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For centuries, a group of immortals consisting of
Nightwalkers,  Lycans and Shifter Elves have lived under
mortal eyes. Banning together for safety and survival, they created
the group of houses lead by a select group of Patriarchs and
Regents. Outside of the mortal realm lives the Aziza fairies. A
benevolent race of immortals whose main job is to assist human
hunters on their quests. Much of what they know of humans are from
their studies and what they know of other immortals are from books
about fairytales and mythology.

 

The world of the mortal realm and the fairy realm are about to
collide.

 

Includes a 3-chapter sneak peek of A Kiss of Ashen Twilight
(Book 1 in the Ashen Twilight Series)

 

 








Chapter 1

 


Highlands, Scotland
1465

Liam Blakedon stared down at the loch, watching the thick
leather bound journal slip under the rippling black water. Years
had passed since he started the first entry. Much had changed in
the lands during the course of time. Now it was time to let the
past sink into the river while they focus on the future.

He brushed a dark strand of hair away from his face. The biting
cold air hit his face, sending a shiver despite the amount of heavy
armor he wore over his tunic. He rested his arm on the sword
sheathed at his side, hearing the soft neigh of the horse behind
him. He was lost in his memories at that moment. Remembering the
way his wife looked in the last days before she gave birth to their
son. Her dark wavy hair fell over her damp, tired face in the
birth. He waited outside until it was time. The large thick door
wasn’t thick enough as he heard the name that still haunted him to
this day.

Julian Archane. That name.

Blakedon balled up his fists. She didn’t need to fret over him,
even if he was her first husband and their son’s true father. It
didn’t matter that he left them behind. He felt him. And
with his own eyes, he watched as his former laird’s wife cried in
his arms over his death. How could he tell her the truth? It was
his duty, as first guard, to step up and continue the protection of
the people in Inverness and raise the child as his own so he can
one day take over the lands.

Yet things had changed over time.

The new wife he took to protect from the English invaders—and
had fallen in love with years prior— was his main priority. Julian
appointed him as first guard to watch over the castle in case the
English’s hold would stretch to their lands. As much as his heart
belonged to her and as much as he gave her, she never looked upon
him like she had Julian Archane. Her warm eyes never sparkled with
passion nor did her touch feel as warm. Her heart still belonged to
that man and it made him angry with a passion to destroy him if he
ever were to see him again.

Even as she died in the birth of the son Archane had created
with her, the very man that had left her, she still uttered his
vile name.

‘I wish you could have seen our son,’ she had said.

A scream had erupted throughout the room and Blakedon rushed in
to see the warm light leave her eyes as she said those words. He
scooped her up into his arms, held her close to him as he felt her
heartbeat slow to a quiet rhythm before it died to silence. Then
she was gone. He heard her chamber maids talking amongst
themselves.

‘She died of a broken heart she did,’ they had said. ‘The poor
dear.’

Blakedon dared them to say those words in front of him. After he
had stepped up to take over what Julian Archane had left behind,
Blakedon was repaid with a piece of her heart. He should have been
the one to have it all. Ever since she arrived from France and he
saw her on the hand of her father Baron Henri Germaine, he loved
her. He loved the way her regal beauty was accentuated by the soft
velvet gowns draped over her body. He loved her long dark hair
pulled in intricate braids framing the crown of her head to cascade
down her back. He desired her even then but she wasn’t his to have.
She belonged in Julian’s station and he knew his laird would care
for her. Now he regretted not taking her for himself at that very
moment. For, even as she lay dying, she still thought of the
selfish husband that left her.

No matter now, though. They will focus on the future and the
destiny that stood before them.

The sound of horse hooves against the soft damp grass invaded
his thoughts. The horse sighed and a thump followed by the crunch
of boots against the ground alerted him that one of his men made
their way over to him.

“The men are ready to start the travel, mo
fathair.”

The guard turned and looked into the eyes of his son, Avery. He
was young, about mid-twenties with wavy dark hair and bright blue
eyes that sometimes reminded him too much of his true father. A man
he would never know if Blakedon had anything to do with it. The boy
leaned on his sword with one arm and looked ahead at the river.

“I shall miss this river,” he said softly. “We had many good
memories. Many nights I looked o’er the water and dreamt of mother.
How proud she must be.”

“An’ she shall be proud of ye, boy,” he said, patting his son’s
shoulder. “I promise that. She looks down upon us now from above. I
can feel her.”

His son looked down at the ground, shuffling his feet as he
thought his words over before speaking. “What will become of me?
The man hasn’t returned since…since what happened at the inn.”

“I know.” Liam Blakedon thought about the stranger he had come
across. The very same that had changed his boy into something more
than human. Alexandru Drago, he thought someone had called him but
he couldn’t be sure.

The stranger gave him more strength and a promise of a longer
life in exchange for helping him to combat a larger threat.
Immortals he had called them. Soon a prince would rise and be able
to use these immortals to help give them all life. He saw the
effects that the change had on his son. The boy seemed to die one
night before awaking the next thirsting for blood. He couldn’t feel
the boy’s heartbeat or any sign that said he was alive. Yet there
he was, just like the stranger said. And he would remain with the
thirst for blood as long as the moon rises each night. Avery told
him he felt alive whenever he fed and he was like his old self.

Perhaps this was for the best. Blakedon needed to become
immortal to bring down his former laird. He knew he was out there
somewhere. He could feel his presence like a black cloud over the
lands.

Blakedon turned his back on the river and led his son back to
their pack of horses just as the other guards rode up. They had
until morning before they left Inverness and their past behind and
soon his son would need to sleep again when the sun rose. In the
light of the sunlit day, his body was literally dead with no
movement or sign of his life until night. As long as his skin
didn’t touch the sun’s rays, as the stranger warned, he would be
well.

Blakedon climbed onto his horse and clicked his heels against
the saddle. Leading the men back onto the green covered road ahead,
he settled in. His mind raced to plot how he would wait and rest as
he conspired to bring about the coming immortal’s demise. He was
sure Julian would somehow be involved and he would revel in seeing
their death take place before his eyes.

For in the hall of Avery’s legacy, there will only be one left
standing. As he looked at the boy sitting tall as he rode beside
him, Liam Blakedon knew the fates were sealed.
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Prologue

 

 

Wallachia, a region within the Balkan Mountains -
1461

Decay.

The smell was enough to rot the heart of the noblest man. The
idea of death is never the same as laying one’s eyes upon its
evidence. Jacinus Aurelius Archane had heard victorious stories of
his father and uncle in war. His heart swelled and his pulse raced
at the elaborate narratives and near deaths in fighting the enemies
that dared to take their freedom.

It was nothing like the scene that lay before him.

Massive green valleys of large mountains surrounded them,
reminding him of home among the rolling hills of the Highland
mountains. His heightened senses picked up the sharp taste and
smell of salt water from the other side of the castle where the
steep hillside led down to the Arges River. A passage led along the
back end of the castle allowing them entrance under the soldiers’
eyes.

The castle was situated on the steep hill of the nearest
mountain filled with the piercing cries of soldiers battling and
falling over the stone walls to their deaths. In the distance,
metal clashed against metal in a chorus of sword battles. Vicious
grunts and various bodies falling to the ground thudded into the
air soon after. It was then something else caught his eye. His gaze
veered down to the display in the middle of the road; men and women
impaled upon stakes erupting from the ground. The scent of blood
and decay turned Jace’s stomach and sent shocks of pain straight to
his heart. This was how the enemies were taken care of. Those who
dared to defy the prince within the city and those who sided with
the enemy would suffer just one of his many forms of torture.

“Our people aren’t among those poor souls,” came a voice from
behind him.

Jace turned to face the tall, pale figure draped in blue robes.
Daoine Oberon. It was upon his proposal that they came to these
lands and it was his ability to shape-shift into a large eagle,
allowing them right of entry from Scotland—across the Celtic and
the Mediterranean seas—to the Balkans. Now Jace stood with Daoine
in his human form. Jace’s father and uncle stood on either side of
him, dressed in full plaids and armor. Their swords remained at
their sides and he didn’t have to look at their faces to feel the
shock at what stood before them.

“The monster that caused these atrocities,” Jace said, gritting
his teeth and gripping the hilt of his sword tighter. “Is he the
same that holds our people? Draining them to their death?”

“Yes, Jacinus,” Daoine’s soft voice was calm. “It is he.”

Jace focused his gaze up toward the castle surrounded by
soldiers battling in chainmail armor. The prince’s soldiers.
The Son of the Dragon. His enhanced vision focused on the
small emblems on the shiny silver armor of the Wallachian soldiers.
A dragon, with its wings extended, hung on the sculpted relief of a
cross. His very name meant son of the dragon, a title symbolizing
the continuity of his father’s legacy over their round of knights
within The Order. Another war of freedom was fought as the
Wallachians engaged in a war with Ottomans. The Ottoman Empire’s
flag, bright red with the yellow crest of a moon and star in the
middle, clashed with that of Wallachia’s, a yellow flag with a
black raven atop a green juniper branch holding a silver and gold
cross in its beak.

Jace wasn’t here to choose sides. Like Daoine told them, they
were here to free their own people from the prince’s tortuous hold.
He just hoped it wasn’t too late.

“We will end this now!” The words left Jace’s mouth moments
before he sprinted up to the massive, steep hill of greenery toward
the Wallachian castle of stone.

His father’s voice trailed behind him, calling him. Time was
running out for him to stop and discuss their plans.

Although he only lived forty-two years—nineteen of which he
spent as a Nightwalker—Jace still held the appearance of a man of
twenty-five years. Jace knew the vagaries of being hunted simply
because of what he was. He saw the torture devices left within the
beautiful, peaceful lands of the Highlands where ‘others’ like him
were caught, torn apart, then put on display to any other immortals
that walked the lands. The mortals did the same to their own
suspected of being immortals. If it wasn’t for Daoine, they
wouldn’t have known this injustice. Now that they had finally
arrived, it was time to put an end to all the torture and
deaths.

Instinct told Jace to jump. The powers that he obtained were
many and despite the past two decades, he still hadn’t gotten to
know all that he was capable of. He took a breath and leaped into
the air. The wind flapped against his belted plaids, armor and thin
trews. He didn’t wait for his uncle and father to catch up before
he disappeared into the castle. He made sure to keep out of sight
from the bloodshed within. With their arrival, both sides would
wonder about their purpose on their grounds. He followed the side
of the large castle to keep out of sight. A particular scent,
copper and rotted meat, suddenly filled the air. He couldn’t quite
decipher what but something told him to follow.

The long brick castle stretched out through corridors and small
rooms situated on the sides. Jace made sure to duck behind a wall
just in case he heard oncoming footsteps. Across the back courtyard
he spotted a high watchtower where the scent grew stronger. He
stepped into the open area, stopping once he heard the clash of
swords behind him. His father and uncle’s grunts and yells filled
the air amidst the sound of metal upon metal.

“Jace!” His father’s coarse, deep voice filtered through the
air.

He battled within himself to turn and join them but a shadowy
figure flew by the watchtower window, catching his eye. Silently he
promised himself he’d return and aid his family. Now the small
opportunity to stop this massacre was open—but not for long.

Jace dashed for the towers, using his powers to move like the
wind. Mortals would see him as only a blurred image dashing by, if
they caught sight of him. It was a good ability considering the
soldiers closing in on them. His body reacted to the scent of their
blood, desiring to taste the sweet liquid upon his tongue. Too bad
it would have to wait for later.

He ran up the flight of stairs toward the top, his sword at his
side waiting to find the monster so he could run his sword through
his heart. The smell of decaying skin grew stronger with each step.
He reached the area as the faint sound of wheezing covered the
air.

Jace stepped into the open room at the top of the tower. A
fireplace crackled on the side, warming his cold skin. Bright,
shiny furniture decorated the room along with an elaborate imported
carpet laid out before him. There in the middle of the floor was a
man; his neck was severed with a trail of blood streaming onto the
small stone fountain with a goblet perched on the opposite side in
front of an empty chair. He struggled to breathe as he tried to
lift his head upward toward Jace. The man’s pale skin was nearly
white like the high glow of the moon at midnight. His open mouth
revealed a set of sharp fangs.

Jace couldn’t breathe from the strong stench and the sight that
nearly broke him.

“Kill me.” The man’s jagged words sent chills right down to
Jace’s bones. “Please.”

The words were familiar to Jace, like the distinct Romanian
dialect that was one of Daoine’s many languages. Although his
tongue was unclear to him, the man’s sorrowful gaze was all too
clear.

Jace gripped his sword between both of his hands, raising it
over head.

“Thank you.”

The sword cut through the air and into the bleeding Nightwalker
in seconds. Jace shut his eyes from the horror although death clung
to the room like fog in the night. The scent of evil was
unmistakable yet distant in the air. The prince was gone. Judging
from the empty chair in front of the goblet, he was preparing for
another test of trying to obtain immortality from one of his
prisoners. Where he fled, Jace didn’t know. He hoped the
Nightwalkers coming as reinforcements would stop him outside the
grounds. He opened his eyes and looked to the empty golden goblet
still perched atop the fountain. With a roar escaping his lips, he
swung the sword and knocked the metal over with a loud clank. Tiny
drops of blood stained the carpet. Nightwalker blood. What kind of
monster would destroy their kind just to feed his own thirst to
live forever? The same that would hunt them down for being
different, stronger, better than mere mortals. He hoped this reign
of terror would end. Too much blood had been spilt in the name of
power. It was then Jace realized the importance in the choice he
had made to become a Nightwalker. Daoine was right. They had to
look out for each other now if they were to survive.

A sharp pain shot through his body like shockwaves of
electricity, crippling him to his knees. The world seemed to turn
upside down. Nausea threatened to consume his body. If it still
produced bile, he was sure it would be creeping up into his throat
this moment. Something felt wrong. Jace forced himself to stand and
turn toward the stairs. As he flew down, his mind raced to figure
out what was going on. Once he made it to the court, his worst
fears were realized as his father lay on the ground in his uncle’s
arms. His neatly wrapped plaids were ripped and bloodied from the
oozing stab wound through his heart where his uncle tried to apply
pressure against.

The sword slowly fell from Jace’s hand, crashing against the
ground. He couldn’t believe his sight. His body grew numb, and he
couldn’t move his legs. He saw his uncle’s mouth move, but it was
as if someone turned the sound off in his mind. Nothing remained in
his thoughts as he tried to comprehend what was happening before
his eyes. He saw the tears flowing from his uncle’s strained, angry
eyes. He saw the rush of blood—so much blood—that covered his
father’s chest from a deep wound in the heart. A wound that a
sword’s blade had made. The gush of blood already filled his mouth
from his lungs before seeping from his lips. It was one of the few
weaknesses of Nightwalkers, a fatal wound straight through the
heart, killing the life source.

Jace cursed himself for leaving. He should have stayed and
covered his father instead of running after that cursed prince who
was already gone. Despite the movement, he couldn’t hear anything
except his father’s breath, slowly dying to stillness.

Jace fell to his knees and finally let out an ear piercing cry
into the azure blue sky.

* * * *

Dahomey, West Africa—1461

Everyone was put in this world for a reason. Nothing is a
coincidence.

Her father’s voice echoed in her head like a soft breeze. A
distant reminder.

Ariya repositioned herself on the tree’s branch and watched the
hunters on the ground skulk near their prey. The unassuming
gazelle, tall and beautiful with a coat that glistened under the
afternoon sun, munched calmly on the bright green grass, unaware of
the predators surrounding him.

Summer was coming. Ariya could tell from the changing trees,
turning from red and gold hues to deep green. The air grew calmer
and warmer after the season of end.

She could tell wonderful things were on the horizon in the
coming days.

“Ariya!”

She turned to the adjacent branch and saw the evil stare her
sister Shya gave her. Focus, her full lips mouthed.

“Stop sleeping on the job”.

Ariya quietly cleared her throat and opened her mind to their
telepathic connection. “I was relaxing my mind to prepare for
the job.”

“Yeah, I can sense that. Please keep alert or else Father
will give us both a tongue lashing.”

The hunters raised their silver shields and metal tipped arrows,
preparing to attack. She never liked watching this part despite
knowing the transition would be a calm one for the prey. Quickly
she averted her eyes and clapped her hands over her ears as the
stream of arrows sailed through the air. She waited, falling into
the depths of her mind and concentrated to open the connection with
the animal. He didn’t make a sound nor did he move.

Ariya stood, carefully moving as she balanced her weight on the
shaky branch. Time to work. Her wings expanded to their
full size and she descended to the ground in one graceful
movement.

