only other teen in the home.  We were put on yard duty together when she’d first arrived, and after raking leaves together in silence for an hour she finally started to ask me questions about myself and the home.  We raked and bagged leaves the entire afternoon and discussed school and boys, friends and enemies and plans for our futures.  She was the first friend I could ever recall having, and I was in awe of her.  Although only a little more than a year older than me, she was worlds ahead of me in street knowledge.  Before Janelle, I’d always kept myself wrapped in a tight ball, never speaking to others and only coming and going from the home, to school, and back.  
 
   Janelle snuck me out to my first party, gave me my first drink, and introduced me to her friends - most of whom were several years older and wiser than she was.  If she was sad about losing her mom, she never really mentioned it.  She did stay away from drugs, and was very angry the one time I took a hit off of some stoner’s weed.  That night was the first time I’d seen the red glowing eyes, so I was all too happy to steer clear of drugs after that little episode.  
 
   When Janelle turned 18 a year ago, she was released into the “free” world to live her life. She started shacking up with Rex, her much older and somewhat-sketchy boyfriend.  She stopped by a couple times a week to visit me, and kept asking me to come live with them…so one day a few weeks after my 17th birthday, I walked out of the group home and didn’t go back.  Nobody even looked for me.  I’m pretty sure if I were to be picked up by the police they would run a check and send me back, but typically the cops ignored me.  That was six months ago.  
 
   When I first left I tried to keep up with school, but late nights of partying with Janelle quickly led to indisposed mornings leaned over a toilet or sleeping off a hangover.  
 
   Lying here in this hotel room, shame began to wash over me with thoughts of what I’d become: a virtually homeless, high school dropout who had a pretty severe addiction to drinking.  
 
   This is the reality of my life.  
 
   I rolled onto my stomach and pulled a soft plump pillow over my head, as more tears began to stream down my face.
 
    
 
   Xander
 
    
 
   I was amazed I could actually hear her crying before I made it back to the room.  The night before, after she’d collapsed into my arms in the shower, I held her until the water turned too cold to bear.  She’d been pretty much unaware of anything by that point, so I wrapped her in a towel and carried her to the bed.  
 
   It took all of my self-discipline to strip the sexy jeans from her body and put her under the covers.  She’d grown up to be so beautiful – a porcelain doll, with flowing locks of chestnut hair and pale skin just like her parents.  She’d been beautiful as a child too.  
 
   I could remember her sweet laugh on the days when we would run around and play tag, and she would yell at me to give her piggy back rides.  I’d been watching her for almost two years from afar.  It was all I was allowed to do; watch from afar.  No speaking, no touching… nothing but just watching.  She wasn’t allowed to know about me until it was time.   
 
   I watched silently as she found herself tumbling deeper and deeper into the party scene her friends so enjoyed.  At first it seemed like typical teen fun, but more and more she seemed to be on a mission to see how quickly she could find oblivion.  
 
   When she first left the group home to live with her friend I was concerned, and tried to talk Rioden into picking her up and bringing her home.  He wouldn’t hear of it.  He said she would be safer away from us until her eighteenth birthday, when any magic covering her would be washed away.  He refused to see the danger she was to herself, so I stepped up my surveillance of her; sometimes only sleeping a few hours during the day so I wouldn’t miss her movements.     
 
   Several times in the last few months I’d been forced to step in and save her from an unknown threat.  At one party, some weasel with his shaggy hair and leather jacket started to make the moves on her, and she’d been so wasted she couldn’t fend him off.  What had started out as a drunken make-out session quickly turned into him trying to get in her pants, and she’d only been able to offer mild resistance.  The weasel had been pretty messed up himself, so I was able to quickly knock him over the head and thwart his attempt. I left them both laying there and watched as Skye’s friend Janelle found her; calling to Rex to pick Skye up and carry her to the car.  
 
   I had to give Janelle credit - she took care of Skye - when she wasn’t completely wasted herself.  Last night though, was a bad night.  I’d watched from afar as Skye did shot after shot of some purple-looking drink.  The same shaggy-haired weasel was there again, with his arm slung over her shoulders, handing her a new drink each time she downed the one before it.  
 
   As I watched her through the large crowd, I saw her suddenly stiffen and lower the drink from her lips.  The weasel was whispering in her ear and trying to raise her hand to get her to drink, but Skye’s eyes were wide as saucers; she seemed to be staring at something out across the eastern corner of the back yard.  Fear was etched all over her lovely face, and it was that terror which made my own senses heighten to the point where I became aware of a menacing presence.  Something was lurking in the shadows and it was coming from the east, where Skye was staring.  
 
   Bound by oath, I stalked the predator who seemed to be watching Skye, all the while worried about what she would do once I was no longer keeping an eye on her.  When I returned to the party an hour later, Skye was nowhere to be found.  Panic gripped me until I saw the same weasel working on a different unsuspecting female. However, as quickly as the fear had eased once I realized Skye was not the object of his attentions, it boiled back to life when I saw Janelle was still there.  
 
   I worked my way around the house, quickly expanding the perimeter as I went, searching for any clues as to where she’d gone off to.  I was relieved when I found a plastic shot cup like the one she’d been drinking out of, about one hundred feet into the woods to the west of the house.  I scanned the area, using my enhanced hearing and eyesight to look for her, and hoped she’d wandered off into the woods before passing out. 
 
   It took about thirty minutes before I finally found her. Skye had passed out completely; she lay face down on the ground, close to a creek.  She’d obviously run through the creek, as her shoes and the lower portion of her pants were soaked. Her body shook from the cold, early November air, and she wore only wet jeans and a small shirt.
 
   Watching her lying on the ground, curled in a ball and shaking, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I decided I had to help her.  There was no way Janelle would search this far in the dark woods to find her, and there were definitely worse things in these parts than the shaggy-haired weasel.
 
   I took her back to my hotel room, got her cleaned up and in bed, and then sat in the chair next to her and watched her sleep.  I came to terms with the fact that by going against Rioden’s plans, the anger he’d unleash on me would be awful.  He would tell me I’d put her at an unnecessary risk, but I could finally argue against his points.  The demon I’d chased and killed last night before proved my case.  She was already at risk and without immediate Guardian help, she would probably be gone within a week.
 