The gazelle jumped back and she leaned in to catch its eye. She
told herself not to look at the arrows embedded in his coat. For
they didn’t hurt it, and with the help of her magic, they weren’t
recognized by the animal itself. Its front legs shook slightly at
first, ready to turn and run until she caught its gaze. He was an
aged animal long disconnected from its family. Memories of its
youth washed over him from the years he was reared as a child
alongside his brothers and sisters to the days it learned to evade
predators. He was tired of running.

Ariya gently caressed the animal’s thick muscles, calming his
shiny and soft coat while still holding its gaze. He was ready. It
understood that she too was apart of the Earth, but she was here
for a different reason. She couldn’t help feeling a bit of sadness
for this creature despite their understanding. She promised his
passing would not be painful but swift and calm like a smooth,
ocean sunset.

It descended to the ground, first on its hind legs then its
front legs before lying down on the damp soft soil. A song swept
over her mind that her mother used to sing to her when she was a
child.

 

All dreams must end

Life is a dream of unknown
darkness

I will usher you into the
light

Sleep, my dear, sleep

 

Slowly it’s large, doe eyes closed. Its breathing lessened to a
silent calm. She felt the hunters close in behind her as they
inched in to confirm the gazelle’s spirit passing on. Her wings
gently fluttered then folded behind her back. She bowed her head
and said a soft prayer. Be gentle with this one, Mawu-Lisa, he
was kind.

* * * *

Aziza Fairy Realm, Outside the Dahomey region—Undefined
time

The realm of the Aziza was wrapped in mist and shadow. Tall
green everglades decorated the vast lands. Animals roamed the grass
alongside the Aziza fairies. Since she was a child, Ariya played
with the exotic beasts as if they were her own Fairy peers. She
didn’t think much about the outside parallel world of humans. When
they needed their services to hunt, the Aziza would come. It wasn’t
a world she was to visit otherwise. The Aziza people usually kept
to their own with curious rituals unknown to outsiders. True, she
did learn all she could about human history from the ancestors of
the lands through oral traditions and her father’s library of
books, but she wasn’t ready to find out what life was like on the
other side. The stories of the untamed mortals in the outer world
were enough to keep her closely connected to her own realm.

And then, why would she want to leave? The villages offered a
sanctuary she likened to her happy childhood. Smaller huts created
of the forest leaves, trees and earth offset the larger palaces of
white marble in each village. She never considered herself or her
sisters any higher than their townspeople despite their royal
birthright. She considered herself like them, trying to survive in
the same world. The only difference was her growing powers that no
other Aziza gained. Not even her sisters. As the days went on with
each new lesson learned, Ariya was getting better at honing her new
powers.

As evening fell upon the Aziza lands, the nightly ritual began.
The gazelle’s spirit had returned to the deity to be reborn anew in
another form, thus leaving its body an empty vessel for consumption
in the nightly feast. The warm night air awakened the oncoming
summer season.

Ariya walked along the thin bed of damp dirt and grass, enjoying
the feel of the fresh ground beneath her feet. She couldn’t wait
for the season to birth the re-growth of trees and wildlife. With
it came the union of souls in marriage so that the Aziza people
will go on.

She stopped near the large open bonfire in the middle of the
village and leaned on a large oak branch. Her mother and father
stood, draped in their white and gold ceremonial gowns; a long,
single piece of material delicately wrapped around the body to form
a loose fitting dress. Her father wore a matching wrapped headpiece
of white satin and gold to symbolize his royal stance over the
village.

Laughter and music spread throughout the area under the sound of
drums and the bonfire. Ariya couldn’t help laughing with the
surrounding townspeople. She watched gleefully as her father moved
with grace in a dance of pure joy and celebration. He reached his
hands out to her mother and they both danced, signaling others to
join in.

Death usually wasn’t a sign of mourning for the Aziza. Ariya was
brought up to celebrate the life that passed and the new life that
began in constant cycles. She heard word of a birth in the nearby
gazelle herd living by the river and immediately the celebration
began to usher the passage of death into life.

Lately death had been a source of darkness as it took the life
of her oldest sister Rhea not too long ago. Mystery still shrouded
the cause and despite their whispered speculations, her parents had
spoken of nothing regarding what they might know of it.

And then there were the dreams.

For the past few nights Ariya had dreamed of strange pale men in
plaid garments with swords at their sides. She didn’t know of who
they were or even where they came from. Even so, the recurrence of
the dreams proved she needed to pay attention to them.

Later she would research that in her father’s study. For now it
was time to rest her mind and body from the day. Perhaps she would
go seek out Shya and run it by her to get her thoughts on the
matter. Although, she may already be preparing for her betrothal to
one of the land owner’s sons.

Various instruments filled the air with more music and a joyous
song followed, sung in the native Aziza tongue.

Ariya peered up at the clear black sky kissed with the touch of
tiny diamond stars. Long ago, she learned the names of the stars
that formed figures. Her favorite was Mawu, the moon and female
half of the male Lisa, the sun. In the Aziza legends, it was known
that together they created all the other deities that governed the
elements of life; earth, air, fire, water. Mawu-Lisa, however, was
the queen mother.

Suddenly Ariya’s thoughts were interrupted as she felt a
presence cloud the air. She tried to allow her second sight to see
what would happen in the next few moments, but there was nothing
but the impending sense of darkness ahead. Slowly she pushed off
the large trunk of the tree. Her shoulders tensed, fluttering her
wings along with it. Her heart raced and she couldn’t understand
why darkness was clouding her mind. Why can’t I see?

Just then, an ear piercing scream erupted in the darkness of the
woods. On cue, the Aziza Amazon guards raced to the direction of
the noise. The women soldiers held their hands out and with a flash
of light produced long spears of pure silver and dark mahogany
wood. Some ascended into the air while others ran into the open sea
of tree trunks and fallen leaves.

Ariya was on her feet in no time with the surrounding villagers
behind her. Her heart nearly stopped once she saw the dark figure
lying still on the ground.

“No, do not come any closer, Ariya.” Cidra, her most trusted
guard and loyal friend, peered up at her. Despite her round face
and calming eyes, Ariya’s heart still raced. Slowly Cidra stepped
toward her.

The world slipped away into a bevy of screams, murmurs and the
shuffling of many feet against the ground. Ariya sensed the heart
beat that slowly died before her—Shya. Her second oldest sister.
What happened to you?

She watched her father make his way through the guards and kneel
down to Shya’s dead body. Slowly he lowered his head and murmured a
prayer, hoping it wasn’t too late for Shya’s spirit to cross
over.

Ariya felt her mother’s shaky arm wrap around her body and she
screamed into the night air for the second child she now lost.

Ariya tried to speak and find out what happened to her sister.
First she lost Rhea in mysterious circumstances once the oldest of
her Fairy sisters was found dead after missing for weeks. Dead and
drained of her blood and powers. Now Shya fell to the same fate.
I can’t lose anymore of my family. It was just her and her
parents now. She swallowed deeply, clinging to her mother’s arms as
her heart nearly stopped within her chest. She wanted to remove
this pain. She wanted to shake her head, close her eyes and use her
magic to bring her two sisters back. She refused to believe this
was happening.

Ariya’s mind continued to race as her mother pulled her toward
the castle. She hoped to find an answer to these deaths soon before
the invisible creature struck again. She didn’t quite know what the
creature was or its origins. Stories of the ghoulish Asiman
creatures that Ariya had heard as a child began to resurface among
the villagers since Rhea’s death. It couldn’t have been that,
though. The crops were still intact and only her family members had
been victims. It was as if this attack was deliberate, slowly
consuming the life and power of each family member one by one. Her
parent’s late night whispers about the creature didn’t help much as
they speculated on its origins. Perhaps it was time to inquire more
about this strange creature.

* * * *

“Ariya…Ariya, wake up.”

Her eyes fluttered open to the warm, smiling face that greeted
her every morning.

“Daa,” she said smiling. She stretched out her arms and
legs, inadvertently letting slide the book that lay open on her
lap.

Her father’s hand darted out just in time to grab it before it
hit the floor. “A damlo gangi a?” he asked, thumbing
through the book. He flipped it around to look at the cover.

“Yes, I slept very well,” she answered. She sat forward in the
large comfy chair.

“Reading about the mortals again?”

She nodded. “I just wanted to check up on some history.”

“What brought this on?”

Ariya stood, remembering why she made it a point not to fall
asleep in the library chairs since she was a child. No matter how
comfortable they were when she sat down, that disappeared when
awoke from a long sleep. She continued stretching.

“A dream. A strange one, of men fighting. They wore strange
clothes of plaid colors. They fought under flags of nations I’ve
read about but can’t remember at the moment.” She shrugged,
noticing her father’s intense gaze. “They were just silly dreams
though. I don’t even know why they came to me.”

“Is this the first time they came to you?”

Noticing the curious lift of his eyebrows, she quickly smiled to
calm him. After everything that had happened to their family she
didn’t want to place any more burdens on his heart with another
worry. Instead she waved her hand and leaned in to place a kiss on
her father’s cheek. “It’s nothing, daa,” she said.

He set the book on the side table next to her chair. “Do you
ever dream of your sisters?”

“No. Although I still feel them even after the way they died. As
if they still live out there in one form or another.” She looked up
at him. His warm gaze filled with sadness. “Perhaps their spirits
were saved.”

“I hope so.”

Ariya looked at her father wishing she could read his thoughts
or sense his feelings. He, along with her mother, was the only
Aziza whose senses she couldn’t tap into. Especially when they held
their guard up like he was doing now. She felt as if he still had
something to say. As if the silence was leading to a speech of some
sort that he held deep inside. She couldn’t help noticing the way
he looked at her. Like it was to be his last.

“Daa, what is it?”

He looked up as if he was suddenly coming out of his thoughts.
Immediately he smiled. “Not a thing, yèyé.”

Normally she would mind the word meaning baby in their language,
but her father had used it as a term of endearment since she was
young. Perhaps to remind himself that she was, and always will be
his baby.

“You must prepare for some real rest now, yèyé,” he
said before leaning in to kiss her forehead. “Your mother sleeps
now but she still wishes for you to go in and bid her a good night.
Do so and she may have pleasant dreams to spare for you.”

Ariya smiled and brought him in for a tight hug.

“Go now.”

She turned toward the stairs and ran up to the top. Only when
she heard her father’s deep gravelly voice did she stop and turn
toward him.

“Know that we love you. Always. If you feel darkness near always
remember the ones who love you. Trust your instinct. Everything
happens for a reason.”

Ariya smiled. “I know, Daa. You’ve told me before. Good
rest to you.”

As she reached the top of the stairs, she turned to close the
door. It was then she thought she heard her father’s low words.

“Nothing is a coincidence. Please watch Ariya if we can’t,
Mawu-Lisa. Usher her for safety into the light.”

His words turned to quiet whispers and she wondered why at this
time was her father worrying? She hoped it was just a case of
preparing for the future and that nothing was on the horizon.
Pushing the quiet ominous feeling away, Ariya turned and left to
bid her mother good dreams.




 

 

 

I

 

Light and Shadow

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

Ariya awoke with a sharp gasp. Her eyes flashed open to
the darkness within her room. The dream images still played in her
mind despite the darkness of her bedroom to prove her surroundings.
She had the dream again. Blood spilt on the bright grass grounds.
Swords clashed upon swords in the air. The ear piercing screams of
battle filled the blackened sky amidst severed heads impaled upon
stakes erected from the ground. Soldiers wearing folded plaids
draped around their armor drank blood from the fallen and raised
their swords in victory.

One man stood out amongst the carnage untouched and unscathed.
His handsome, chiseled features accented by the flow of his long,
wavy dark hair. His body was carved to perfection. Taut, angular
curves revealed the hard forms of his muscles beneath the skin.

Another premonition? Or perhaps a nightmare.

It was the third one she had in a row during the past few
days.

She tried to focus on the smooth, white marble and crystal walls
offsetting the dark antique Aziza statues. The calm royal purple
satin draping and regal light blue motif curtains weren’t a comfort
to her unsettled mind.

Awhile had passed since both of her sisters’ death. Whispers
spread across the land that another attack was inevitable. Ariya
couldn’t help feeling something was on the horizon. Her father and
mother whispered whenever she wasn’t around, promptly stopping once
they saw her.

What was it they weren’t telling her? Could it have anything to
do with the men in her dreams? After all, whenever she dreamt of
them a feeling of thick dread came over her. That night she
revealed her dreams to her father, he hadn’t asked her about it any
further since then. On this particular night the dream seemed to
hover in the air like a cloud fog surrounding her. Unlike the other
nights when it would remain and then melt away.

Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Ariya tried to slow
her breathing. The air was stuffy and for a moment, she thought
about opening the large terrace windows to let the night air
in.

Creak.

Her head shot up toward the cracking sound coming from the hall.
The loud pounding of her heart within her chest echoed in her ears
and she was sure anyone within close proximity would pick up the
drumming beat.

Gently, she slipped her feet into the soft, warm slippers next
to her bed before opening the door. A soft warm wind blew across
the hall, caressing her face. The velvety sensation flittered
across her skin and throughout her body. She welcomed the sweet
distraction. Fragments of the nightmare still crossed her mind as
she peeked outside her door, hoping a maid or one of the Aziza
Amazon guards were just keeping watch.

No one was in the darkened hall.

A shadow brushed across the wall, echoing the tree outside the
corner window. The branches and leaves cracked against the glass in
reaction to the brush of the wild wind.

Was she still dreaming? No, it felt too real. She was definitely
awake.

The palace spread out around her like a glistening white marble
structure complete with matching triptychs depicting her family,
wide arched door frames and dome-shaped ceilings. From what she
read in her texts, the architecture surpassed that of the great
monuments in the mortal world. Stone walls lined the interior
hallways with dark crimson velvet curtains to soften the harsh
bright color. Family paintings of her lineage lined the walls down
the gold-trimmed staircase. Silence covered each space of the area
despite the crack of the branches outside. In fact, it was too
silent for this time of evening. She gave a relieved sigh. Her
mother always said she had a big imagination.

Feeling satisfied with the source of the noise, Ariya closed the
door to her room again. A soft caress of cool wind brushed her
curly hair over her shoulders.

Ariya turned toward the terrace to see the doors wide open. The
curtains swayed into the room. She took a step toward the window
then stopped, feeling a thousand pricks under her skin. She froze
and suddenly the feeling disappeared or had it?

It was here.

At first, she slowly backed up, then turned. She couldn’t feel
anything behind her, but she knew it was coming. There was no time
to run. Instead she flared her wings out from her back and dove
over the stair rails. Her wings flapped against the air to catch
her fall, then gently lowered her to the ground

“Don’t stop, Ariya! Run! Go to the mortal realm
immediately!” Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind.

Questions cornered her mind. She hadn’t been called to the hunt
to cross realms. Why did she need to go to the mortal realm now?
The hunters she worked with didn’t call upon the Aziza until they
needed assistance. Then and only then. She was warned about messing
with time parallels outside such matters. Most importantly, she
couldn’t risk the creature finding her as it did her sisters. Ever
since their deaths, the guards kept watch over Ariya and she was
careful where she went. Ariya’s heart fought with her mind whether
or not to continue running until she crossed realms.

“Go, Ariya! Just go!”

She stopped near the front entrance of the palace. The large,
marble double doors flew open. With caution burning her brain and
the hint of magical words on her tongue, she saw the air outside
ripple around the door heading straight for her. She opened her
mouth to speak when she heard another voice intervene.

“No! Here!” Her mother’s voice cried out somewhere outside the
palace. The wind rushed away from the door and Ariya faced her
opportunity.

It was now or never.

With all the energy she could muster, she pumped force into her
legs and ran out the door into the still night. Seconds later, the
bright crystal and marble magnificence of the palace burst into an
explosion of crumbled rock and glass within tall, blazing ethereal
flames.

Ariya felt the rush of adrenaline race through her body, forcing
her toward the edge of the forest. She didn’t look back. She
couldn’t. For if she did, her biggest fears would come true.

Her parent’s screams filled the air behind her and her legs
slowed to a halt. A rippling form flowed around the flaming palace
like a bird in flight. In its grasp, she saw her parent’s dark
forms slowly disappear into the entity. Words escaped her as she
finally laid eyes on the creature. It was like the wind itself,
almost disappearing into the air with only a ripple of a force
field revealing it’s movement. It had no form, no identifiable
characteristics of anything she had ever seen or heard of, even in
this realm. Still she felt it as if it were a person standing right
next to her. A male with a familiar connection she knew from
somewhere. Whatever it was, it wasn’t the Asiman lore she had known
throughout her life. She had to do something to help them before it
was too late.

“My lady.” Ariya almost didn’t hear her maiden guard’s calm
voice behind her. Cidra’s dark eyes focused on her, forcing her to
concentrate. “You must escape before the end is near.”

“My parents—” The last of her family and all she had left to
keep her going throughout these distressing days were slowly
slipping away from her.

“They are distracting the creature while you escape. It is you
it’s after.”

It is you it’s after. Even hearing the words
with her own ears, she still couldn’t believe it. The
elemental-like creature was here to take her life and power just it
did her sisters. Ariya knew she couldn’t just leave her parents
there to fight the creature.

Cidra’s hand clamped around her chin and lifted her gaze. Her
mystical eyes exuded an urgency that rose above her soft voice.
“There is no time.”

A gesture she employed whenever Ariya needed extra security. If
ever there was a time she needed it, she suspected it was now.

“Go!”

Cidra pushed her toward the edge of the forest with the sounds
of destruction spreading across their township. Ariya knew Cidra
would lead the Aziza Amazon guards in a battle to divert the
creature’s attention and distract it just in time for her escape.
The monster’s high pitched screech invaded her ears. She couldn’t
resist looking.

Ariya turned to look over her shoulder. There under the swirling
cloud of air, Cidra lead the band of female Aziza Amazon guards
into battle alongside her parents. One by one they were thrown
about; their magic blocked and boomeranged back to them. Some had
their power and lifeforce drained despite their efforts yet, unlike
her sisters, their blood remained. Suddenly it dawned on her. It
was as if the creature knew the extent of their powers and was
drawn to it, honing in as if to power itself from their lifeforce.
Ariya forced herself to look away and she ran, feeling her blood
burning. She was a coward for running, but there had to be a reason
everyone was so set on her leaving to the mortal realm.

As she ran, Ariya tried with all her might to bore the recent
images of death out of her mind’s eye. She hoped Mawu-Lisa would
usher her parents into a peaceful passage from this world onto the
next.

* * * *

Why did the creature arrive after so long? Why now?

After finding the emptied corpses of her sisters, Ariya finally
saw it with her own eyes and she still couldn’t believe it. It was
as if the air was moving into a stream of what appeared like water
amidst the sky. Were the Amazon guards able to destroy it?

They couldn’t have. Not after they tried to fend it off so long
ago. Nothing seemed to stop it from attacking and absorbing the
life out of anything in its path.

Ariya opened her eyes and exhaled. She surveyed her
surroundings. Dark, cracked concrete lay under her instead of the
green grass she had grown to love back home. Where was this place?
The warm dusk of the Aziza lands had faded away as she made the
jump into the human lands.

The creature—whatever it was—would surely follow her across all
the lands of the Aziza until it eliminated her just like her
sisters, Shya and Rhea, and finally her parents. Perhaps it
was safe after all to come into these lands, if it didn’t
sense her here. She would dare not risk finding out.

Where did it come from anyway? She wondered. And
why was it trying to eliminate her entire family?

With these questions in her mind, Ariya pushed herself off the
ground and proceeded to the street. Looking around, she tried to
assess the area she landed in. A long dark alleyway aligned a long
stretch of concrete. Cars passed back and forth nearby in the
distance, otherwise the street remained empty. The moon sat high
above the sky, disappearing into the dark atmosphere from an azure
hue. Night loomed in the distance.

Looking around, she wasn’t sure where she was. She continued
along the near empty street. Small, quaint one-story houses created
a suburban residence. Some yards had bright green lawns growing out
front, while others had lawns filled with dirt, gravel
and—cacti?

This must be somewhere in the Southwest, she gathered. A cold
shiver snaked throughout her body and down to her wings. Loneliness
crept up inside her just then. Thankful for the soft lavender wrap
dress she wore, Ariya couldn’t figure out whether the chill came
from the cold or the realization itself. Either way, it was a good
thing she decided to wear the dress that evening. She liked to go
to bed wearing as little as possible; although she kept a robe
nearby whenever she left her room. Most humans had a strange way
with covering themselves up all the time. Thank goodness for the
Earth dwellers that lived among the forests and out of the big
industrial cities. No matter. If she kept moving, she had a chance
to evade the elemental creature that tracked her. She just had
to keep moving.

A distant howl froze her steps. Could be coyotes, she surmised.
They were typical for these desert land areas, after all. Probably
somewhere off in the distance anyway.

She continued walking, repeating this mantra in her head.

Another howl, this one closer, sent more shivers throughout her
body.

Ariya quickened her pace as a third howl broke into the air,
closer than the last two. Her heart pounded rapidly within her
chest. She looked around. She wasn’t sure where she was headed, yet
she knew she had to find safety soon.

* * * *

Jace Archane dug his fingernails into the pillow beneath the
woman under him. He braced his body to slam violently from the
oncoming orgasm rising from his feet and slithering up his legs.
The girl moaned with excitement and writhed under his hard body. He
reveled in the feel of himself throbbing inside of her as he filled
her with all the essence he could muster. At the same time, his
teeth dug deeper into her neck, his mouth opening wider to receive
the warm liquid trickling into his throat from her neck. She was
young, nubile and warm. And on this particular night, he needed to
drink until he was knocked out silly. His Uncle Julian called him
in earlier, but he couldn’t go in for business just yet. The old
man would be all over his case for missing the meeting tonight.

He didn’t care.

No matter what the blood lines said, he wasn’t ready to be
patriarch of the house just yet. He was already getting used to
settling into his duties as regent despite having the title for
centuries. He was still a young, strapping man of 600 years of age
and this was the perfect time for their kind to roam freely under
mortal eyes. Representations of vampires served as entertainment
for the mortals and hot, heaving women with a weakness for bad
boys. They weren’t hunted down and tortured like in the old days of
the witch hunt. Now they were revered and worshipped in mortal
books, television, movies and radio. If it ever got out that there
were immortals living amongst them, it’d be chaos right in their
very own backyard. It was better to leave these mortals with their
imaginations rather than having them face the truth right before
their very own eyes.

Jace cleared his mind and focused. Tonight was the perfect
setting for a beautifully satisfying meal.

The thought sent him over the edge. His torso lurched. His hips
slammed into her with one last thrust. A deep primal groan emitted
from the back of his throat into the quiet candlelit bedroom. He
closed his eyes allowing the calm waves of pleasure to wash over
him.

Then he remembered the silence.

Jace looked down at his lover and saw her deep blue eyes icily
staring ahead forever. He waited too long once again. Her thin,
pale body already grew cold as he gently closed her eyes. He ran
his hand over the thin, blond tresses splayed across his five
thousand count Egyptian cotton pillows. With one gentle kiss upon
her forehead, he reached for the cordless phone and dialed a
number.

He let out a deep sigh, rubbing his hand over his face as the
phone rang on the other end. His body slowly descended from the
high while he still warmed up from the feed. He already missed the
blissful elevation, but more pressing matters waited for him than
his unquenchable thirst.

“Polidori here.”

“Hey Angel. It’s Jace.”

He felt her smiling across the line as she spoke her next words.
“Well, well, well your highness. What could I do for a big
important guy like you?”

Jace chuckled. “I’m not any of that high royalty right now. Just
an heir moonlighting as a foot soldier for Julian.”

“Not just any heir, handsome,” she said with a chuckle. “Julian
would have your head if you forgot how important you really
are.”

“He doesn’t give me enough time to forget. That’s not why I
called though. I got another accidental necro on my hands.”

“Got a little happy in the sex feed again, huh?”

Jace stared down at the still girl underneath him. “Apparently
so.”

“Well,” Angel sighed. “Hang tight and I’ll be over in ten.”

“Ah, I can’t stay.” Jace pushed off the girl and moved to the
cold area of the bed next to the girl. “Got an emergency meeting
tonight with Julian. Okay if I leave her outside my door?”

Angel scoffed. “All right, but you’ll be risking nosy human
neighbors sniffing around.”

“I’ll risk it.”

* * * *

After making a quick rest stop, Jace stepped was out on the
street, feeling the cold night air on his equally cold skin. He
loved the sounds of the city around him and of all the cities he’s
been to, downtown Phoenix had to be the lowest key.

Summer was near. The air flirted with the cold one day and
teased with a warm caress of heat the next. City nightlife sprang
to life with car horns, bright lights and unsuspecting humans
walking the streets to and fro.

He breathed in deeply, sensing the flurry of people, their
thoughts and emotions along the busy street. Even though his body
felt full from the recent feed, his nostrils tickled with the smell
of blood. His mouthed watered to taste the sweet liquid. The city
dwellers smiled, laughed and conversed among themselves. So unaware
of what the world held beneath their radar for so many
centuries.

Jace tightened the loose leather jacket around his torso. He
waited until his driver opened the back door to the waiting limo
before sliding in.

The Archane house was located downtown amidst the art scene. A
massive green lawn and large foliage obscured the structure, nearly
hiding it from the patrons who walked by. The ancient gothic
European architecture was a vast contrast from the normal
southwestern ranch homes in the area. Although it scared the crap
out of the older residents of the town, it was a scream during
Halloween time.

The limo rounded the circular driveway to the front of the house
and stopped. As Jace stepped out, he spotted the three main sport
cars parked out front. The black Lincoln town car belonged to his
Uncle Julian, Patriarch over the House of Blood; the hunter green
1956 Jaguar Roadster belonged to Michael Hammond, Patriarch over
the House of Lycans; and finally the dark green Corvette was Daoine
Oberon’s, Patriarch over the House of Shifter Elves. Julian planned
to pass down the Lincoln when the time came. As much as Jace
admired the beauty of that car, he wasn’t ready to take the House
of Blood throne or give up his BMW Volga Roadster. Sooner or later
his uncle would have to understand that.

Jace ran up the steps to the front doors that opened
automatically. He stepped inside and absent-mindedly ran his hands
over his wavy shoulder length hair. A small gathering of the houses
took place out in the foyer. He immediately recognized Brenden, the
tall, bald, dark vampire in black sunglasses serving as head of
security. Next to him Gael Almadovar spoke in small gestures. Gael
took his office as regent to the House of Shifter Elves seriously.
Although one wouldn’t know it from his calm demeanor. Gael’s milk
chocolate complexion, piercing green eyes and strong Moorish
features made him an easy weakness for the ladies.

“Not at the Torch tonight, Gael? I thought we were meeting there
with Rich.”

“We are,” a hint of the Spanish accent lingered on his tongue.
“I had to see Daoine before going in. There’s a big meeting going
on tonight. I’d proceed cautiously, if I were you.”

Jace saluted with a grin. “They usually are in a meeting. See
you in a few hours.”

Gael laughed, showing off his dimpled cheeks and shook his
head.

The soft muffle of voices stretched all the way into the East
wing of the hall. To any mortal it would be a low hum, slightly
indecipherable. Jace heard the voices yet still couldn’t make out
what they were talking about as he stepped onto the floor and
headed for the door. Usually he tried not to interfere on the
conversation, but there was no way he could willingly cut down on
his keen hearing ability. Not that he’d want to, anyway.

“Here we go,” he said with a sigh.

The three patriarchs turned in his direction. Jace straightened
his posture and held his head high.

“My dear Uncle,” he said, holding his arms out with a smile. “I
came as soon as you called.”

His Uncle Julian stood around six feet with the looks of a
smooth handsome man in his late thirties. Baby blue eyes
complemented a mane of wavy brown hair tied back in a short
ponytail. Jace could easily pass as his son and since losing his
father so long ago, Jace did consider him a close father figure.
After all, he was the next in line for the patriarch as heir to the
House of Blood.

The older vampire stepped out from behind his desk to join
Michael and Daoine in the middle of the room. He kept his gaze on
Jace as he placed his hands on his friends’ shoulders and
spoke.

“Gentleman, I do believe this meeting is adjourned.” Julian’s
voice was tight, completing the tense gaze he threw Jace.

“Did I miss something?” Jace said with a smirk as he peered at
each of the patriarchs.

“Elder business, we were just finishing up.” Julian’s voice
remained unabashedly polite.

This was heavy. That was all right, though. Jace knew how to
handle his Uncle after so many years. Just another kink in the land
of cogs working on the bigger machinery. Nothing he couldn’t
handle.

“Until next time, Julian,” Michael’s gruff voice was deep,
spreading throughout the room. His strong gaze and intimidating
disposition would send signals off in any mortal unaware of his
true nature. A sly smile crossed the Lycan’s lips and his head
gently dipped in a slight nod.

“Jace,” Michael said in a hoarse, farewell tone.

Daoine was another story. Tall, lithe and mystical, he was
enchanting and stunned any human in his vicinity with his beauty
alone. No one knew his true age, but the eternal magnificence of
youth forever imprinted itself in his face and body. His thin,
angular face and slightly sunken cheeks accented his regal
look.

The Shifter Elf’s lips pressed together as he nodded on his way
toward the door.

“Jace,” Daoine said in a voice reminiscent of soft choir
bells.

“Gentleman.” The soft footsteps descended down the hall. Jace
flung his arm forward, slamming the door close. Finally Jace turned
to his Uncle with a wide smile on his face. He liked being in the
company of such great leaders. At times it did feel daunting and
frankly tiring. Of course he wouldn’t vocalize this nor think it in
his Uncle’s presence, but sometimes a good mortal filled the empty
space just nicely.

Jace couldn’t help smiling wider when he noticed the vein
popping out from Julian’s forehead.

“Uncle Julian, I can’t say how happy—”

Julian’s hand whipped across Jace’s face like lightning,
smacking him hard.

“You insolent little—!” Julian’s smooth voice turned raspy, a
warning to alert he was pissed off to the edge. His jaw flexed as
he exhaled to calm himself enough to continue. “You show some
respect when you deal with your elders and that includes being on
time when I ask you here.”

Jace straightened out his jacket, trying to maintain his
composure. The right side of his face burned like fire while his
mind raced to comprehend that he was actually hit like a little
child. While he felt a little of his pride broken beneath his skin,
he shook it off and widened the distance between him and
Julian.

“I had a little detour on the way here.”

“Your appetite could have waited until afterward. And judging by
your call to the Necro Cerberus, I’m thinking you would have done
better to wait and take your time.”

Jace tried hard not to chuckle. Angel must’ve mentioned his call
to Julian once they hung up. Either that or his phone was tapped by
the blood brigade.

“Priorities, Uncle,” Jace said calmly.

“Of which you have yet to recognize. I won’t have the future
patriarch over the House of Blood being sloppy and destroying our
entire legacy.”

Jace sneered. “Thanks for having such great confidence in me,
Unc.”

“Don’t you dare turn this around on me, Jacinus. You waltz
around here acting like the eternal party boy with no care in the
world for what’s important.”

“Oh yeah? And what’s that?”

“Responsibility.”

The word hovered in the air like a thick mist. Jace tried to
shake it off with a laugh.

“Right.” He walked over to the large cushioned brown leather
seats and sat down, stretching out his long limbs. “Is this why you
called me here tonight, Unc?”

“Not necessarily.” Julian walked back to this desk and reached
for the single folder on top. He pulled out the top sheet of paper
and flipped it around so Jace could read it right side up.

“What’s this?” Jace asked with a raised eyebrow.

“The signed affidavit to give over your complete birthright and
inheritance. Being the last Archane left, it is up to you to carry
on our legacy. But if you choose to sign and relinquish it all,
your life will be completely yours.”

Jace’s gaze bounced between the paper and his Uncle’s piercing
eyes. He tried to study the look in Julian’s, but it was completely
unreadable. He wouldn’t dare try to read the ancient Nightwalker’s
mind at the moment. He was no fool.

“You mean if I sign this, it will all be over? My duties, all
the expectations—I’ll be able to live as I please?”

Julian nodded once. “Completely.”

The paper appeared like any other legal document complete with
an X signature line on his birth date; July 20, 1420. Jace dreamed
of this moment since the days after the war with Vlad the Impaler.
He didn’t grasp the beauty of being a Nightwalker until then and
ever since that time, he partied like a man on his last night of
bachelorhood. He had suffered too many losses for too long and it
was time he focused on something else. Revelry seemed like an
advantage in the act of crossing over into an immortal. Jace felt
it was the most fitting, and as it turned out, the most rewarding.
The signature should have been easy for him now that he had the
chance for an escape. Though now the idea of his lavish lifestyle,
his access to the finer things in life and the status of the
Archane name was all too enticing to let go.