    
 
   Sliding the key card into the door, I quietly stepped into the room to find her lying on the bed, crying under her pillow.  Her sobs were so loud she didn’t hear me enter.  I let the door close with a bang and she stiffened at the sound, then bolted up; terror filling her eyes as she looked at me.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” I held up the coffee carrier and box of donuts I’d picked up this morning in an attempt to ease her fear. “I figured you would be hungry, so I ran out.  I’m sorry I wasn’t here when you woke.”  
 
   My eyes took in her messy locks and tear-stained face, and then scrolled down to the bra she’d obviously forgotten was exposed.  I saw something like confusion flicker in her eyes, but it was gone in an instant.  She took note of my stare and glanced down at herself.  Once she realized she had no shirt on, she grabbed the sheet and pulled it up to her chest. 
 
   “Hi,” she responded timidly with a half-smile. “Can I ask what I’m doing here?”  She shrugged and motioned around the room.
 
   “First things first,” I told her as I walked into the bathroom and grabbed her now mostly dry and rinsed out shirt from the towel rack. “Here’s your shirt and some coffee.”  
 
   I stepped towards her, holding the items out like a peace offering, and after a moment she took them both.  She slipped on her shirt, which made it easier for me to concentrate, and then wrapped her small hands around the warm coffee cup.  
 
   “Um, thanks.”
 
   “Skye,” I began, but she immediately interrupted me.  
 
   “How do you know my name?  Am I supposed to know you?”  Her face was once again a mask of confusion, but I was pleased to see she wasn’t afraid of me.  
 
   I placed the doughnut box on the bed and slowly lowered myself to take a seat, raising my eyebrows to silently get her permission to sit.  She nodded assent, and I watched as her hair fell over her eyes.   My hand itched to tuck it behind her ear as I watched her push it up and off her face.  
 
   “Skye,” I began again. “There are a lot of things I think I should tell you, but many I just can’t right now.”  I swallowed hard as I looked into her warm, chocolaty brown eyes.  
 
   I wondered how and what to tell her, and knew it would have been easier with Rioden around.   I mentally kicked myself for not just dropping her off at home last night.  
 
   “Um, honestly I don’t even know where to begin to try to explain myself to you.” I stuttered like a boy on his first date, but I could see I’d piqued her interest with my cryptic explanation.  
 
   She opened up the donut box, took a deep breath and inhaled the sweet sugary smell.  
 
   “Do you have a favorite?” she asked, pointing to the box, and suddenly I was caught up in a memory from 12 years ago…
 
   “Xander! Xander!  Look at them making the donuts!”  Skye yelled, as she waved me over to the glass window to watch as fresh donuts were being made by a machine.  “Do you think we could buy one of these?” she asked me prettily when I walked up beside her.  
 
   “Sure, whatever Princess Skye wants, she shall get,” I mocked, and bowed to her.  
 
   Her giggles filled the store as she curtsied to me and then turned back to the donuts.  
 
   “Oh yummy!” She licked her lips and sighed, “I want a hot one right off the belt thingy, Xander.  Which one is your favorite?” 
 
   I pretended to contemplate all of the choices and then answered her with a smile. “Whichever one is yours, Princess.”  
 
   She laughed again and yanked my arm as she pulled me to the counter.               
 
   “I declare you shall have chocolate with pink sprinkles, Sir Xander,” she laughed.  
 
   And of course because I always did what Skye wanted, I ate the chocolate donut with pink sprinkles while she devoured two fresh, hot glazed donuts just off the conveyor belt.
 
    
 
   “Do you have a preference?” Skye asked, reigning me back in from my memory.  
 
   “Oh, sorry.  I just remembered…something.  No, you pick whatever you want, I’ll eat anything,” I replied, feeling my face turn a shade redder for sounding like such an idiot.  
 
   Skye picked out a plain glazed one, and I tried not to smile at her as she licked her lips after her the first bite.  
 
   “Mmmmm, I don’t know why, but I have always loved them plain.”  
 
   We sat in silence as we each ate our first donut.  Skye kept her watchful eyes on me and I could practically hear the thoughts and questions formulating in that brain of hers. 
 
   “Ok,” she started. “How about if I ask you questions and you answer what you can - deal?”  I noted how her head had tilted to one side, like a puppy’s would, as she asked the question.  
 
   When I didn’t answer her, she continued.  
 
   “Look - I know all too well what it’s like to keep secrets.  I don’t want to make you say anything you don’t feel you should, but I do have questions.  First off, how did I end up in your hotel room in just my underwear?  Did we…well, you…” she trailed off in embarrassment; her cheeks staining pink.  
 
   Shaking my head I began to answer her questions. “No Skye, I would never have taken advantage of you in the state you were in.”  
 
   Her relief was obvious as she listened to me.  
 
   “You don’t have any memories, huh?  I found you in the woods; you were so out of it I decided to bring you here.  Once you puked all over the carpet there,” I pointed, “I put you in the shower to clean you up.”  
 
   Her cheeks blushed crimson at that, and she bowed her head - either from shame or embarrassment, I couldn’t tell.  
 
   “Thank you for helping me,” she finally replied, and then almost as an afterthought, she lifted her eyes and added, “But why?”
 
   “Why?”  I shrugged. “Oh, you mean why did I help you?”  
 
   She nodded.  
 
   “Well, it was cold out, and you were shaking and wet, and well, I …” I stammered; not sure how to explain away what, to her, seemed like a random act of kindness. 
 
   “Ok, how do you know me?”
 
   I cleared my throat and considered the best thing to say. “I really can’t give you an answer right now.”
 
   “OK….. Well, why do you seem familiar to me, then?” she asked; the frustration building in her voice.  
 
   I tried to hold my emotions in, but hearing her say I seemed familiar brought a warmth to my chest that had been missing since I was nine. 
 
   “Skye, there are many things you need to know, but right now I don’t know if you’re ready to hear them.  I know this is going to sound crazy, but will you put some trust in me without answers for right now?”
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked quietly.  
 