“What are you waiting for?” Jace shifted at the question in his
mind verbalized by his Uncle.

“I—I just—”

“First time I’ve seen you at a loss for words, nephew.” Julian
said with a smile. “Are you unsure?”

Jace shrugged. “So, what if I am?”

“It’s a difficult task to take on. Your father and I understood
this. If you need help—”

“Hey, I don’t need any of your frickin’ charity!”

“Apparently you do if you’re living off the Archane name and
riches.”

Jace had to admit he was right there.

“Look,” Julian began. “I don’t want to fight. We are in this
together and we are family. I don’t want to see you squander away
such a beautiful, unique opportunity that you have inherited by
birthright.”

Jace flexed jaw muscles to calm himself down. He needed to get
out of this room and walk around for awhile. Perhaps the answer
would come in the comfort of the night air. “Can I think about it
first?” he finally asked.

His uncle nodded. “Of course.” He slipped the paper in the
folder and closed it. “Take as much time as you need, just do it by
next week. There’s much to discuss in the coming days, and I need
to know whether you’re with us or not.”

“Naturally.” Jace turned and headed for the door, anxious to
leave his Uncle’s presence. “I’ll be in touch.”

“Jacinus—”

Jace froze at the sound of his full name. With his hand on the
doorknob, he turned to face his Uncle.

“Not too long now,” Julian said with a gleam in his eye.

* * * *

“Jace, man you have a good night, all right?”

Jace stopped and turned to face Brenden. The offer had been
playing over and over in his head like a bad yet catchy pop tune.
He was so deep in the ‘what if’s’ and effects of his decision that
he almost didn’t hear Brenden’s voice. “What? Oh, hey—thanks, you
too. Oh! Did Gael leave for the Torch?”

Brenden nodded. “He should be down there waiting for you
now.”

Jace thanked him and continued to the front door. Only then did
he finally take a deep breath. He needed to expound some energy and
work off this raging inferno boiling his blood. The ultimatum
haunted him and only now did he realize the implications of his
future actions.

What if he did give up everything and leave on his own to live
by his own rules? The loner definition fit that of the Rens though
he would rather be a decaying corpse than be associated with those
rogues. He wouldn’t have the luxury of feeding and discarding the
body with Angel’s help. He would have to fend for himself and hide
his tracks away from the mortals.

And then there were his art students. What if they happen to
find out the truth about him, and he had nowhere to turn to help
him cover it up? Despite his lifestyle, he loved teaching and
sharing the beautiful works of art he had created and acquired over
the years. Immortality offered him a variety of jobs and trades to
learn throughout the ages, but this was one that never left his
heart. Some artists he got to know personally, although his
students would never know such a fact. If push came to shove
perhaps he could coach football alongside his best friend Rich and
his pack mate Vex at the local college during the spare times when
afternoon practice filtered into nights.

Jace frowned at the thought. Not exactly his idea of a great
hideout.

“Would you need a ride home, sir?”

Jace heard his driver’s voice moments after it filtered into the
air. He turned to the large Nightwalker in the front seat, leaning
with one arm on the frame of the door and the other on the steering
wheel.

“I’m going to take a walk to clear my head,” Jace said,
gesturing toward the sidewalk. “I’ll be back.”

“Yes, sir.”

A warm breeze whipped through the air as Jace continued down the
sidewalk. He was thankful class was canceled tonight. No doubt he
loved his kids, but the double life he led in and out of their
sight started to wear on him as the days went on. Plus sometimes a
guy just needed some time to himself.

Jace stuffed his hands in his jacket pockets, feeling his body
shiver despite the warmth of his comfortable coat. His mind
wandered as he lost himself in the dark stillness of the night.
Then the scent of blood suddenly invaded his nostrils. Wolf’s
blood. And something else he couldn’t quite identify.

He rushed in the direction of the wolves and turned into a
darkened alley. A bright, blueish white, hot light emitted from the
middle of the alley while the pack of wolves growled and circled
around it, never taking their eyes off the bright being.

Jace surveyed their body temperatures. These weren’t wolves
belonging to the House of Lycans. No. These were Shifter
renegades on the hunt to kill.

He shielded his eyes while straining to see through the light.
The wolves continued to circle the bright figure in the middle.
Their snarling mouths dripped and watered with the desire to taste
blood. He usually wasn’t one to come between a Ren and his dinner
as long as they stayed on their turf away from the houses.
Something told him this was a special case. It was if he
needed to be here.

His front teeth extended to sharp points along with his
fingernails at his side. His heart beat raced, and his adrenaline
shot high. If things got out of hand, he would be more than ready
to take care of it.

* * * *

Ariya’s defenses shot to full alert. Once she got a look at the
howling creatures, she knew they definitely weren’t coyotes, but
strange ethereal rabid wolves. Their coats were thicker and shined
like sleek coats under the light of the moon. What kind of
supernatural creatures are these? She tried to lose them
around a few corners, but they persisted on following her. With her
destruction in mind, she gathered from their salivating maws.
Trying to find a hiding place in this area proved to be the
equivalent of finding her way in a pitch black room with no light.
Still, she hoped there would be someone out there kind enough to
help her out and hopefully hide her at least for a little
while.

If only she could escape this predicament first.

Normally she would be able to take care of wolves. Back home she
had the ability to look into their eyes, connect telepathically
with them and form an understanding between their two worlds. But
these creatures only saw red and shunned any reason she offered
them. Definitely nothing like the wolves in the Aziza woods. There
was something off about these creatures, and she wasn’t about to
stay around and find out the source of it. She needed to think
fast. She couldn’t fly away for fear of falling into a more
dangerous threat. Not to mention she could run into mortals that
lived in this area. They had to be unaware of her people’s
existence in this time. Unlike the hunters at home that had known
her people for so long.

The wolf creatures circled her in formation, ready to attack.
She held her hands still, retaining the energy surging from her
fingertips to form a circle of light around her body. Something
went off in them and suddenly the wolves leaped off the ground with
a vicious howl.

Ariya closed her eyes, raised her arms and fell to her knees
waiting for the end.

Nothing occurred in the next few moments. Silence covered the
air despite the high pitched hum of the energy beam surrounding
her. Ariya peeked out from the obstruction of her arms and saw the
wolves frozen in mid-air about to attack. The deep blue energy
still pulsated from her body and seemed to surround them, holding
them in place.

Stay calm, Ariya. Concentrate.

Ariya held her palms open, retaining the energy field and hoped
the wolves would stay put. She counted to three then turned on her
heels to disappear into the darkness. Another growl invaded the air
somewhere behind her, warning her to stay put.

She pumped energy into her legs, running as fast as she can
toward the end of the alleyway. A second growl alerted of the
oncoming attack. She didn’t have time to find the source before a
thick, heavy body jumped onto her back, knocking her to the
ground.

Ariya fought with all her might to get the beast off her, yet
still it held on. Its sharp claws extended, scraping her wings and
penetrating her skin right into her muscle. She screamed loudly
from the searing pain shooting throughout her body. Her mind raced
to think of something, anything, to get her out of this situation
alive.

Another growl and the pitter patter of paws racing across the
concrete warned her this was the end.

A tall, dark shadow raced across the dim streetlight. It looked
like a man though she couldn’t quite tell from the rapid movement.
Her body retracted as she felt the wolf yanked off. The claws
scraped against her back and wings but relief thankfully followed.
She heard the man haul the wolf against the side wall where it
crashed with a sickening thud. Ariya turned to see the action under
the dim streetlight, ready to thank the man who saved her. A few
feet away, the wolves still frozen in mid air were freed and dove
onto the ground, heading straight for her. She tried to move yet
was still paralyzed from the pain. Blood fell in trickles, already
drying from the desert air.

Ariya braced herself for the oncoming attack when the figure
stepped in front of her view. She couldn’t quite make him out
beneath the dark shadows of the alley that seemed to cling to him
like night itself hiding among his form. He swung at each of them,
knocking them away one by one until they fell into a rigid heap of
fur.

The two closest wolves fell against the wall, then to the ground
with a whimper. Their bodies writhed and glowed before transforming
into human form in mere seconds.

“Lookie, lookie, Ralphie,” the first with long black wavy hair
said, staggering to his feet. “Princie boy is suddenly getting all
heroic.”

“Oh, he is indeed,” the other, Ralphie, with short blond hair
said. He smiled, revealing a set of prominent sharp front teeth.
“Why don’t you put some of that Archane muscle to use, huh pretty
boy?”

She listened to them speak and tried to decipher what language
it was. Despite her rapidly beating heart and racing thoughts, she
tried to focus enough to sift through the mental catalogue of human
languages throughout their existence.

The wolfmen swung, but the figure moved fast as he zipped around
the area in a blurred motion much like the wind. He moved with the
elegant grace of a skilled fighter as he ducked and blocked hits
coming his way.

Ariya forced herself to stand as best she could. This was her
one chance to leave while they were distracted and she had to take
it. She staggered toward the opposite direction, leaving the fight
behind her. She turned to look over her shoulder and immediately
regretted it when she slammed against a tall, thick and sturdy
body. Strong hands grasped her arms and held on tight.

“Well, aren’t you a pretty one?” the large man before her said.
He smelled of rotting flesh and blood, causing her stomach to lurch
in reaction. Looking up at him, he was covered in darkness yet his
eyes glowed bright yellow. She tried to move from his grip, though
it was futile in his large, massive hands. Despite his cloaked
face, she saw the slight lift of his lips and the crease of his
cheeks. He was smiling at her.

Ariya opened her mouth to scream as he dug his fingernails into
her arms and extending his claws.

Her body jolted from the pain and she let out an ear piercing
scream into the night. She was tempted to focus her power on him.
With her mind alone she could spontaneously combust his blood,
bones and intestines from the inside out, but the power of her
energy would alert the creature she feared more than him. The power
she used to fend for herself earlier had nearly drained her already
and she didn’t know if she had enough to finish this battle off.
Before she could decide, the figure’s body froze and his claws
retracted. His eyes grew wide with horror before his body fell to
the ground with a loud thud. Behind him stood her defender. Slowly
he stepped into the light. His entire body appeared colorless and
translucent, allowing the veins within his body to look like thin
vines slithering through milk. But it was his face, a strange
conformity of shapes and hues that attracted her, frightened her
and yet entranced her like no one before. Long waves of brown hair
framed his strong angular visage. His features were well-defined as
if he were carved from marble itself. Bright blue eyes stared back
at her. His enticing lips thinned as his angular jaw flexed. Right
away, he reminded her of a romantic hero of a time long passed when
kings reigned earlier in this realm.

Who was this enticing stranger before her?

The pale figure smiled as if he knew exactly what she was
thinking. “Are you okay?” he said. His voice was smooth, deep and
held real concern for her. A slight hint of an accent lingered on
his tongue. She couldn’t quite place it although she still found
herself fascinated by the rhythmic speech pattern. He didn’t speak
like the other ones. His voice held a familiar yet faint
brogue.

Something else about him felt so familiar. Dark, yet mystical.
His muscular body reminded her of those changing wolves and the
mortals, but he was completely different. She couldn’t put a finger
on what made him stand out in her mind and why she felt drawn to
those deep pools of blue.

Slowly, Ariya nodded as her head grew light and her knees gave
in.

“Whoa.” He caught her in his thick, steely arms and she winced,
feeling his touch against her tender wounds where the wolfman’s
claws broke into her skin.

Why couldn’t she heal herself?

Then the words came to her and she realized what language he was
speaking. “I am well,” she said softly. “I just—I do not know where
I am.”

Her cheek brushed against his, igniting a fire inside her body.
She felt him angle his head to look at her wounds. “This looks
pretty bad. Much more severe than just ‘well’. Come on, I’ll help
you.”

He placed his arm around her torso to prop her up. Everything
would be fine, she thought. The relief quickly disappeared as a
loud, thick guttural snarl nearly sent her jumping two feet into
the air.

Ariya felt a hard push and she fell away from him toward the
ground. Something large sailed over her heads and she strained to
see what it was. Before she could make sense of what was going on,
her head collided against something stony and very hard. Hissing
and growling filled the air as she slowly fell into unconsciousness
with a hope that she would still live to see another day.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 “The corner of thirty-second and Sweetwater.”

“You just left them there?” Angel Polidori’s voice hit a high
pitch with the question.

“Yes, Angel. What was I supposed to do? Drag their dead bodies
over my shoulders across the city?”

“Gee, could you?”

Jace sighed, running his hand over his face as he gripped the
phone receiver tighter in his hand. “Come on, Angel.”

“I hope you at least hid them. What if the other Rens saw them,
or worse, the mortals?”

He raised his hand in surrender as if she were standing in front
of him.

Angel was always the voice of reason. Thanks to her and her
crew, the house’s had little chance of a slip-up over the years.
Personally, she kept him in check with everything he needed to do
to stay hidden under mortal eyes. She was, after all, the Necro
Cerberus, roughly translating into ‘Gatekeeper of the Dead’. Coming
from a long line of families who prided themselves on keeping a lid
on any and all evidence of the immortals’ existence. Right now she
was making a little too much sense for him.

Jace tried to calm himself down with a sigh. “Yeah I know. I
just—I just needed to do something quickly before someone caught us
there. I didn’t have any preplanning time.”

“Well, while you’re exercising your brain muscles I’m going to
have to clean up your mess—yet again.”

“Hey Ange—”

“What?”

He closed his eyes at the thick tension over the receiver.
“Thanks. Don’t tell Julian, huh?”

“I don’t have a death wish.”

The line went dead. Jace clicked the ‘end’ button on his
cordless phone and tossed it onto his brown leather couch. He took
a peek over his shoulder hoping the noise didn’t awaken the girl.
Less than an hour ago he brought her back to rest after he nursed
her wounds; but she was resistant to let him remove her dress.

Fine with him as long as she was comfortable. He wandered into
his bedroom where she still slept peacefully. For the first time
that evening he got a good look at her in the light. Soft, dark
brown skin peeked through the pale lavender dress that was like a
cloud of satin ending above her bare feet

He leaned in to get a closer look at her beautiful, ethereal
features.

A mass of curly, chestnut hair accented her attractive
heart-shaped face. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties he
guessed, but everything from her scent, to the way his body reacted
to her screamed she was immortal. She could be hundreds of years
old. Though she wasn’t a Shifter Elf, nor a Lycans, and definitely
not a Nightwalker like himself, he couldn’t figure out what she
was. The smell of her proved something more metaphysical and
indescribably enticing. The power she displayed in the alley proved
she was someone who had the ability to either help the houses or
harm them.

Jace inhaled her enticing scent once more. He was tempted to
lean in and kiss the full lips of this sleeping beauty yet he
didn’t want to disturb her after the stressful night. She appeared
peaceful in her rest, not even stirring as he brushed his knuckles
against her soft, dark cheek. Interesting. Her warm body
didn’t even react to his cold touch.

Jace had many lovers over his long lifetime. Most of which were
beautiful, charming and very influential in their high societies.
None of them, however, matched the woman sleeping before him. Why
did this woman stand out to him?

Gently, he caressed her forehead as he focused on reaching the
inner depths of her mind. Her smooth forehead furrowed in that
instant and she gently stirred with a moan. Blurred images covered
his mind and he felt like a brick wall pushed up against his
brain.

Jace broke the telepathic connection and took a few deep
breaths. The girl was obviously hiding something. He lifted his
head to check the red digital clock on the end table next to his
bed. 1:03 a.m. Dawn would be upon them soon. If he was to get one
last feed in for the night, the time would have to be now.

He hoped the mysterious girl would remain asleep for most of the
day. On the way to the kitchen, he left her to rest as the
unanswered questions remained in his mind.

* * * *

Avery gently stroked his brethren’s matted fur, splattered red
with blood. His own blood boiled and his skin was on fire as he
looked across the corpses of their still bodies. He cursed Jace
Archane for interfering on their turf, and their plans. The
almighty elite of the Ashen Twilight House thought he had the right
for this massacre. Now it was free reign for retaliation. If this
ceremony worked as planned there would be no more Ashen Twilight
House and the mortals would be a feast for their pleasure.

“Chase, Kason, Ralphie and Billy are down.”

Avery peered up at his assistant, Raine, who pushed away a
strand of shaggy hair from his eyes. “Good thing they changed from
human form or else we’d have a Shifter hunt on our hands,” Avery
said.

“Humans wouldn’t know what they were anyway,” Raine mumbled.
“Pathetic wastes of flesh and good blood. They still believe
they’re on top of the food chain.”