   I was impressed with her composure.  I had a feeling most people in her situation would have told me off, but she hadn’t.  Not yet anyway.  She’d been through so much in her short life, so much more than she even knew, yet she sat there calmly in the hopes I would answer her questions. And I sat there knowing the answers I could provide might be the tipping point that finally made her crumble.  
 
   “My name is Xander,” I told her, watching her face carefully.  
 
   After a long moment of staring at me she finally shrugged, “Xander?  That’s cool - with a Z?”  
 
   “No, an X.”  
 
   “OK, Xander with an X, I’m intrigued.  I haven’t had much of a reason to trust anyone for a very long time, but I’m going to choose to trust you,” she said. Almost as an afterthought she whispered, “Please don’t make me regret this.”
 
   “Never,” I whispered back.
 
    
 
   Skye
 
    
 
   ‘I’m such an idiot’, I thought to myself, as I sat across from Xander and sipped my coffee.  My head was still pounding, but I felt better than I would have expected after the previous night.  This guy hadn’t given me anything other than his name and a bunch of questions, but for some reason I’d just told him I would trust him.  
 
   ‘Ugh! What is wrong with you, Skye?!’ I screamed at myself.  I would readily admit he was beautiful, as he sat across from me looking casual in dark jeans, a dark T-shirt and a hoodie. His clothes may have seemed typical, but his looks were anything but.  
 
   His hair was a lighter shade of brown than mine – it was thick, and while short, had that shaggy messed-up look that made you want to run your fingers through it.  However, it was the chiseled planes of his face which made it so hard to tear my eyes from him. He looked like he had been carved out of a piece of marble and then brought to life.  I was almost jealous as I looked at his high, well defined cheekbones - what girl wouldn’t kill for those! - and his lips.  Oh my… I could just die!  
 
   I shook myself when I realized he was grinning at me. I felt my face start to burn as the blood rushed up my body.  
 
   “Sorry,” I mumbled weakly. “I don’t mean to stare, but there is something so…familiar about you.  I keep thinking if I stare at you long enough I’ll remember it.”  I told him all of that in a rush to cover for my blatant infatuation, but as I said it I realized it was the truth.  
 
   When he’d told me his name, my heart skipped a beat.  ‘Xander, Xander, Xander’ my head kept chanting.  Maybe as a kid I knew a ‘Xander’?  I had virtually no memories of the life I lived with my parents. Although the doctors initially thought it was strange, later they said the trauma of losing them must have been so difficult it had forced me to repress everything.  But ever since I’d heard Xander’s voice, my brain had been swimming with thoughts that maybe he was someone I should have known.  
 
   What was it about this guy that made me so willing to let down my carefully constructed wall and let him in?  His beautiful face, his soothing voice, the fact he had saved me?  I had no idea but I knew I had to trust him.
 
   I could feel it.
 
   That was the true reason I’d decided to trust him.  My brain - and heart – were telling me there was something special about Xander. At this point, I was so tired of my life I found I was willing to follow what was most likely nothing…just to see if it would possibly change the path I was on.
 
    
 
    
 
   Please Enjoy this 
 
   Excerpt from [bookmark: Defy]Defy (Firstborn Trilogy #1) by Raine Thomas
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   The pain was unimaginable. She dragged herself along the ground with her one working arm, at turns scrabbling at tree roots or shrubs and at others digging her hand as deep into the earth as she could manage before hauling her broken body as far as possible. In the past hour, she had moved approximately fifteen feet.
 
   She knew she was going to die. The horrors that had been visited upon her were so atrocious that she couldn’t even think of them now. It was as though a black haze coated her memory.
 
   But her attackers had left her in sight of a platform that could get her to Central. They had no way of knowing it because, being Mercesti, they were unable to see the heavily enchanted travel system. The platform glimmered to her like a taunting beacon, however, bouncing lightly on the waves. If she’d had the required energy left, she would have extended her wings and flown to it.
 
   Animal-like sounds left her throat as she struggled for the strength to move. If she could somehow get to the platform, perhaps someone at Central could help her. And if she was very fortunate, kyria Amber or archigos Gabriel might even be in attendance. They could heal her.
 
   Once more, she stretched her right arm in front of her. The ground onto which she was emerging from the forest was sandy and open. If any of her attackers remained nearby, they would see her. While that thought terrified her, she couldn’t fight the instinct to survive. She knew she had to try. So she pressed her hand into the blazing hot sand until she had enough of a grip to pull herself. Then she strained her already aching bicep and heaved herself forward as much as she could.
 
   She didn’t even move a foot.
 
   Although she thought her attackers had wrought all of the tears from her, she realized now that wasn’t the case. They tracked down her bruised and broken face, joining with her sweat and plopping into the sand beneath her head. Heat radiated from the unforgiving surface beneath her, burning her already punished skin.
 
   A sound to her right had her stiffening in fear. She made a whimpering sound as distinct footfalls grew nearer.
 
   Her enemies must have returned to finish what they started. The tears continued unchecked as she carefully removed her hand from the sand in hopes she could do at least a little damage to the next male who hurt her. She would fight until she couldn’t.
 
   But the being approaching her stopped on her left side. She tried to move her head toward her left and couldn’t. Another pained sound escaped her.
 
   The presence knelt. He said, “Ah, Luvania. What have you gotten yourself into?”
 
   She couldn’t turn her head and her vision was blurred by tears and exhaustion, but recognition was immediate. Although she hadn’t heard that voice in over fifty years, she could identify it. He still managed to sound both impatient with the world and infinitely bored by it. And at the moment, there was a gentleness beneath his tone she would never have expected.
 
   “I am afraid your injuries are beyond my ability to repair,” he said. “I have seen others emerge from the water where you appear to be trying to reach. I can get you to the platform with your assistance.”
 
   She couldn’t find the energy to speak, so made another sound in her throat and moved her head in a form of a nod.
 
   “This will hurt.”
 
   He lifted her. Pain screamed through her body. She squeezed her eyes shut against it. When she again opened her eyes, she realized they were in the water. She must have passed out.
 