“Can’t risk it either way.” Avery stood and began to collect the
dead carcasses while Raine looked around

His lanky body looked like a wavy noodle as he leaned back to
take in the scene. “She really did a number on them.”

“What makes you think it was just her and not Archane helping
her out?”

“Blakedon said she had the most power, right? Unless she’s as
dim as she is hot, I can see her wiping out the Shifters left and
right, dude.”

“Yeah, well, you gonna comment on the aftermath or you gonna
freakin’ help me already?”

Raine knocked his head back with a snarl. “Pssh. Whatever.”

They dragged the Shifter corpses like thick, heavy stones across
the alleyway. Avery was surprised the predictably nosy neighbors
didn’t peek their heads over the fences to see what was going on.
Normally they couldn’t get enough of the sensationalism and
violence in their community. Perhaps it worked to their advantage
they decided to take the night off. He grabbed his cellphone from
his pocket and flipped it open.

“Hey, what are you doing?” Raine yelled.

Avery snapped the phone shut and threw Raine a bitter glance.
“Are we trying to alert the entire nation that we’re here? Keep
your freakin’ voice down! I’m making a call to Blakedon to let him
know to keep an eye out just in case Archane makes an appearance.
Something tells me he’s probably hiding her out.”

From what he could remember in the fight, the Fairy girl struck
her head when Archane pushed her out of the way. She didn’t move at
all after that blow. In his sleepy haze after he was knocked out—no
scratch that—after Archane got in a lucky hit, Avery watched him
pick her up and leave the area. Luckily they wouldn’t be able to
hide out for long if their creature can conform to any element. A
thin smile crossed Avery’s face as he thought about the impending
death of Jace Archane and the houses. He’ll be begging for mercy by
the time the elements destroyed him.

“Blakedon here,” the deep voice said from the phone.

“Yeah, Dad, it’s me, Avery. I got some good news and bad news
for you. Which one you ready to hear first?”

* * * *

Jace lost himself in the sounds of the nightly cityscape and the
roaring engine beneath him as he pulled into the lot of the busy
club. He figured the girl would be fine on her own while she slept
as he sought some food for the night. The fight had taken a lot out
of him energy wise and he could think of a lot of other ways to
direct said energy than wasting it on testy Rens. He was relieved
to see the sleek blue/black Kawasaki Ninja parked among the other
motorcycles and various other vehicles. He stepped out of his
Roadster and his gaze dipped down to the Kawasaki’s license plate;
WLFKING. He chuckled.

“Just put it right out there, man,” Jace said in a low
whisper.

“You know I love to flaunt my good fortune.” Rich Hammond held
out his hands as he stepped away from the group. The two men met in
a tight hug.

Jace looked and waved to the group outside the club. From here
he could tell they were all kin, even if he didn’t know them by
face alone. A mixture of Nightwalkers, Lycans and the Shifter Elves
covered the parking lot of the club. They had a reputation as
good-for-nothing troublemakers within the territory and the
surrounding inhabitants knew to stay away. He supposed it was
better than being known in their true nature. If it ever got out
that their kind truly walked among the living, he predicted a
bloodshed like that of no other, much worse than the days he when
he grew up.

A familiar face caught Jace’s eye as he turned his head.
Beautiful, smooth honey complexion, Dark silky hair that fell in
soft waves over delicate shoulders. Shelly Harmon lifted her moist,
delicately painted lips into a smile once she saw him. Right away
he noticed the hulking Lycans holding her close. Vex Truman. Also
known as Rich’s pack brother, fellow football coach, and a
temperamental Lycan if he ever knew one—aside from Rich, of course.
Despite her curvaceous form leaning into Vex, he couldn’t mistake
Shelly’s thoughts she sent his way and what she wanted him to do to
her body. Every aching detail sent his blood pumping faster. Alarm
bells went off as every fiber in his being said she was hands off.
Still, she and Vex hadn’t officially announced anything concrete in
the same zip code as monogamy. Considering pack rules, she being a
Nightwalker couldn’t be Vex’s betrothed by any means. Jace smiled.
Free reign to do what they wanted.

Rich’s thick boots crunched on the rocky ground, awakening him
from his thoughts. His best friend towered over him and could
easily be mistaken for a center on the Phoenix Suns basketball
team. Rich wore his strength and Lycan characteristics well.
Beautiful gold eyes entranced any mortal who dared look into them.
Thick broad shoulders showed his prowess, like most of the males in
the pack, and helped him to easily fit into the role of coach at
the local college. His face was lined with a wide, square jaw to
enhance his handsome brooding look. Long silky shoulder length
auburn hair with a glint of gold from the streetlight intensified
his strong, masculine features.

Jace met the younger Lycan shortly after he was turned. The main
thing he loved about the big guy was that they shared a passion for
immortality, sex and living. They could be brothers—if Rich didn’t
have that pesky little habit of shifting into Lycan form every now
and then, besides just on the full moon.

“What brings you here, bro?” Rich asked as he folded his arms in
front of his body. He backed up to the car and leaned back with his
warm eyes focused on Jace.

“Renegade attack earlier. Knocked me off my feet. I needed some
fresh air.”

“You do look pretty washed out.”

Jace rolled his eyes. “Gee, thanks man.”

“Ha! No really. Do tell. I can always sense when there’s
something going on with you.”

Jace raised an eyebrow. “I’ve seriously known you way too long.”
He cleared his throat and leaned back on the bike.

Rich emitted a deep growl in his throat, causing Jace to jump
back with his hands up.

“Sorry man,” Jace said with a sly smile. “I forgot.”

The Lycan bowed like a nobleman from his time. “Please
continue.”

“There is something else actually.” I have a
strange girl in my apartment and she freaks the crap out of me
because I don’t know what she is. But she definitely isn’t
human. Jace was thankful Lycans didn’t have telepathic
ability. Heightened senses yes, but their powerful strength lie
with the physical more so than the mental abilities. He was half
tempted to tell Rich everything about the girl, or at least enlist
his help to find out where she came from and who she was. Something
told him for now she was a secret to unwrap for himself.

Tonight he would pretend like everything was just as normal as
any other night.

“Had another necro on my hands tonight.”

Rich’s mouth fell open. “Ah, man—You call Ange?”

“Yep. Right after.”

“I guess the bright side is you don’t have to cloud their minds
after feeding on them like Julian.”

Jace snorted. “Right. And I’m probably the high reigning king of
kills for the all time feeding contest.”

“It bothers you, doesn’t it?”

The question made him shift uncomfortably. He never really
focused on it for too long. The connection was never strong with
the women he fed off and over time he got used to accepting the
fleeting moment. Though every now and then he would feel the fact
clinging inside of him.

“It does,” Rich said. “I can read it off your face.”

“Nah, man. I just—I need to curb this thing or it’ll kill me one
day.”

Rich shrugged. “They’re just food, Jace. A screwed up race of
arrogant, greedy meat. Why would you care for their lifestyle when
they would just as soon wipe ours out?”

“Who said I did? And you forget we were once human.”

“A long time ago.” Rich shook his head. “To them we would just
be a cast of freaks to snuff out.”

Jace shot his friend a hard look that made Rich shift his gaze
away. Rich was right. The humans were pretty one track minded and
were blissfully ignorant as long as they stayed in the dark. He
thought he had curbed the slight guilt with each new feed. He
dodged a huge bullet in the late 1800s with the prostitutes of
Whitechapel, England. During one of his feeding escapades, his
self-proclaimed feeding curse haunted him as the bodies of the
prostitutes piled up. Jace was thankful for another sick freak at
the time who evidently came along and desecrated the bodies for
some strange reason or another. Practically sent a letter of
confession and then got stuck with the murders. Jace felt a tinge
of guilt whenever he read the papers. The victim’s throats were
slashed before any more harm was done and he always wondered if it
was to hide the two bite marks he had left on their bodies. He
often pondered his fate if the attacker never came along to do his
grisly work considering the Necro of the time didn’t dispose of the
bodies before they were discovered. Thankfully the news of the time
loved a good mystery and didn’t press for the killer’s true
identity.

“Tell me Rich,” Jace said with the memory still fresh in his
mind. “How do you feel about taking on the Patriarch?”

Rich raised his thick shoulders in another shrug. “I’m actually
looking forward to it.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. I’d love to stand at the head of the house with all
eyes and hopes lying with me. Knowing that I have their loyalty and
their trust.” Rich grunted with a sweet satisfying smile on his
face. “It’s a beautiful thing, man.”

“That’s all well and good, but our freedom to live is squandered
with all these rules and obligations.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying I don’t know if this life as a leader is for me. I
don’t think the Nightwalkers would want to trust their life with a
guy like me.” His brow furrowed. “I’m not sure I’d ever trust a guy
like me.”

Rich roared with laughter. His large shoulders thudded up and
down like a bobbing buoy lost at sea. “Look Jace, it’s all nerves.
I’m sure many good leaders get the shakes before taking the throne.
Besides, think of all the babes that’ll be clawing to be your
betrothed and aching to be alongside you on that throne.”

“Until I have to choose my one betrothed.”

“Jace and his immortal beloved,” Rich said holding his open
palms apart from each other. “And never shall the twain meet.”

Jace licked his lips looking past Rich to where Shelly stood.
Sensing his gaze, she turned to look over her shoulder. Slowly she
licked her luscious lips in a slow, enticing movement. With a
gentle wave of her hand, she fluffed back the strands of her soft,
dark mane and turned back to her group. The fullness of her cheeks
told him of the sneaky smile she was trying to hide. Suddenly his
jeans felt tighter. Shifting his position, Jace knew exactly how to
make all his troubles go away.

Rich chuckled, noting Jace’s gaze. “Shelly’s been asking about
you all night. She said she had a feeling you’d come by
hungry.”

“That I am, my friend.” Jace smiled. He shared with Shelly the
thoughts of what he wanted to do to her that very night as she sent
him promises of a full night of pleasure to come. He couldn’t help
smiling a little wider noting the distraction of Shelly’s boyfriend
as she turned to him once again. Maybe this evening was looking up
after all. “That I am.”

“You know what Vex would do if he saw you looking at her like
that?”

Jace turned away and looked at his friend. The beefy arms folded
in front of him reminded him of Vex’s large frame and the explosive
temperament the Lycans shared. From the look in Rich’s eyes, he
sent that very message with his threatening posture.

“Of course. I’ve seen Vex in action before.” Jace flashed him a
toothy grin. “Besides, I was just looking at her.”

“Make sure that’s all you do.”

* * * *

Ariya stirred in her sleepy haze before her eyes fluttered open.
She bolted up in bed.

A rush of images suddenly returned to her. The dreams of Shya’s
brutal death. The demise of her parents, too horrible to witness.
The nightmarish dreams of a bloody, violent battle.

And that mysterious man standing amidst the chaos of war.

Looking around the room, Ariya tried to calm herself with some
kind of familiar motif, but these were foreign surroundings.

Bright yellow hues of candlelight warmed her sight, giving the
room a temperate, comfortable and inviting feel. Antique dark wood
furniture covered the bedroom matching the tall bookcases on each
end of the room. The trinkets on the oak chest caught her eye.
Rings with various designs of ancient symbols lined the top shelf
of dark velvet. The ring with the ankh, the Egyptian symbol of
life, especially stood out to her and reminded her of home. Another
ring was made of a silver and gold metal with two hands holding a
heart topped with a gold crown. Behind the chest on the wall, a
large Highland Claymore sword sat on display. She slipped off the
bed and walked toward it to get a closer look. The bronze hilt was
topped with a large, bright sapphire jewel wrapped in black
lacquard finish. Looking closer, she noticed a small shield was set
within the jewel. The shield held a design itself, a red lion on
its hind legs sitting over jagged red and yellow waves. The
craftsmanship of the blade nearly took her breath away.

An inscription along the blade caught her eye. She tried to read
it, but the language, although interesting, was completely foreign
to her mind.

Ariya reached out to touch it when soft moaning caught her
senses. Her first instinct was to relax and enter any open thoughts
in the vicinity. The thought brought her back to her lands as they
were destroyed right before her eyes. How much time had passed
since she slept? It couldn’t be safe to stay in one place for fear
of the elemental coming after her. Perhaps the person who emitted
the sounds would be able to direct her somewhere else safe.

Ariya braced herself and followed the sounds. Male and
female. Their scent was not that of a human’s scent. Their
body temperatures were also too low to be mortal. She rounded the
corner into the hall. Flickering lights drew shadows across the
wall in the larger room ahead. The sounds of pleasure invaded her
ears like a rippling wind warming her body. The two figures were
partially obstructed by the back of the couch. Within the darkness,
she saw the man; his wavy, shoulder length locks partially covered
a handsome face contorting in passion. His bare torso showed the
strength and makeup reminiscent of ancient, mythological male gods.
Even in the darkness of the light, he was deathly pale.

He arched his back and jutted his hips into the girl underneath
him. She hissed and revealed her sharp, pointed canines. Fangs. The
girl gripped his back with one hand while the other slipped down
the front of his unzipped jeans. He moaned, pumping his hips into
her closed palm. Ariya felt the rise of pleasure slowly overtaking
him. The girl lifted her chin slightly before biting down on his
neck like a predator moving in on its prey.

Ariya watched in shock as the woman’s neck muscles constricted.
She was drinking from him! The rhythm of his hips gained
speed and he released a deep, strained moan as the heat within the
room rose. Ariya felt her body tingle with the tease of an oncoming
explosion struggling to claim her body. She backed up inadvertently
and slammed against the back wall alerting both creatures to her
presence.

She had to think fast.

The front door wasn’t too far. She sprinted toward it in a
flash, passing the creatures on the couch.

In an instant, the male appeared before her like a brush of
wind. His long fingernails extended into claws. His eyes changed
from blue to orbs of black and red. His lips parted in a snarl,
revealing a set of large white fangs.

Ariya opened her mouth to scream when she felt a sharp pain on
her scalp. The girl must have appeared behind her while she was
distracted by the male. Her assumption was confirmed when the pain
intensified from the woman’s hand fisted in her thick, curly hair.
A thin, bony finger moved into Ariya’s vision, the fingernail grew
two more inches into an extended claw.

“Shelly! No!”

“What? Who is this girl anyway?”

“She is not your concern!”

Ariya grunted and tried to force her mind from the pain as her
head was pulled backward.

If she concentrates enough, she could try to use her powers to
distract them both and get out of here.

“Hey. You brought me here to be with you tonight, Jace. I didn’t
know you had someone else already stashed away in your little
hideout. Do you ever think about anyone but yourself? This night
was supposed to be just us and here I find out you have some
little—.” Shelly leaned in to sniff Ariya’s skin. “What the crap is
she anyway?”

Ariya felt her warm breath on her neck. Her body prickled with
fear and embarrassment at being scrutinized like an animal. Who
were these people and why won’t they let her leave? She closed
her eyes tightly, hoping to catch the oncoming tears of pain from
falling. The last thing she wanted to do was give them the
satisfaction of showing her fear.

“She’s not even human or one of us. What in the—”

Jace moved and appeared behind them and Ariya was freed once she
felt Shelly’s grip release her. She dashed to the other side of the
room and raised her hands to protect herself. Remain calm,
she coached herself.

Jace whipped Shelly around to face him and he held her gaze. His
jaw flexed and his eyes focused on her in a silent warning. Slowly,
the two black and red orbs changed to a hypnotizing deep blue shade
like that of the sky.

“Just go home, Shelly,” he said with a growl. “I can handle
this. I’m sure Vex is lonely for some company about now.”

Shelly yanked her arm away from him. Flames would shoot straight
from her eyes with the look of death she gave him. She grabbed her
jacket and shirt from the couch before exiting the room, slamming
the door behind her. Ariya remained frozen against the wall, her
breathing quickened.

“I’m sorry,” he said, quickly zipping up his jeans with a slight
hint of remorse. “You shouldn’t have seen that.”

“W-What creature are you?” Ariya said in a demanding tone that
surprised even her. She hoped this was all a dream although that
could prove more dangerous if she let her subconscious open too
freely.

A dream.

Could this be the man she had dreamed about before the attack?
He shared the same features only with shorter hair and modern
clothes. It couldn’t be. This man had to be no more than thirty
years of age.

Then something else caught her attention. His voice held a
slight tinge of an accent. Yes, he was the one who saved her back
in the alleyway.

“You remember then.” He smiled. “Oh, and some would call it a
bit of a brogue. I figured I lost it over the years but it tends to
creep up now and then. Ah, I see your arms have healed nicely. I
was hoping.”