   “Thought I might have lost you there,” he said. “Are you ready for placement on the platform?”
 
   Why would he not get on it with her? The thought floated through her head and then faded as insignificant. They had only a couple feet more to go. Extending her right arm toward the platform, she indicated she was ready. He obligingly moved forward. When her hand came into contact with the platform, more tears welled in her eyes. He settled her on it and stepped away.
 
   “Good fortune to you, Luvania,” he said.
 
   She once again thought to ask why he wasn’t accompanying her, but by then she was lifting into the sky.
 
   The trip took an eternity. She lost consciousness more than once. Each time, she saw her rescuer’s face in her mind, though she hadn’t actually glimpsed him during their encounter. Thoughts of him from the past as well as what he had just done for her kept her focused, overriding the brutality she had endured. 
 
   She wanted to thank him. Wanted to praise him for giving her hope merely moments after she had given up and decided she was going to die. She wanted to help him as he had helped her. Surely he needed her help if he was living on the mainland and had removed himself from existence for over five decades.
 
   Her delirium grew. Thinking became difficult. But at long last, through vision that was slowly fading to gray, she saw the outline of Central approaching.
 
   She had made it.
 
   The platform eased its way into Central’s loading bay. The darkness of the underground cavern had her blinking to try and focus. It did her no good.
 
   Her brain registered the sounds around her, but couldn’t interpret them. The pain had leeched from her body. She understood then that it had all been for nothing. Her efforts. His efforts. For nothing.
 
   “Holy light!” she heard.
 
   There were other sounds. Other exclamations. People touching her. But she no longer felt anything. She registered only one lingering image.
 
   “Luvania, can you hear me?”
 
   Something flickered in her mind at the echoing voice. Caoilinn.
 
   “Luvania, can you tell us who did this to you?” the Lekwuesti commander asked, her words filled with urgency.
 
   She wanted to tell them. They needed to know. Others would be at risk as she had been. There were dangers beyond any Estilorian’s knowledge lurking on the mainland. 
 
   So she struggled to work her strained vocal chords as darkness clouded her mind. There was something important she had to tell them. Wasn’t there? 
 
   Then she remembered. The image she had carried with her on the ride to Central. Someone she needed to help. 
 
   And with her last breath, she told them.
 
   “Zachariah.”
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Being seventeen absolutely sucked.
 
   Tate crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at the grassy ground beneath her booted feet. The response to her request had been exactly what she’d expected, but that didn’t make her any less annoyed. She would be eighteen in about a month, for all holy sake. What difference did a few weeks make?
 
   “You know why I’m saying no, Tate,” her father, Caleb, said in his level tone. “You’re not yet eighteen. Leaving the area of protection around our home would be very unsafe. You can’t bring forth your wings yet.”
 
   She looked up at him, fighting against the instinctive pout that she knew wouldn’t help her cause. “Only because you won’t let me try,” she countered.
 
   He gave her The Look. It was one he had mastered over the years, and she felt her shoulders hunching against it. Huffing out a sigh, she rolled her eyes and said, “Okay, fine. So I’ve tried. But that doesn’t mean I’d be helpless out there. I’d be with Quincy and Sophia, and they won’t be very far outside the area of protection. Don’t you trust Quincy?”
 
   Her father gave her another look, this one telling her that she was losing her touch. “I certainly do trust Quincy. He brought you into this world and he would protect you to his death. Is that what you want?”
 
   She pursed her lips in frustration. He knew she wasn’t going to say yes to that. Refusing to give up, she said, “What I want is for you to trust my ability to defend myself. I’ve been trained to do so since I was old enough to hold a weapon. I know very well that mom only trained for a few months after she transitioned to this plane before she helped you defeat Grolkinei. So I’m curious as to just when you’re going to consider me ready.”
 
   Now, her father’s dark blue eyes seemed to take her measure. Then he acknowledged, “Well played.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “But it doesn’t change my mind.”
 
   “But, Dad—”
 
   “No, Tate. My answer is final.” He reached out and tugged on one of her many bouncy curls—curls that resembled his outside of their coloring. “You offered a sound argument. But the last thing that Quincy and Sophia need is a distraction while they’re outside the area of protection. That would defeat the purpose of their efforts. On top of that, my concern for your safety won’t ease until you’re eighteen, and even then, I’m your father. I love you and I’ll always worry about you.”
 
   Her frown softened at the words, but she still found the disappointment hard to swallow. She knew that she was ready to experience more of the world. How could he not feel the same? “I wouldn’t be a distraction,” she grumbled. “They wouldn’t even know I was there. You’re going to have to learn to trust my abilities at some point, Dad.”
 
   He raised an eyebrow. “You’ve lived a much more sheltered life than your mother and your aunts did, Tate. You don’t understand it yet, but you’re a much younger seventeen than they were.” His lips curved into a smile that eased the sting of his words. “When you’re really ready to leave the area of protection, you’ll understand what I’m saying.
 
   “The bottom line is that you might be the oldest of all your siblings by five minutes, but you’re not the oldest of your cousins. Clara Kate and Sophia will experience certain things before you and Tiege do. But that won’t make those experiences any less special for you when it’s your turn. Before you know it, we’ll be taking you and Tiege out for your first attempt at flying.”
 
   At the mention of her twin brother, Tate shifted her gaze to the training paddock. Located within equal walking distance of her family’s home, her Aunt Olivia and Uncle James’ home, and her Aunt Amber and Uncle Gabriel’s home, the paddock was used by all three families. Tiege even now trained with Uncle James in the use of the blessed kamas gifted to him by the elders. The sickle-like weapons gleamed white in the sun as he worked through his weapon forms under their uncle’s careful eye. A number of their siblings and cousins also performed various stages of training with her Uncle Gabriel and Aunt Amber. The younger children were at school and engaged in studies with Aunt Olivia at this time of day.
 
   When she opened her mouth as a thought struck her, her father said, “And no, I won’t let you go even if Tiege is with you.”
 
   Deflated, she now did allow her face to fall into a pout. “Fine,” she huffed. She turned to stride down the slope leading to the paddock, figuring she’d work off her irritation in a contest with her brother.
 
   “Tate.”
 
   She stopped and glanced back at her father. Even if he hadn’t been standing higher on the slope than her, she’d have to look up to meet his gaze. His sculpted Gloresti musculature combined with his height made him a very imposing figure. She had always found that comforting, however. And when he now gave her a knowing look and waved her back up the slope, she felt a layer of her irritation slide away.
 
   Giving up, she walked over to him and let him draw her into a consoling hug. He had never allowed one of his children to walk away on a harsh or angry word. Since she knew she pressed him more than any of her siblings did, she could only appreciate that. 
 
   Even if she did think he was being ridiculous and overprotective.
 
   “I’m eager for you to find your wings, too,” he said, the sound of the words a rumble in her ear where it rested against his chest. “You’re my firstborn. I can’t wait for you to experience what it is to fly…to achieve another milestone of your existence. But it’s only a few more weeks.”
 
   More composed now, she pulled away from the hug and caught his gaze. “I know, Dad. You’re just trying to look out for me. And I love you, too.”
 
   This time, when she pulled away and headed toward the training paddock, he let her go.
 
    
 
   “How did our babies suddenly get to be approaching their eighteenth birthdays?”
 
   Caleb kept his gaze on his daughter’s retreating figure as his wife, Skye, walked up beside him and took his hand. He watched the sparkling, fluffy, knee-length skirt that Tate wore over her cargo-style pants spring up with every step, just as her multi-colored, beaded curls bounced in their high ponytail. She had the tall and curvy build of a grown female, but many things about her remained achingly young.
 
   In response to his wife’s question, he just shook his head and gave her hand a squeeze, having no answer. It did seem just yesterday that he was a neurotic mass of nerves awaiting the births of Tate and Tiege, and now here the twins were, mere weeks from learning to fly. The time had passed much too quickly, even for a being who didn’t physically age.
 
   Tate, in particular, was growing up more quickly than he could handle. As his firstborn child, she certainly held a special place in his heart. And her free, uninhibited spirit so resembled her mother’s that he couldn’t help but love her all the more for it. But she worried him, too. Where her twin was content to follow the rules, she consistently bent them.
 
   “I had the dream again.”
 
   Now he looked down at Skye. Her light blue gaze was centered on the paddock. As usual, she wore her long, softly curling brown hair down, and it caught in the breeze, allowing the sunlight to reflect on its beautiful red and gold highlights. Her fitted, knee-length sundress formed a swirl of rainbow-bright hues centered right over her round belly. Their next set of twins was due in about two months. Unlike her sisters, Skye was prone to multiple births. This would be their third set of twins.
 
   I know, he thought, taking advantage of their ability to share thoughts as an avowed couple. I had the same dream.
 
   Tate asked you if she could go with Quincy and Sophia, didn’t she? Skye thought.
 
   He nodded. “I told her no, of course,” he said.
 
   “And we’ll keep an eye on her tomorrow?”
 
   “Of course. As always.”
 
   Such concern when expressed by other parents might have seemed overprotective, he supposed, watching Tate join Tiege’s training session. Her blessed nunchucks whirled and winked in the light as the twins sparred.
 
   But then, most parents didn’t dream of the future.
 
   The dream he shared with Skye had been recurring more and more regularly ever since their niece, Clara Kate, transitioned to the human plane a couple of months ago. In the dream, Tate was alone and outside the area of protection that surrounded their homeland. An unseen attacker took her off-guard, grasping her in a brutal grip and disorienting her. When she finally realized what was happening, her terror was devastating.
 
   But it was the end of the dream that caused Caleb to wake up in a cold sweat with an agonized cry in his throat. It had his normally positive and cheerful wife looking sad and worried. And it served as the reason why they absolutely couldn’t let Tate have her way when it came to her request to venture out with Quincy and Sophia.
 
   For they had both foreseen their firstborn daughter’s death.
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   Livvie had been missing for two months and twelve days. I’d never even heard her scream when she was taken. I’d flown down the stairs to find her gone. I was with her less than 24 hours and lost her. I’d been searching ever since. And her parents…I still didn’t know what happened with them. The whole house was a disaster area and there was no sign of them. It could have been a burglary, or a bad business deal, or someone from the magical world. Grandma was looking for clues that led to one or the other, but she kept coming up short. Something very strange was going on with the whole situation.
 
   I enlisted Juniper and Mark to help me. My whole family were doing all they could. Juniper was a huge asset with her newfound powers.  She knew Livvie better than any of us, and having her heightened senses was going to be wonderful if we ever got a lead on her whereabouts.
 
   All of us were on edge. We couldn’t figure out who would take her. The Crimson Calamitous was injured so badly he wouldn’t be hurting anyone any time soon. So either he was working with someone before, or there was another enemy after us.
 
   I couldn’t visit her in her dreams. When I tried to espy her, my spirit was sent flying back to my body with such force that I was bruised all over. Whoever held her hostage was magical, and they had her in some sort of protection force field; or they had cast a spell to make connecting with her impossible. I could only imagine how frightened she must feel. I must find her. We had to save her.
 
    
 
    
 
   [bookmark: _Toc354056889]Olivia
 
   My captor finally spoke in a deep, threatening tone. He came in early this morning and released my hands. He spoke much deeper than was natural, leading me to think he was masking his true voice.
 
   “Quiet. Don’t make me regret letting you move around freely,” he demanded.
 
   I was too weak to run as it was. I didn’t need any other bodily harm. I waited until he left to slowly peel the blindfold off my eyes. The light blinded me and I had to squint until I adjusted.
 
   When I finally pulled myself together, I sat up. Everything around me spun and blurred. I grasped my head in an attempt to stop the movement, but nothing worked. My temples ached and my neck felt too weak to hold me up. I gradually leaned back down to rest, trying not to make myself physically ill.
 
   I laid in pain when I remembered the groan from yesterday. I looked to the left but there’s only a small window too high for me to look out of. But on my right…I noticed another bed. A body was there, broken and mangled. The chest on the body slowly rose, so I knew whoever this was, was alive. The sight of the injuries made me queasy. The smell of sickness filled the air. This person was lying there, dying.
 