Ariya noticed the softness in his voice. Why did he care so much
that she was okay? Looking at him, she found herself drawn to him.
He was cold, seductive and wholly preternatural. Definitely
something more than just human. Could he be a ghost? No, he felt
real. He had to be another creature more dangerous, yet
striking.

He stepped toward her and she backed up with each step.

“Don’t be afraid,” he said holding up his hands. “I won’t hurt
you. You can lower your hands now.”

As her mind raced she sensed his words were genuine. Slowly she
lowered her arms and allowed him to approach her. He promptly took
a bow.

“My name is Jacinus Aurelius Archane, but you can call me Jace.
Welcome to my home.”

“Thank you.”

He raised his eyebrow and waited. “And you are?”

“My name is Ariya.” She looked around the open living room
brightly lit by candlelight. “Am I still in the city?”

“Yes, you are.”

“Where exactly?”

“Phoenix, Arizona.”

She nodded, averting her eyes to the ground as she whispered
softly to herself, “Desert landscape. United States southwest
region.”

“I had to bring you here after you were attacked—”

“By wolves.” She turned to him, her eyes wide with wonder. “But
those wolves changed to men.”

“Correct, they were renegade Shifters. Werewolves. Somewhat
renegades of the Lycan House.”

“Werewolves,” she said softly to grasp the word. “Are you one of
them?”

Jace laughed with amusement. “Actually, far from it. May I get
you a drink?”

“Please.” She took a seat on the couch as she felt her head
spin. Werewolves— Blood drinking during acts of pleasure—

When she came to the city, she expected more humans like the
ones she communicated with in Dahomey. Now she came in contact with
wolves that turned into men and a race of human magicians that
shared each other’s flesh and blood. Her body shuddered as she
looked up at him.

“You drink blood—”

Jace nodded as if it was the most natural thing in the world.
“Yes.”

She heard the refrigerator door close behind her. With a blink
of an eye, Jace was by her side handing her an empty glass and a
bottle of spring water.

Realization hit her hard. He matched the description of the
creatures her parents warned her about. The very same that was told
in stories from the frightened people of her lands. Before she
could stop herself she smacked the glass out of his hand and it
fell into a crash below her feet. She didn’t move or flinch from
the water that splashed onto her bare leg. Nothing would tear her
gaze away from this creature—this Asiman— that stood
before her. No wonder this landscape was bare of any crops to
decorate the scenery. Sand and dust covered almost every inch of
this city and it had to be them who caused it. The Asiman
creatures of her home were blood drinking entities known to suck
the life from the land, weaken crops and enter the body of animals
to attack humans. Maybe it had entered one of those
Werewolf things and had attacked her.

Ariya’s heart quickened. Nothing would soothe the incensed rage
she felt as she realized this creature’s possible connection to the
deaths of her family. Images returned of her sister’s corpses found
in the fields outside their palace. Both of their powers and blood
were absent as if sucked dry.

Ariya lunged toward him but Jace was just as quick. He grabbed
her wrists and pushed her body backward into the cushion of the
couch. Their bodies collided together as he pinned her down. Her
chest heaved up and down as she glared at him. She hoped the look
in her eyes was enough make him spontaneously combust.

“Hold on now. I don’t know anything about the deaths of your
family.”

Did he know what she was thinking? “The creature that
sucked the blood out of them—was it commanded by you or any other
Asimans?”

Jace’s handsome visage twisted in confusion. “Asi-what? Listen
lady, I don’t know who or what did anything to you, but it surely
wasn’t me. I’ve been here all night. And the day—well, let’s just
say I’m not particularly fond of the sun.” He was glad she couldn’t
appear to read his mind, else she find out about the mortality rate
of those he fed upon. A sting in his chest was made visible from
the guilt on his face. He quickly straightened his expression and
reminded himself that deep down it didn’t matter. He came to grips
with his little flaw—this defect in feeding—a long time ago. It
served as a viable weapon and was useful in keeping anyone from
getting too close to him.

Ariya noticed the change in his expression as she sensed his
emotions and thoughts. A comforting calmness washed over her as she
felt her breathing slow down. Guilt. She felt the feeling of guilt
and longing in his heart as if he were reaching out for something
he had lost long ago. She rose her chin and met his gaze, looking
at the man who seemed to change temperament right before her eyes.
A blinding attraction swelled her heart as she studied the hard
lines of his face. Soft and youthful, a pale complexion in contrast
to her smooth, dark skin. His bright eyes illuminated a deep
mesmerizing shade of blue that focused on her, awakening feelings
within her body she had been unaware of until now.

He laughed, deep and husky. “Why thank you, I am not but a day
over 600.”

It was then she realized the close proximity of their bodies.
His grip had loosened on her yet she still sensed his rise of blood
temperature. The hard contours of his chest rose and fell against
her soft breasts and she couldn’t help noticing—heartbeat. He had
no heartbeat.

How could this be?

“I’m not human,” he confessed. “Not anymore, at least. I’m also
not this Asiman creature you speak of.” Again speaking as if he
could read her thoughts.

Ariya stifled a laugh. Surely he didn’t have the same power of
sense that she carried. Just then his enticing lips curled in a
smile and she couldn’t help feeling a rush of pleasure float
throughout her body. Why was she allowing herself to be distracted
by this creature who could have murdered her family?

“Immortal,” she said. “Like me. Wait a minute, but how—” He
couldn’t be apart of the elemental creature. That creature looked
as if it was made purely from the wind, the elements of nature
itself! He couldn’t have been an Asiman either because he said he
was once human. Unless, he was the spirit inhabiting a human’s
body. Or he was lying. The usual signs in body temperature changes
and slight twitches were absent in the man who stood before
her.

“No, no. Within these fleshy walls I have always found home,” he
said softly. “Back when I was alive and—now.” He angled his head
closer to her. His soft breath caressed her skin, rousing her
senses. Those eyes, what hold did he have on her that enticed her
to get lost in those deep pools? Gently he brushed his knuckles
against her cheek as if to calm her. He smiled and she caught sight
of the prominent pair of sharp fangs in his opening mouth. Just the
reminder needed to bring her back to her senses.

With a flick of her hand, she sent a blast of energy that sent
his body crashing into the wall on the other side of the room.

“What are you?” Ariya screamed. If only I could reach inside
again, I would know what he was. Yet I can’t risk my life because
it would sense me just like it sensed my sisters. There’s something
even bigger than him out there.

“Who? Who’s out there?” He said struggling to regain his
composure. “And even more importantly, how did you do that?”

“How can you read my thoughts?” she said ignoring him.

Jace staggered to his feet and stepped to the side. In the blink
of an eye, he was in front of her. “One of the talents of being a
walker of the night. Do you have the same ability?”

“I’m not a demon.”

“Neither am I.” His voice was low and breathy. Her body tingled
as he drew closer. At the same time, she was drawn toward him like
a magnet undeterred by the strength of gravity.

“What are you doing to me?” she said breathlessly. His arms
opened to welcome her in his warm hold. All conscious thought
slowly began to slip away from her like a dreamy mist near dawn.
Her heartbeat slowed to fall in sync with his breathing. She
drifted toward him, ready and waiting to be fully taken and
consumed by her desires to have him right then and there.

Ariya suddenly realized she was reacting to him yet again. With
this thought in mind she raised the energy within her, moving it in
a tangible force to her hands, regardless of her fear of the
creature hunting her. With a flash of light, Jace was thrown across
the room again, his body slammed against the wall leaving a slight
dent behind him.

“What were you doing to me?” Ariya forced herself to breathe and
recover from the spell he held over her.

“How—how did you do that?” Jace cautiously moved to his feet.
She sensed him keeping still for fear of cracking another wall with
his back. Two was enough for one night, he must have figured. Still
it didn’t deter him from holding his ground. “Don’t make me ask
again,” he said with a challenging tone.

“I have powers too, and I’ll defend myself if I have to.”
Even if I never killed, she thought nervously. She planted
her feet on the ground and tried to ignore her trembling hands.

“No, you won’t,” he said slowly approached her. “You’re not a
murderer, you never have been.”

“Get out of my head!”

“Please.” Jace held up his hands in defense. “I said I don’t
want to hurt you, I mean it. Just tell me who and what you
are.”

Ariya held his gaze. She studied the look in his eyes. Sincere,
yet still it could be a trick all the same. “You give your word you
won’t hurt me?”

Slowly he nodded, carefully taking slow steps to close the
distance between them. “I give my word as a gentleman, and as an
Archane man of honor.”

Ariya stepped back quickly, unsure she should trust him. Then
again what choice did she have at this moment? “Well, just in case
you don’t—”

“I won’t. Look.” He took a few steps away, and straightened his
posture with his hands folded behind his back. “See?”

Fair enough. Ariya lowered her hands and took a deep breath. She
was taking leave of her common senses. That had to be the only
logical reason why she was mad enough to trust a man such as this
one. With slight hesitance, she slipped the short sleeves of her
gossamer dress over her shoulders and allowed it to cascade to the
hardwood floor, baring her curvy body.

* * * *

Shelly held her jacket at her side as she strode down the
street. The night was calm and unusually cool for the Arizona
desert evening. It wasn’t enough to calm the storm inside her mind.
Who was that girl that Jace felt so compelled to protect? She
couldn’t have been from any of the houses. Where did she come from?
If Jace had allowed it, she could’ve torn the girl to pieces and
they would have finished their night together. Perhaps this was a
matter she should take to the others of the house. It was still
early enough in the night that they would be hanging outside the
Torch club. She hoped Vex didn’t notice her and Jace talking
together earlier. The questions he would propose to her about her
whereabouts already filled her mind and she prepared the
answers.

She’d be ready for him. Besides, it’s not like they were
completely exclusive yet. Just how close could a Lycan and a
Nightwalker get anyhow? Jace was the one who understood her needs
and hit all the right spots. Granted, she was growing to love Vex
with all her heart, although she still had doubts about their
relationship together. She was always attracted to Jace Archane
since she first met him long ago. He was a man who took what he
wanted and right now she wanted that to be her. She couldn’t quite
give herself over to Vex just yet. Not until she explored other
options.

Things would have worked out just perfect between her and Jace.
If only—

Just as she came to the “who were you with” question yet again,
a crunching sound made her freeze. Shelly looked over her shoulder,
there was no one around in the darkness of the street. Shaking it
off, she continued toward the end of the street using the light of
the moon to guide her way. The sound of footsteps crunching on tiny
pebbles along the sidewalk invaded her keen hearing sense. She
quickened her steps and reached the bright yellow streetlight ahead
in seconds.

Keep it together, girl. Nothing can touch you.

Her body involuntarily shivered despite the mantra she repeated
to calm herself.

The footsteps quickened behind her again and she broke out into
a run. Once she reached the next streetlight, she whipped around
hissing with her sharp fangs bared and her elongated fingernails
ready at her side.

Nothing.

Part of her was thankful for no mortals in the area or else
she’d have to make a call to Angel Polidori for a new pickup. That
girl must work around the clock for such a thankless job. She
chuckled to herself and continued walking toward the club.

Suddenly Shelly felt her body whisked into the air by an
invisible wind. The darkness enveloped her like a snake coiling
around her limbs. She opened her mouth to scream but the creature
bound her throat, cutting off her breathing and oxygen supply as
something wrapped around her and seeped into the pores of her skin.
Below her, the city grew smaller and smaller as she was pulled
higher into the sky. Then the creature freed her and she fell
through the air like a rock against in the wind.

The pavement raced toward her below as she fell. Invisible
blades cut into her shirt and jeans, eventually ripping into her
flesh like the metal claws of a shredder. Her tired body crashed
against the ground with a loud smack, knocking the air out of her.
She forced herself to breathe and cough out the blood building
within her lungs.

Shelly coached herself to stand and walk toward the club which
was only a block away. She needed to find help fast before it was
too late.

* * * *

Jace forced himself to breathe. His mind tried to make sense of
the beautiful naked, glowing creature standing before him. In a
blink of an eye he watched as bright, thin translucent wings
unwrapped from behind her back and fluttered outward to their full
reach.

It couldn’t be.

Jace felt his body freeze in place while his mind raced to the
past. Visions of this very creature would pop up into his mind from
the stories his grandmother shared of beautiful Fey creatures. Her
thin wide wings and ethereal glow revealed before him was a
tangible representation of those stories he thought only as
fiction, but such creatures don’t exist.

Or do they?

* * * *

Sounds of Shelly’s heavy footsteps broke through the air. Her
breathing was heavy and jagged. Each step felt as if her legs were
tied to heavy weights dragging along the ground. She tried to focus
on the parking lot of the Torch club just ahead where her boyfriend
Vex, Jace’s best friend Rich, Gael, and her friends hung out. She
tried to call out to them despite the pain of fire enveloping her
body from the bleeding jagged cuts across her body. She was losing
blood—so much blood. The cool wind dried the thick sweet substance
of her own blood staining her face and body. She tried to scream
despite feeling the thick liquid cloud her throat.

That creature—what was it?

She didn’t even have a chance to fight back before it came down
upon her.

“Vex—Rich—Gael—please—” The names fell from her strained lips.
Finally she gave out and fell upon the ground like a lifeless
marionette.

“Shelly!” Vex’s familiar deep voice was sweet nectar to her ear.
She had no control over her body anymore as she allowed him to haul
her up into his strong arms.

“Shelly, what happened?” Rich peered over Vex’s thick shoulders.
“Tell us.”

“J-Ja-Jace—” she struggled. “The girl—she—” Shelly’s body froze
in place with a sharp gasp. Her eyes widened then she fell limp as
she stared ahead into the darkness forever.

* * * *

Vex lowered his head over her body saying a silent prayer.
Gently he closed her eyelids, feeling his muscles tense.

“What did it mean?”

“What was she saying?”

The voices among the curious group echoed in the parking lot as
a small crowd wandered over. Vex looked over his shoulder at Rich
while folding his thick arms around Shelly. He held her close
despite death’s hold on her.

“You have to do something about this, Rich. Your fellow regent
is harboring a female who killed one of us. If she is of the
houses, she must be punished.”

“You don’t know that, Vex,” Rich shot back.

“Yeah, man,” Gael stepped in between them. “We can’t jump to
silly conclusions and turn this into a witch hunt.”

“Did you two not hear Shelly just now!” Vex said through tense
jaws.

“I heard her as clear as anybody in this area. But Gael’s right,
we can’t just go attacking with our pitchforks, knives and clubs
held high.” Rich ran his hand over his long hair and sighed. “Look,
I’ll go question Jace and get to the bottom of this. Got it?”

“And what do we do?” Vex growled. “Stay here and cool our heels?
I don’t think so!”

“Hey! I am still the reigning regent within the House of Lycans.
I will handle this. Just stay here and try to cool down for
now.”

Gael reached in his pocket for his cell phone. “I’ll see if I
can find anything from the members in the club,” he said smoothly.
“See if you can find out if the girl belonged to any of the houses.
That way we’ll narrow down our search for her.”

“Good idea,” Rich nodded. “I’ll call you if I find anything.” He
rushed over to his Kawasaki Ninja motorcycle and climbed on,
starting the bike’s engine. He hoped this was all just a
misunderstanding that Jace could easily confirm. As the days went
on, Rich knew that nothing was ever that simple.

“And don’t say anything to any of the patriarchs until I
return.” Rich yelled over the motor. “Got it?” He turned the bike
around with a loud screech and took off into the night.

* * * *

Jace rushed over to Ariya. He quickly lifted her dress to cover
her body.

“You have to leave. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”

“What? Why?”

“I don’t know who or what you are, and I don’t care to
know.” He shook his head, mumbling to himself. “I don’t need this
right now. What was I thinking bringing you here?”

Ariya relaxed her back muscles allowing the wings to settle.
“I’m an Aziza. Not many mortals know of us, but the ones that do
call us fairies. I come from the Dahomey Fairy realm. Up until now
I had the job of assisting hunters on their quests.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. Look, say for argument’s sake you are
one of the elusive Fey creatures. You are nothing at all what was
described to me in those legends and, simply enough, you don’t
exist.” He pushed the little voice in his head that said that was
all a lie. She was exactly what was described to him in
the legends. He did however try to convince himself that she didn’t
exist and the sooner she was out of sight, she would be out of his
mind. “I don’t know what Fairyland you think you fell out
of but you need to get out of here. I can’t help you.”

“A little strange coming from a man who was feeding on blood not
too long ago. I’m finding it hard to believe that you exist
yourself.”