   I forced my body up and swung my legs over the side. My feet felt weird on the floor. It’d been so long since I walked. I doubted I could move them completely, but I had to try. This person needed help, and I couldn’t just let them die when I might be able to assist. I gripped the side of the bed and stood unsteadily. I paused to let my legs strengthen but they couldn’t. I slid my body down into a sitting position, and rested for a moment. I scooted my body across the floor, slowly inching my way to the other bed. I slid my body, then, rested. My breathing was labored. This required much more energy than I expected.
 
   Finally, after twenty minutes of moving and stopping, I made my way there. I pulled myself up to my knees, and gasped at the horror in front of me. A broken, tattered body lay in front of me, the face too battered to be recognizable. The hair was matted in blood and dirt, the clothes torn and frayed. I slowly reached out to touch the limp hand in front of me.
 
   Warmth.
 
   This guy was definitely still alive.
 
   I mustered enough strength to find supplies to help me. I rose unsteadily and leaned against the footboard to regain composure. I looked around to see if there was anything in this room that could help me. I saw a small dresser by the door, so I inched closer. My feet shuffled loudly because I was too weak to actually lift them off the floor. I forced my body, doubling over in pain with each movement. The only thing that kept me moving was knowing I may save this person’s life. As I got closer, I became more and more disoriented. I was about a foot away when I fell forward. Luckily I was able to brace my fall with my hands and the dresser caught me. Panting, I stood for a few moments. My limbs were heavy, and my chest tight. I finally caught my breath enough for the room to stop spinning. Then, I searched the drawers. I found clothing and sheets in the top, towels in the second, the third was locked, and the fourth held the gold. There was a small first aid kit and some gauze laying there. I grabbed it and a towel before I realized it may be too much for me to carry back. I just threw them at the area near the headboard before the return journey. 
 
   When I eventually made my way back to my destination, I’d grown tired from all the movement. Being held captive for so long had made my body unable to function properly. I gingerly cleaned the guy’s hair with water and the towel. I worked carefully to not hurt him when I removed the dirt and dead skin from his face. He didn’t move, but I heard a small groan when I touched his cheek. The more I worked, the faster my heartbeat became. I knew this guy…very well, actually. This broken and mangled body before me was Aiden. 
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   There’s nothing wrong with you that reincarnation won’t cure. 
 
   --Jack E. Leonard 
 
   Rory couldn’t scream anymore if she tried.  She held as still as possible which wasn’t very. Stop, stop, stop, she silently prayed. The incisions were everywhere and they were deep.  Every inch of her skin was either bleeding or covered in blood.  
 
   A nervous, overly-bronzed young woman rushed in and squatted next to a man who called himself a doctor. Yes, Rory had seen her plenty of times. She was the appointed ‘nurse’. Tendrils of dark hair had escaped from her white hood. Nervous blue eyes flitted to Rory’s face as she snapped out, “Are you sure we shouldn’t give her something for the pain?”
 
   “PLEASE!” Rory cried out into the chrome room. Her voice was a broken gospel.
 
   The ‘doctor’ glanced over his shoulder at the worried woman and shook his head before making another incision with a new silver blade down her thigh. Rory choked back her whimpering gasp. The fluorescent light glint off of the sharp instrument as if it were mocking her. “No,” he said, and his voice was law. “We can’t chance it. The Phoenix must remain alert.” 
 
   The fear and exhaustion clashed in Rory’s brain, so that the pain was almost an afterthought. For the third time since being kidnapped, she was going to die. Rory knew it and still the panic came fresh and tangible. She begged, bartered, threatened; anything to get the man to stop what he was doing. Humans weren’t supposed to be this ruthless. They had to know better.
 
   Then it came. Death for Rory was never swift. Death for Rory came in a torrid cycle of flames. First, two fiery wings sprouted from her shoulder-blades and yanked up into the air almost immediately. The flames burned her skin as she flapped her graceless, wounded wings.  The burning was the only thing that didn’t hurt anymore. The fire started from her feet and ripped fierce ribbons around her calves and thighs, shooting up her body and scorching her nerves. All she could see was red shadow. Her arms shot out streams of fire afterward, nearly setting the entire room ablaze. But the humans were clever and had learned to use steel cabinets and counters: nothing flammable.
 
   And at last, Rory’s hair set itself alight, claiming her soul and her body to ashes, as she whispered, “Please.”
 
    
 
   Hurting people is my business.
 
   --Sugar Ray Robinson
 
    
 
   A cold drop of water hit Ivy’s bright red hair with an audible plunk noise. Even a sound as small as that echoed ominously in the murky, sunless cave. It was hard to believe that somewhere, above the caverns Ivy was standing in, Atlanta traffic crept, inch by agonizing inch. Ivy’s black steel-toed boots thundered as she made her way up to the Council. Her knees did not shake. Her lip did not quiver. And of course, her heart did not beat. Vampires couldn’t show signs of nervousness, and so Ivy was stoic as she approached the stone steps. Even though her mouth was dry and her mind was whirring like a slot machine.
 
   She dared a quick look at the ceiling. Nothing but hanging stalagmites and shadows. Ivy thought it was disgusting that Underdwellers like herself had to meet secretly in the hollowed-out underbelly of the city to avoid the humans when they wanted to gather in bulk. What could humans really do to most Underdwellers? It was by her own conscience and carefully practiced patience that she didn’t slaughter at least one pimply pre-teen a day. Humans, for the most part, were pathetic and—ironically enough—beneath her. They walked around in the sun, ignorant to what lay just beneath them, waiting. 
 
   Snapping herself out of her daily mental loathing, Ivy came upon the cave’s opening. Suddenly, the room beyond the dank hallway she’d been walking down swelled out into a grand cavern. Candles hid in the natural nooks and crannies of the old walls, lending a leering glow to the otherwise gloomy domain. She would have shuddered if she could have without being noticed. Though the chamber was at least twenty feet high, her boots ceased to make sound at all as she approached the lone bench in the room. Behind it were rows and rows of benches, made for rare occasions when a plethora of Underdwellers had something urgent to discuss. Ivy stopped walking and stared down at her feet before stomping. No sound at all.
 