Jace opened his mouth to speak, then closed it, as if trying to
keep up with his mind rapidly searching for the words. Shaking his
head with a huff, he point toward the door. “That’s all well and
good then. You can take your leave and we’ll pretend we never saw
each other so we can continue living our blissfully ignorant
lives.”

Ariya shook her head, waving her thick, curly tresses from side
to side. “No. I don’t have anywhere to go. Plus, those rabid
shifting Werewolf things are out there and—” She took a deep
breath. “I came here so a dangerous creature won’t find me.”

“I’m sorry.” Jace walked to the door and grabbed the doorknob.
He looked upon her coldly as if his emotions were now tucked behind
a carefully raised wall. The same emotions he showed so freely
before were now replaced by harsh indifference. “You should
go.”

Ariya quickly stepped into the dress, threw her arms into the
sleeves and yanked them over her shoulders. Her heart stung from
his words, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of showing
it as she put on a blank expression. She didn’t care anymore that
he could read her thoughts. If she couldn’t stay, so be it. She was
probably better on her own anyway.

“I can’t believe I came this far. I trusted you only to be
thrown out to do it all over again.”

Jace remained silent, his expression stern.

Ariya mustered up all the strength she had to say her final
words to him. “You have a good life, Jace Archane. I hope you gain
yourself a conscience one day.”

With that, she grabbed the door from his grip and slammed it
behind her.

* * * *

Who did she think she was? One of the Fey, right! Jace
was well rid of her. A Fairy. Right here in his living room! He’d
gone hundreds of years in the Highlands of Scotland to finally meet
one of the all powerful and elusive Fey right here in his living
room. Not bloody likely! He tried to ignore the fact that she
shared the same characteristics: beautiful, ethereal, somewhat
powerful and smaller in stature than he was and her skin was a
smooth, warm and dark complexion. Still those wings. He didn’t take
time to check and see if her wings were real, but he didn’t care.
Although she did harness a physical power of energy he had not seen
before, and wings, he couldn’t afford the time to deal with
something that came out of a children’s storybook. Or anywhere else
for that matter.

Jace sighed heavily, ignoring the twinge of guilt in his gut. He
couldn’t help her, he reasoned with himself. Say there was some
kind of strange creature after her. What could he do? Stand in
front of her with his arms folded ordering the being to take his
toys and go back home? Although, if it was true and this
creature did exist as did Fairies, could that mean that many other
immortals were possible as well? Jace scoffed. What did he care? It
was out of his hands. She was probably just a runaway from
somewhere and needed a place to stay. Fine. Anywhere, but here, he
refused to turn his life upside down for some creature out of her
element. He had to live his own life and she had to live hers.

He checked the time. It was nearing dawn. A soft curse escaped
his lips. And he was relaxing so well just a few hours ago before
the interruptions. Now the night was wasted and daylight would be
upon the Earth soon. No time to indulge in a relaxing painting
session tonight.

Instead he headed for the bedroom as he unbuttoned his shirt.
What was he doing bringing her here anyway? He knew she wasn’t
human, but he couldn’t imagine she would be some kind of Fairy
creature. All he thought was—well, he thought—

Jace scoffed. He wasn’t thinking at all. Once again he
was allowing his attraction to cloud his judgment although
this time he was truly drawn to her. It was as if he was destined
to be there at that place and at that time to help her.

He tried to push the girl out of his head, realizing that
destiny was only for people who lived with their heads in the
clouds, not for immortals trying to survive in the real world. She
would do well out there on her own, he was sure. With her powers
and instinct, she can just blast them away with that weird energy
thing she has. Besides, he had other problems to deal with
concerning his uncle and the matters of the house.

With this calming thought in his mind, Jace climbed into his bed
and settled down with a deep exhale. He tried to ignore the sweet
flowery scent of her hair that lingered on his pillow. It was
intoxicating and strangely calming to his senses. His mind returned
to a calmer place in his life where he painted among the vast green
hills of Italy during the Renaissance with Signore Da Vinci. A time
he wished to return. Closing his eyes, he was thankful of the
relaxing thoughts that led him to his peaceful rest.

* * * *

Rich parked his motorcycle outside of Jace’s apartment complex.
The sun was already illuminating the fiery horizon amidst the blue
atmosphere. He hoped he wasn’t too late to catch Jace before he
turned in for the day.

He raced up the flight of stairs to the second floor hoping the
exercise would calm him down a bit before the confrontation. He
could’ve taken the elevator, but it was safer this way for now.
Thankfully the guard recognized him and didn’t sense the high
tension that almost gave away to his true nature.

Rich continued down the hall to Jace’s apartment and knocked on
the door right away.

“Hey Jace, it’s Rich. Open up!”

Silence. Rich knocked a few more times.

“Jace, come on man it’s important!”

Rich placed his hands on his hips as he listened closely with
his keen hearing on full alert. No one stirred on the other side.
Jace must already be asleep by now. He wanted to give his best
friend the benefit of the doubt, but Shelly’s murder was a heinous
crime that would shake the Ashen Twilight House if Jace was indeed
hiding a murderer on the other side of that door. Either way, he
would have to get to the bottom of this before word got out.

Finally Rich turned with a sigh lingering on his lips and headed
for the stairs, unaware of Ariya sleeping soundly in a little
alcove to the side of the hallway.

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

 

Blakedon fixed his dark velvet bathrobe as he peered
through the French doors at the calm Arizona morning. The sky was
clear like most days in the desert. Always a welcome addition to
the city sounds and morning routines. His body was still on edge
from the news he received the previous night about Jace Archane’s
interference. If it wasn’t one Archane, it was another always
intercepting progress. Their time would be up soon. He comforted
himself with the thought everyday of his life.

He walked to the master bedroom suite overlooking the city and
passed into his office. Tapping his speakerphone, he alerted the
downstairs cook to prepare his breakfast while he showered and got
ready for the day. He tried to focus on his surroundings to calm
himself down. The house was warm, spacious and modern. The only one
of its kind to feel like a real home, where he could hang his hat.
He couldn’t believe the architects finally got it right over all
these years. Houses started out pretty sparse, detached and basic
and soon grew into modern living with hot and cold air available at
the flip of a switch. Everything was available at one’s fingertips,
they just had to pick up a phone, or push a button on the wall.

And now he had a supernatural creature of the elements at his
fingertips. Life couldn’t get any sweeter. He breathed in deeply,
feeling his power energized from the previous conquests. Fairy,
Nightwalker and Shifter powers ran through his blood and it ignited
his senses. A feat that Vlad Tepes himself couldn’t conquer, but
he did.

Blakedon opened his robe and allowed it to cascade to the floor
outside of the shower stall before he stepped in. He tapped the
warm button and a spray of water sprouted from all sides,
immediately massaging the tension away. Steam slowly filled the
stall in a large cloud. He exhaled and relaxed his large, powerful
muscles.

“Would you like some company?” A female voice reminded him that
he didn’t spend the night alone. With a smile, he reached over and
opened the shower stall. A tall, yellow eyed shapely beauty with a
warm, dark tan complexion stood with her hands on her well-rounded
hips. The only thing she wore was a smile. He couldn’t help licking
his lips as he surveyed her from head to toe, allowing his gaze to
linger a bit on her luscious full breasts. Her yellow eyes glowed
blue before they settled into a warm cinnamon brown shade.

He needed to pamper himself right now. For in the future there
would be a lot of work ahead of him. Stepping aside, he allowed her
to come in. He was more than ready for a morning workout as he dove
into her warm, soft flesh and prepared to work up a good appetite
to devour breakfast—after he indulged in her.

* * * *

Ariya awoke from her dream and turned toward the noise coming
from down the hall. She quickly wiped her eyes to focus on the
figure. Wide shoulders stood out amidst a thick sturdy body. Long
brown hair with hints of red cascaded to his back. She couldn’t
quite see his face but from the way he carried himself and how he
pounded his thick fist against the door, he seemed like the warrior
type. The death felt so real and she remembered the girl from
Jace’s apartment last night. The same one who had attacked her.

“Hey Jace!” The tall man yelled again.

Ariya tiredly wiped her eyes and decided to hold her place until
the coast was clear.

* * * *

Inside the apartment, Jace reluctantly pushed away from his
comfortable bed.

“What now?” he mumbled tiredly as he headed toward the front
door. Similar to every other night, he felt like he’d been sleeping
for centuries inside a desolate tomb. Probably where the mortals
got the vampire coffin myth. If there ever was a true interview
between a Nightwalker and a mortal during the birth of the legends,
he would understand the continued associations with the legend. The
whole undead rotting corpse angle he could do without, but the
tombs analogy would earn them an A for accuracy. He yawned, trying
to clear the buzzed feeling in his head.

“All right, all right. I’m coming.” He unlocked the door and
cracked it open.

Rich pushed his way through, the door bounced against the back
wall before slamming.

Jace looked at the door then at Rich again. “Well, hello to you
too,” he said nonchalantly.

“Don’t give me that crap, Jace,” Rich growled. “Where is
she?”

“Who?” Jace asked tiredly, wiping his eyes.

Rich moved in short, quick strides toward Jace who remained
undeterred by his friend’s height and bark. “Are you hiding a woman
here?”

Jace shot a wary gaze toward Rich. “As amused as I am at your
interest in my sex life, I’m completely alone right now if you must
know.”

“But before?”

“Come on, Rich. You know.”

“And I noticed earlier you and Shelly were talking pretty close
at the Torch.”

“So I was helping her out with some problems.”

“Yeah, tell that to Vex .”

Jace went to his kitchen and pulled out a bottle filled to the
brim with fresh red blood. He hoped the drink would calm his
nerves. “Well, she ain’t here now in case you haven’t noticed. Why
are you all tense, man?”

“Shelly came to us, bloody, beaten and dying. She said your name
and something about a female here at your apartment. She was here,
wasn’t she?”

Jace’s hand shook as he poured the bottle, missing the glass
completely so the dark red liquid spilled onto his marble counter.
He mumbled, grabbing a cloth to quickly wipe it up. “Shelly was
here tonight, yes. Where did you find her?”

“She came staggering toward the Torch Club.”

Jace slammed the bottle on the counter and turned away. A soft
curse escaped his lips.

Rich stepped forward with his eyes focused on Jace. “Wanna tell
me what she was doing here?”

Jace didn’t bother to look up. It wasn’t the Lycan’s business
what he did with his time, and he dared him to think he had any
connection with Shelly’s death? “We were in the midst of sharing
the pleasure of one another’s company.”

“The great bloodsucking Casanova. Why am I not shocked that you
welcomed the nearest female throwing herself at you?” Rich
scoffed.

Jace poured his drink and swallowed quickly, his eyes angling on
Rich as he pointed a finger at him. “I love you like a brother man,
but you’re skating on some pretty thin ice there.”

Rich shrugged. “Does Vex know this happened?”

“No, he doesn’t. And I’d thank you to keep it that way.”

“Well, that’s just tough, Jace! She basically told him she was
here and saw some girl.”

“She didn’t see anything,” Jace said raising the glass to his
lips again.

“You sure about that?” Rich persisted. “What aren’t you telling
me, buddy?”

Jace tried to calm himself down before he stepped over the line.
Instead he gritted his teeth and turned away from his best friend.
If his blood ran, it would be boiling this very minute. Jace wasn’t
sure why he was feeling protective of the girl at this moment but
either way he had a handle on it. If only Rich would butt out. “I’m
taking care of it.”

“Obviously you’re not doing too good of a job of it. Shelly died
uttering your name and the girl. It’s either you or this mysterious
girl who will be punished by the law of the houses. If it came down
to it, frankly I’d rather it be her.”

Jace was in front of Rich in the blink of an eye. His hand shot
out, grabbing hold of the Lycan’s neck. Despite Rich’s tall
stature, Jace slammed him against the wall and held him up by his
throat as fire coursed through his body. He saw the passionate
expression of Rich’s eyes mixed with pain and determination.

“What are you going to do, huh?” Rich yelled. “Who are you
protecting?”

“Just stay out of it, Rich! I’m warning you!”

Rich growled sharply, eliciting a thick cloud of breath from his
mouth. His handsome features morphed into a cross between a wolf
and a man. His thick muscled body extracted even larger into a mass
of fur and skin. Jace lost his grip on Rich’s thickening neck and
he landed on the ground.

“Stop it!”

Both turned to Ariya racing inside to close the door behind her.
Her dark eyes focused on them, a mixture of quiet strength and that
of a hint of fear.

Rich slowly morphed back into his human form, his muscles
dwindling to human size. The fur shrunk back into his skin as if
time rewound itself. His yellow eyes widened and focused on
Ariya.

“You left the door open?” Jace said toward Rich.

“He’s protecting me,” Ariya said walking toward him. Her eyes
darted from one to the other and Jace had to give it to her.
Despite the way he had treated her, how scared she was in this new
world, Jace noticed she was showing a healthy dose of moxie. He was
impressed.

“Is this her?” Rich pushed off of Jace and turned to Ariya.

Jace straightened his unbuttoned shirt. “She is not your
concern, Rich!”

Rich’s bright yellow gaze danced from Jace to Ariya. He took one
step toward her and was met with a hard slap as Jace slammed his
hand against his chest.

“Back off,” Jace said coolly.

“You know what you have to do, Jace. If you don’t go to the
council, I will.”

“Why won’t you just let me handle this?”

“You don’t know who this is!” Rich said pointing toward Ariya.
“She could have killed Shelly!”

Ariya stepped forward between them. “I assure you it wasn’t me.
I saw what killed her. And I’m sorry—I may have put you all in more
danger now than I had intended. I escaped from a dangerous creature
that may be after me this very moment and I thought I would find
solace here, but I may have been wrong.”

Rich raised an eyebrow and scoffed a little. “Is she
serious?”

Jace shrugged it off. “She seems to believe so.”

“Either way it’s your duty to tell Julian, Jace. As regents we
have to bring this murder up to the council so it can be dealt
with.”

Jace headed back to the kitchen where his drink waited for him.
Just what he needed; duty and interrogation. That contract looked
more tempting each moment. “The council will have to wait until I
figure this out first.”

Rich scoffed. “So, then what?”

Jace took a slow thoughtful sip of his drink. He swallowed even
slower. “We talk about this later.”

“Jace—”

“Later!” Jace yelled, his loud voice melting into a growl.

Rich took one last look at Ariya before storming toward the
front door. “If you aren’t at the Ashen Twilight House at 8 p.m.
I’m telling Julian everything I know.”

“Don’t let the door hit you on the way out,” Jace sneered into
his cup.

The door slammed behind Rich, the room and windows shaking with
a loud vibration.

Ariya turned to Jace and watched him closely as her heart raced
within her chest. “What just happened?”

“Goody two shoes at its best.”

“No, I mean. He changed—into a wolf—man—creature—.”

“Lycan.”

Ariya raised an eyebrow. “So he wasn’t like those werewolf Lycan
shifter things—only bigger? And—bipedal—”

“No, he can only shift into Lycan and human form.”

“Well, what’s the difference between Lycans and werewolves
then?”

“The difference between bipeds and quadrupeds? Look, do you
always ask so many questions?”

“When I’m curious about something I ask questions to get to the
truth,” Ariya said folding her arms. “A natural instinct of
interrogation.”

Mumbling to himself, Jace stormed past her and wandered into the
bedroom. Ariya followed close behind and stopped in the doorway.
She watched as he descended onto the bed and buried his face in his
hands with a sigh. The room fell silent.

Ariya wasn’t sure what to do. She regretted entering this world
due to the death and destruction following her. It had already
caused a rift between two best friends.

Jace peered up from his open palms. “How did you know we were
best friends?”

She shrugged. “I could tell. The passion you feel for each other
and the way you two are at odds. I didn’t have to read your mind to
sense it.”

“Hmm. Yeah, well he’s always been the boy scout of the two of
us.”

“And you?”

Jace peered ahead, deep in thought, remembering a dark side of
his past he kept locked away. “I’m the complete opposite.”

Slowly she approached him, her hand outstretched as if she
wanted to touch him. “You don’t seem so bad.”

Ariya felt his hand grip her wrist. In the blink of an eye, he
was on top of her, pinning her against the bed with the weight of
his body as he seized her throat.

“You sure about that?” his voice was low, husky and somewhat
inviting. “You don’t know me, Ariya.”

“No,” she said evenly, staring deep into his blue eyes. “But by
the time this is all over, we’ll know more about each other than we
ever imagined. Plus, if you wanted me dead, I suppose you would
have done it already.”

Jace’s expression softened. He reached to his back and pulled
his shirt off over his head. Tossing it to the side, he fell back
onto the empty side of the bed next to her.

“You got me there.”

Ariya looked to the living room, illuminated by broken strips of
sunlight streaming through the closed blinds. It was then she
noticed that the bedroom held no windows and the only light came
from the immense amount of candles that lined the room.

She thought to question him about it. Instead she put the idea
out of her mind when she spotted his bare muscled chest, rising and
falling with each breath. Slowly she crawled up next to him. His
handsome face remained blank with peace, unaffected by outside
events. He looked like an innocent young man and she had to wonder
what brought him to this point in his life? How did he become this
creature lying before her?

“Scotland. Fourteen hundred and forty three. But never mind me.
I think you owe me an explanation.”

Ariya quickly moved away from him. “Must you keep invading my
mind?”

He chuckled. “Must you let me?”

“Look,” she said sitting up. “I’m tired of fighting and running.
Maybe I was naïve when I came here, but I thought—” Slowly she
turned to face him. “Did you say Scotland? Fourteen hundred and
forty three?”

“I sure did.”

“It couldn’t be him in the dream,” Ariya said softly to herself.
Or could it? If it were true, then that would explain what led her
here.

Everything happens for a reason, Ariya. Her father’s
deep voice returned to her in that instant like a voice from the
grave.

“Okay.” Jace folded his arms behind his head and peered up at
her. “Why don’t you start at the top? Where’s your family?”

Ariya ignored the twisting ache in her heart.” They’re
dead.”

His eyes widened for a moment before he let out a deep breath.
“I’m sorry to hear that.”

Relaxing her posture, she couldn’t help noticing his demeanor
softening.

“And this creature you keep thinking about? It killed them?”

“My sisters and my parents, yes. When I last left my realm, it
was after me.”

“And how does this dream factor into everything?”

Suddenly she felt light headed. She slid off the bed to her feet
and gripped the side of his dresser without looking. She felt the
brush of a falling sculpture on her hand.

Jace leaned forward and the next thing she knew he stood over
her. He quickly caught what looked like a mini wood sculpture of a
medieval trebuchet with one hand and slipped his other arm around
her to anchor her body against his.

“Be careful now,” he said with a smile. “Your body may be
wearing out from all the excitement going on.”

Truer words were never spoken, but she was sure he meant the
external goings on rather than the emotional chaos he was causing
to her body. “Yeah, could be,” she breathed. “Being thrown out can
do that to a person.”

Jace cleared his throat, focusing on the small trebuchet in his
hand. “This was a one of a kind gift from the artist Germain Pilon.
It helps to remind me of our military advancements over the years.
How far technology has come. I can’t just go to eBay and get
another.”

She fought the urge to ask what an eBay was as she felt his body
against hers. Although his skin was cold, an undeniable heat
emanated between them.

Jace looked down at her, his blue eyes signaling he felt the
same desire. This time it didn’t feel metaphysical to her. It felt
genuine.

Ariya quickly moved away, brushing her curls behind her ear. “I,
uh—was saying something.”

“The dream and the creature, yes.” He set the trinket back on
the dresser and returned to the bed. “My apologies for rudely
interrupting your story. Please continue.”

“Right.” She nodded again and cleared her throat. “The night of
the attack I dreamt of a war that happened a long time ago. The
closest I can think of is the Ottoman war— the people of Turkey
now, I guess you call them—against Vlad Tepes of Wallachia,
Romania. The problem is you were there.”

Jace nodded. “Understandable. I fought in that war.”

“How?”

“It’s a long story but I will say that I fought alongside my
immortal brethren for the freedom to live and survive as we were
allowed when we were mortals.”

“Considering you were not mentioned in the books of history I
studied nor did I see you until now, you understand why it is
strange that I dreamt of you.”

“Look, I know what you’re thinking and I’m not one to believe in
destiny or fate or any of that. I think it’s highly possible that
you dreamt of someone who looked like me and when you saw
me, your mind made the connection.”

“Is it also highly possible that you happened to be wandering by
the exact alleyway at the exact time I needed
help?”

Jace shook his head. “Coincidental.”

“All right, well considering this creature tracking me, I’m not
quite sure what he is but the closest I can identify it is an
elemental creature. I’ve only seen him command itself like the wind
but if he is a true elemental, that would mean he can integrate
himself into almost everything from fire, water, earth and air.
We’ve tried to stop him.”

“Hmm? You know what he is then?”

Ariya nodded. “Somewhat. I felt it was him and a familiar one at
that but I don’t know who or what it is exactly. My parents
realized that I could feel some events before they happen.
Sometimes it comes as a dream. They tried teaching me to harness
the elements of nature. But my powers aren’t what they should be.”
Slowly she shook her head. “I still don’t know how to control it,
but if I were to use my ability of second sight—I fear he’ll find
me and kill me like he did my family. There has to be a reason he’s
after me. I just don’t know what he’ll do once he’s crossed into
this land. In fact he may already be here because I dreamt of that
girl dying, exactly the way your friend found her and the same way
my two sisters died as well.”

“Well, I don’t know if I believe all of this. I’m still trying
to wrap my mind around the fact that you exist.”

Ariya smiled. “That makes two of us. I still don’t know what you
are.”

Jace stared ahead with her words echoing in his mind. Very
rarely did he have to explain himself to anyone. In the centuries
when he would feed upon unsuspecting humans, he never gave a hint
of what he was, rather used it as his way of charming them. Now he
felt as if he was being challenged to look at himself and define
the being he had become. Finally he turned and faced Ariya’s
curious, waiting eyes. “I’m a Nightwalker.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning I can only walk around freely during the night or else
I’ll be destroyed by the sun. And I need blood to sustain my
existence or else I’ll die.”

“Wait a minute. If you aren’t an Asiman creature then—

“The Western civilization calls us Vampires and that’s the
closest description of us. We’re not blood drinking spirit
creatures that inhabit other people’s bodies. “

“You mean, you really exist? So you couldn’t have known about
the elemental. There has been no recorded history to link the
two.”

“Apparently not. None that I’ve seen firsthand anyway.”

Ariya froze and looked up. “Wait, I thought you were just a part
of mortal legends and scary stories told for entertainment. The
mortals seem to have a strange fixation on you. Garlic, crucifixes,
holy water and nights of skulking around for innocent mortals as
their prey. At least that’s what I read in my studies.”

“That’s basically what we’ve been reduced to thanks to a crazy
Irishmen who never visited Wallachia. And Angel’s father, but
that’s neither here nor there. One person in a battle saw a feed
break out amongst our army and mistakes one of the bloodiest
murdering conquerors in history as a Nightwalker. The massive
depths to which, our history has yet to recover.”

Ariya shook her head. “I don’t understand. Dracula was
fiction.”

Jace tilted his head in thought. “Ah yes, but the true history
was not fiction. Like I said, I was there in the battle against the
real demon. Thankfully the depictions of us are so varied across
the world or else we’d be in big trouble.” He stretched and relaxed
his muscles with a heavy exhale. “Vampires wouldn’t even be an
accurate term for us. We predate the origin of the word by three or
four centuries.”

He tossed around the history of his family and the birth of the
Nightwalkers in his mind. Maybe one day he’d share the details, but
not everything. No one but the Patriarchs of the house knew
everything and he wanted to keep that way. He swung his legs over
the bed and stood. “Besides, I’m not really one to divulge too much
of my life to anyone. Especially an outsider I don’t know too much
about.”

“You know you can trust me.”

“I can, huh?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

Ariya walked to the bed and leaned forward, resting on her
hands. She gave him a half smile. “Or else you would have killed me
by now.”

Jace cleared his throat and Ariya stifled a smile at the effect
she had on him. “Well, you are correct there,” he said smoothly.
“Mortal definition of the vampire term is pretty narrow to describe
our kind. We need blood to live. Just like they do. The old
mythology of holy water, garlic and all that jazz is just
that—fiction.”

“And how do you get the blood to nourish you?”

“From humans and animals.”

“And each other?”

Jace nodded. “At times.”

Ariya remembered how the display heated the room. The exchange
was pleasurable for both of them and part of her wondered if she
would ever share such an experience with him. She gently shook her
head to rid her mind of the thought. Why would I want to share
it with him anyway? If the legends about his kind were true,
this creature didn’t die. Instead he was but a trapped
spirit defying the very laws of life and death. What kind of
abomination of mankind did I run into?

“Mankind.” Jace shook his head. “We are hardly a part of mortals
anymore than we belong to the family of wolves. Some of us
anyway.”

“But it is the very nature of life to die so that your spirit
may live on in another. To cheat death by taking the blood of
another life it’s—

“Surviving.”

Ariya scoffed. “Defiance of life’s very nature to maintain
itself. A stolen life.”

“Your rules are very different than here. The exchange of blood
sustains the body and life, yes. But to continue to feed off that
blood—”

“Is sacrilegious.”

Jace’s gaze narrowed on her. “Is likened to the predatory
animals I’m sure you’ve come across. For them it’s survival, for
us…it is an intimate feeling. A close exchange of one’s very
essence. With the right person, it is highly pleasurable, but
potentially deadly. It’s hard to put into words the heights of
bliss one rises to as they are pushed to the edge of death. Unless
they share the experience with me, apparently. Then they don’t
survive at all.”

Ariya folded her arms. “Well if you wish to read my mind and
prove yourself, answer this question. Would you ever bite me? Push
me to the edge of death?”

Jace stood and walked to her.

He lifted his head to sniff her skin, blood and essence. It was
like nothing he ever sensed before. The temptation rippled through
his body like water beneath his skin. He tingled with a sense of
desire for her. With one bite, he could take her and see just how
far his tendency to kill would reach. Then again, maybe she would
live after the act. Maybe she would be the one exception
to his blood filled rule.

“If I so desired,” Jace said without blinking.

Ariya shivered as she looked deep into his eyes. Lust was in
those deep pools of blue and she knew this man was capable of
intense passion—and a quick kill. She hoped she hadn’t made a
mistake running here and falling into a more sinister threat.

“I assure you, though. You are safe with me.” Jace gently
brushed his fingertips along the length of her bare arms. “Looks
like you’re stuck with me anyway. At least until this whole thing
blows over, and our names are cleared once we get to the bottom of
Shelly’s murder.”

Ariya tried to ignore the chill running along her skin behind
each touch. There were more pressing matters to attend to at the
moment but she had a hard time focusing as her heart raced whenever
he was near.

* * *
*              

Rich veered his bike around a corner and across the quiet
streets of downtown Tempe later that morning. The sun rose in the
sky across the horizon as a new day was welcomed once again. His
body and muscles were still tense from the previous encounter with
Jace and the mysterious girl. Questions cornered his mind about her
whereabouts and even more, he wanted to know what happened with
Shelly.

Like the mortals, the act of taking the life of their own within
the Ashen Twilight House was against all laws. Only the patriarchs
had that authority and even then it was under special circumstance
that required much discussion over lethal offenses. During his
years as regent, he had seen many deaths in the years before the
houses were united under a common rule. The Nightwalkers, the Lycan
pack and the Shifter Elves all had a common threat with the mortals
and decided the only way to survive was to band together.

Still, the renegades who didn’t agree with the houses proved a
danger to their hidden solidarity from the world. Still, as long as
they remained quiet and out of their way, the immortals remained
safe.

Rich noted the red light up ahead and gently pushed on the brake
pedal. The motorcycle came to a slow stop, the motor still revved
beneath him as his mind raced with equal passion.

He usually didn’t go off on Jace like that, but this was a
distraction he couldn’t afford with the upcoming union on his tail.
It was time to settle down and find a mate. After a long search, he
may have just found the perfect counterpart to run the house
alongside him as co-regent in the House of Lycans. She was
beautiful, strong and she shared an interest in him since the time
they met. First he would have to prove himself worthy of taking
care of the pack. That was another thing he had to plan. It had
been awhile since he received a final answer from the patriarchs in
the east. Even if he did hear an answer, the ceremonies would have
to be put on hold now with this situation concerning Shelly rearing
its ugly head.

Could it have been a renegade who killed Shelly?

If it was, it would make this whole thing much easier to solve
and they would kill that right before it gets any uglier.

The light turned green and Rich stepped on the gas pedal. He was
close to the bridge amongst the calm lakefront. From here, he
spotted a large, towering figure standing on the hill overlooking
the shore. Rich turned off to the side on the shore and parked his
bike. The bright yellow light reflected off the dark, still waters
giving the area a cool, tranquil feel. He hoped it would remain
quiet like this for at least another few hours.

The motor died down and Rich climbed off. By now he recognized
Vex’s thick muscled silhouette as he rested his weight on one leg.
The brawny Lycan didn’t move or look over his shoulder despite
Rich’s quiet steps behind him.

“You know how deadly it is to sneak up to a Lycan while he’s
deep in thought?” Vex asked, keeping his gaze on the water.

“Remember who you’re posing the question to, Vex. A Lycan who
nearly tore into a guy in a fit of hormonal rage.”

Vex sighed and shook his head.

“How you holding up?” Rich asked.

Vex shrugged. “I know it won’t bring her back, but I just want
to find the scum that did this to her and make him pay.”

“We’ll find him, man.” Rich gently patted Vex’s shoulder in
assurance. “I promise you that.”

In his promise, Rich hoped it wasn’t Jace. Their encounter
earlier was still on his mind. Although he and Jace had their
differences from time to time, the youthful vampire never kept
things from him until now. He couldn’t help wondering if the girl
really was a threat to them. Either way, he had to remain by his
brethren’s side until all of this blows over.

“Tell me Rich,” Vex said folding his arms over his chest. “Was
Shelly really with Jace that night?”

Yes, Shelly was here tonight. We— we were in the midst of
sharing the pleasure of one another’s company—

Jace’s voice ran loudly in Rich’s mind.

Vex turned to him with his eyebrows raised. “Rich? Was she? I
mean, you’d tell me right? As a brother?”

“Yeah Vex, I would. But I can’t say for sure. How did you hear
anyway?”

“After you left, Theo told me he saw them leave together. If I
find out they were together—” Vex bit his lip to calm down. His
thick hands formed into fists at his sides. “When the sun falls to
moonlight and the House of Blood has awakened, Jace Archane will be
put on trial. Whether by Lycan law, Nightwalker or Shifter Elves,
he will be judged for his crime. And I hope he pays.”

“But you have no proof other than your passion to bring Shelly’s
killer to justice,” Rich said a little stronger than he
anticipated. “Not to mention besides Theo’s third rate assumptions,
we can’t be sure. Calm down for now and give yourself some time to
think this over.”

“No!” Vex turned to Rich, passion burning in his eyes. “I have
thought of nothing but Shelly since she died. For all of our sakes,
especially mine and Shelly’s, let her murderers come to trial and
pay.”

Rich turned to the city ahead as the sunset rose into full view.
He could already tell it was going to be a long day into night.
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is full of twists and turns… .

An exceptional read."


Coffee Time Romance Reviews





 "… this first book in the series is a fun and
imaginative voyage and a promising start to a new

series."


Doug Knipe, Sci-Fi Guy



 

“a well-written, intricate story. Ms.
Lori’s descriptions are vivid and beautiful, evoking images in my
mind that were like watching a movie as I read it.”

Bitten By Books

 

"… this is one you’ll read again and
again. The scenes are so rich that the reader finds

themselves in the scenes, not merely watching from the
sidelines."





The Long and Short of 
It

Reviews



 

"Rae Lori is an amazing author and
has a gift for the paranormal. She will have you right in the

thick of the action and make you feel like you are right in the
scene and not a book."


Night Owl Reviews



 

"I absolutely love the paranormal
genre and Ms. Lori is a master at it."


Dark Diva Reviews

 



"an exquisite book full love,
passion, heroism, and pain"

Vampiress.ca

 

 

 

 

 

About the Author

 

Romance-Adventure-Mystery is Rae Lori’s motto as she strives to
write stories that are romantic yet adventurous no matter what time
period and setting. With a love for film, vampires and visual
storytelling she couples the visual with art of the written word to
tell her stories.  

She is an avid reader and viewer of science fiction, romance and
fantasy since she was young. Throughout her writing career, she has
garnered credits writing movie reviews, fiction and articles on the
comic book and film industry. Under various pen names, she has
written books, novellas and short stories that run the genre gamut
of science fiction, fantasy, short roman noir and paranormal
romance and many more waiting to drip onto the page. 

Rae makes her home in Phoenix, Arizona where she pens her
stories and works as a graphic designer.

 

Learn more about her work at: http://www.raelori.com




Rae loves to hear from her readers
so feel free to drop her a message! Rachel@raelori.com
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