   Ivy hated enchanted rooms.
 
   She looked back up and paced forward, ignoring the eerie stillness of the chamber. She nearly let out an annoyed hiss as she came upon the dozens of wooden crosses making up the perimeter of the panel. The simple symbols made her veins constrict and her mouth dry out. She turned her contemptuous gaze instead to the Council of the Covenant, and stared each of them down. These were the people who had demanded her presence, never mind she’d been vacationing in Prague.
 
   At the far left there was the robust and friendly Pompeii Leodus, the most well-known diplomat from the largest pack of werewolves in recorded history. But then, Ivy thought smugly, when were the lycanthropes ever prone to honesty? The man was not hairy, and from what Ivy could tell he didn’t stink like many of the dogs tended to, but it made him no better than the rest. Treaty or no treaty. His bright eyes were set square in the middle of his face, too close together for Ivy’s liking. She certainly didn’t trust his slicked-back raven hair. 
 
   Then on the far right there was Queen Cayleigh, a fairy if Ivy had ever seen one. Around her pointed face, her hair was an auburn mess, intertwined with branches that seemed to grow directly from the roots. Ivy did not bow to her. 
 
   Sure, now she was protected by the Treaty of Nature and Dark, but Ivy would never forget that the Queen had been the last to sign her people into alliance with all other Underdwellers. The Queen seemed unusually excited; her eyes were bright with dark mirth, and Ivy wanted to be the first to smack that self-righteous grin off of her face. Her kind had taken away the closest thing she’d ever had to a brother. A debt Ivy would love to repay.
 
   And in the very middle was Marcus, the leader of the Blue Moon clan. Ivy sighed internally, visibly relaxing at the sight of him. The Blue Moon vampires were the Full Moon vampires’ sister clan. Ivy was a Full Moon vampire and had the tattoo in elf’s blood on her wrists to prove it. Marcus had recruited Ivy into the Covenant, basically saving her life. His hazel eyes, broad shoulders, and propensity for laughter were branded in her head and her heart. He was like the uncle she never had. Finally, she thought as she caught the twinkle in Marcus’ eye, someone with some sense. This meeting was anything but expected, and Ivy was not a fan of being blind-sided.
 
   Queen Cayleigh spoke first, and Ivy reluctantly turned her attention to the fairy monstrosity.
 
   “Ivy Parker, you have been summoned by the Order of The Covenant—”
 
   “I solemnly swear and all that crap to protect, serve, kill for the cause of all Underdwellers and freaks.” Ivy smirked inwardly, keeping her cool on the outside. She couldn’t hide it; she got her kicks by pressing buttons. After five-hundred years nothing else was really fun anymore. At the disapproving look of the Council, she amended the vow, this time reciting it correctly: “I solemnly swear to uphold the Standards of the Covenant by any means necessary. May all humans remain under the realm of my protection or may I commit my soul to eternal torment.”
 
   Marcus nodded in approval, but his eyes were tight.  Either the crosses were bugging him as well, or Ivy wasn’t exactly making their clans look too good.  
 
   The queen piped up once more, her voice drowning in a heavy Irish accent, and Ivy could barely contain her exasperation. “We apologize for the precautions, Miss Parker.” Her freakish eyes examined the crosses guarding the bench as if to double-check that they were still there. “But we’ve heard many things about you.”
 
   “What, someone told you I was a Christian?” Ivy gestured to the row of crosses. “That part of the job application is private, your Majesty.”  
 
   She knew exactly what they’d heard. It wasn’t that she was a kill-for-hire and a ruthless one at that. The Council had been the ones to recruit her, and she owed them a debt. No, it was more likely that they knew she was beginning to exhibit signs of light sensitivity recession. She was becoming old enough that the sun was losing its restraining effects on her. Finally, Ivy would reach a level of strength that only a few hundred vampires ever had, Marcus included.
 
   She wasn’t surprised that the queen was especially nervous. But if she thought that Ivy was going to upset the Council all over again by murdering the queen of the fairies, she was sorely mistaken.
 
   Queen Cayleigh’s fingers stretched out over the table in front of her, as if she were itching to strangle something. Ivy plastered on an innocent smile.  Her fangs extended slowly, stretching down to her bottom lip. She had always wanted to taste royalty.
 
   Ivy’s normally bright green eyes had dulled, due to lack of feeding, but they were no less menacing as she daringly glared at the queen. The queen was almost beautiful in a threatening way. Her eyes were wide and completely blackened. She was thin and regal with an air of amusement that made her victims, or subjects, feel as if they were always the butt of some horrible joke. And as for the things she referred to as hands, Ivy made a note to watch out for those talons. But she was more than confident that the odds were in her favor.
 
   Queen Cayleigh flexed her talons and relaxed a bit into her chair. "You don't intimidate me, little girl. Not in those rags." Ivy glanced down at her gloomy wardrobe. It was mostly tattered gray and brown layers which made her look homeless. Except for her boots, those were expensive steel-toed beauties that she rarely ever took off. She liked the way she dressed; it helped her blend into the crowd. No matter how starkly it contrasted with her nearly neon red locks.
 
   Ivy wanted to snap something out at the queen who reminded her more of a vapid cheerleader than royalty, but Pompeii didn't give her the chance.
 
   “Ladies, please. This is a safe-haven for all of us. Do not soil such a bond with violence,” Pompeii stated in a husky, reasoning voice.
 
   Without thinking to restrain herself, Ivy hissed at Pompeii.  She saw right through his diplomatic bull—
 
   “Ivy!  Show some control,” barked Marcus. He leaned forward and looked straight through her. Ivy shut her mouth but did not retract her fangs. She bowed her head to both the fairy queen and to the wolf, asking silently for forgiveness. Ivy didn’t care how offended Pompeii and Cayleigh were. She only wanted to appease Marcus. He was her only ally, and he was right. She should have learned to control herself after almost six hundred years of this. It was just that she was starving. She was seriously feeling jetlagged from her trip.
 
   “Now,” Marcus began once everyone had visibly calmed. “We’ve summoned you here to ask for your services.”
 
   Ivy knelt on one knee, showing that she was listening. Because when one’s Council asked for something, it was never really a request and it was never simple. “I am at the hand of my brothers,” she said, just liked she’d been taught. It was protocol.
 
   “The Council acknowledges your will and is grateful.”
 
   At those words, Ivy was permitted to stand. She wished they’d just get to the good stuff. Her skin was itching: the equivalent of a stomach growling out of hunger. Her veins were drying up and it was irritating as hell. 
 
   Unexpectedly, Pompeii spoke. “We are glad you have accepted our request, Miss Parker. The humans have kidnapped the phoenix.” Ivy waited for the part that was supposed to interest her. “We ask for your assistance in the retrieval.”
 
   Ivy’s jaw almost dropped. They had called her here…for a bird? Yeah, she’d heard a few stories about the ‘amazing phoenix’. So what? It was just a bird. Ivy was a specialist in neutralizing dangerous situations. Whenever a human found out about an Underdweller and had exposure on their mind—Ivy was there. Whenever a crazed cult decided they wanted to summon demon whatever from the dimension Whatever—Ivy was there. The Council losing a fire-pet, however, wasn’t exactly her cup of tea.
 
   “Look, I’m not animal control. It’s gonna die anyway, right?  When it does, I’ll loan you a dustpan and a broom.  Bring back the ashes and play the waiting game.”
 
   Marcus was already shaking his head when Queen Cayleigh began to laugh. “Ignorant girl! You disgrace yourself with your naivety.” Ivy took a step forward. But the queen was already too delighted to be perturbed.
 
   “The phoenix is not a bird. Not simply. Twenty years ago, The Covenant came across what we can only define as a second-generation phoenix.” Ivy visibly started at Pompeii’s phrasing. A second-generation anything was unheard of. That meant hybrid. All of the human-Underdweller hybrids had been wiped out at the beginning of the twentieth century. Ivy would know. She’d had a hefty part in the mission. The wolf continued, pressing past her obvious disbelief. “We convinced this second-generation to join our cause, however, she passed, leaving behind only a daughter. But two weeks ago her guardian was found murdered and the phoenix was gone.”
 
   Ivy wasn’t impressed with Pompeii’s intimate knowledge of the mission. This lycan had the tendency to drone, and it was difficult to keep her attention on him. Her body was nearly burning with hunger and there was blood in that room. Ivy’s dull green eyes were drawn to the fairy and her mouth began moving before she’d realized she’d spoken.
 
   “What if she’s dead already?” The Council said nothing. Oh. Regenerating species. “Right…”
 
   “She is a human when she dies in a spectacular inferno and human when she is born again, at the same age. She ages like a human, but she has the ability to shift into her true phoenix form at will. She is the future of the Underdwelling. You must retrieve her. Whatever it takes, we will cover your tracks. She is the most important asset we have if we want to carry on with the Surfacing as planned. She is our only link to our still human side.”
 
   Ivy rolled her eyes and snorted, impressed by the story but not by the wolf. “Are you still holding onto the idea that humans and Underdwellers can live in some kind of after-school-special harmony? If I wasn’t undead, I’d vomit.”
 
   “Ivy, please,” Marcus said, drawing her attention. His lips were turned downward and the normally smooth span of skin of his forehead was wrinkled. He always looked that way when he was reprimanding her, which was often. It didn’t faze her much. “You have already accepted the burden; your quick tongue is better saved for someone else.”
 
   “Like whom?” she wondered, not seeing anyone else in the haunting caves.
 
   Queen Cayleigh giggled to herself like a vapid cheerleader. “Like your partner.”
 
   Suddenly, Ivy wasn’t so hungry.
 
    
 
   There is no cure for birth and death save to enjoy the interval.
 
   --George Santayana
 
    
 
   Dane scrambled to pull on his pants and secure the buckle on his belt properly.  The sweat on his body was just beginning to dry but he didn’t have time to take a shower.  Almost tenderly, he pulled his discarded t-shirt out from under Sophie’s sleeping form.  She grunted delicately, if that was possible, and turned over on her side, sighing.  Damn, she was hot.  But Dane had to go and Sophie would always be there.
 
   Without a backward glance at the ravenous brunette, he leapt out of the small room and yanked on his t-shirt.  He passed by his pack members as he left his house, most of them wishing him luck, and all of them knowing exactly what he’d just come from doing.  He smiled to himself as he smoothed down his hair, his lopsided grin taking up most of his face.  He was young. At his age, he was supposed to be fooling around.
 
   He was glad though that he was the wolf being entrusted with the re-capture of the phoenix. He’d heard some pretty wild stuff about it.  
 
   That it was half-bird, half-girl. 
 
   Or that its hair was always on fire. 
 
   Or that if you looked at it too long, you’d catch fire.
 
   But none of that really mattered to him. No other wolf had been trusted to partner with a vamp. That was something he’d be able to hold over his alpha brother’s head for a while. Dane usually tried to shy away from tasks handed out by the Covenant; he didn’t want them thinking that he was rising toward an alpha position. Too much responsibility was sure to cramp his style. But he couldn’t pass up the chance to be the first Underdweller to see the legendary half-phoenix. He was virtually sweating pride. No, wait. That was just sweat. He dabbed at his forehead with the hem of his wrinkled t-shirt as he jogged down the sidewalk to catch the next bus.
 
   He noticed a pretty girl glancing at his exposed stomach as he brought down his shirt, and he let himself enjoy the view thoroughly before moving on. Something about brunettes always got him. He saw his bus at the station. Grinning, Dane sprinted for it.
 
   His own brown hair was getting long, he thought to himself as he caught sight of his bangs hanging in his eyes. He’d cut it later. For now, he’d just be a shaggy wolf. He didn’t miss his own unintended innuendo. Dane leapt onto the bus just as the driver was closing the doors. See?  His brother had nothing to worry about. Dane had great timing.
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