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PROLOGUE


The AltVeritas of Brevala

Southern Border of the Meadowlands and Bluffs

Cernian Falls

1027 AD

Arnus, Overlord of the Meadowlands, locked his jaw tight, his hands clenched in fists. He stood still, breath calm even though he was enraged beyond belief as he stared down at the large pool of water that was fed by the Cernian Falls. Those waters came down from the Rivelle Mountains, through the bluffs, and straight into the crystal-blue lake that straddled the border between the Meadowlands and the Bluffs, aptly named Cernian Lake.

The water was off-limits to all inhabitants of Brevala as the clans of both the Meadowlands and the Bluffs claimed it as their own, and if the other were caught in it, blood would be shed. Countless wars had been fought throughout the centuries to carve out an exact border between the two lands, but the lake straddled it dead center.

Over the last few hundred years, they had come to a silent agreement to stay out of the waters and avoid a battle that would probably lead to death, yet Arnus watched with disgust as the man and woman below frolicked naked in the cool lake.

Twisting to look to his right, he made eye contact with the top-ranking colonel in his militia, who was there to bear witness to the justice Arnus had to dole out. He merely nodded his ascent that punishment had to be born.

When he looked the other way, Arnus’ gaze locked with his youngest daughter’s blue eyes. Her golden hair was done in a crown of intricate braids to keep it out of the way since she came along with Arnus in anticipation of a fight. She held her iron sword in one hand—the hilt wrapped in leather so as not to burn her skin—and a dagger in the other. While not asking his daughter’s permission to do what must be done, he was relieved when she also nodded her head. He knew this was difficult on her, given that the woman swimming down below was her cousin, and they were close. Arnus couldn’t afford to be a father right now, but rather a warrior who must teach his daughter how to put her feelings aside. This was a learning experience more than anything.

Examples had to be made; otherwise, the fragile peace that Brevala had enjoyed the last few hundred years would be destroyed. That meant more raids and battles, which meant more bloodshed and death.

The rocky cliff they stood on was high enough up that it would have taken them a good half hour to traverse their way down on foot. As Light Fae, though, they didn’t need to attempt anything as mundane as using their feet for travel.

Not all Light Fae could bend distance, but those from Brevala could as they were gifted that power when their realm was created over three thousand years ago.

“Let’s go,” Arnus grunted. With their magic, they left the craggy outcropping and appeared at the edge of the lake in as much time as it takes to blink.

The couple swimming in the lake didn’t notice the three Meadowland clan members dressed in battle armor with weapons drawn. They were too busy locked in a passionate kiss to notice anything at all. Arnus glanced at his daughter, and he could see her expression was filled with disgust, not at what they were doing, but rather that they were doing it with each other.

A moment came when the couple pulled their mouths apart, and the male caught sight of the Meadlowlanders. In what some might think was a sound display of bravery, the male pushed the female behind him to protect her. But Arnus thought him incredibly stupid even to think he could so much as touch the female in the lake with him.

He was a Bluff dweller and his niece, who had the same golden hair as his daughter, was a Meadowlander.

The two clans did not mix.

They didn’t talk.

They didn’t even look at each other.

If they were in proximity to one another, they were likely to battle to the death.

That’s just the way it was unless it was during the truce called for the Festival of Creation. Thankfully, that came only once every hundred years.

There was no need to wait for the male to exit the water. The Bluff Dwellers weren’t cowards, and the male exploded out of the lake as black wings erupted from his back. He was naked only for a moment because, with his magic, he called forth battle armor to cover his body. An iron sword in hand, he hovered forty feet above the three Meadowlanders, his great wings slowly flapping to hold him there as he tried to calculate who was the biggest threat to take on.

Sadly, for the Bluff dweller, his biggest threat wasn’t on the ground.

It was crouched behind a boulder on the stone outcropping where they had been moments earlier, watching the scene play out down below.

And it was Arnus’ oldest daughter, with blonde hair braided the same as her sister so it wouldn’t get in the way.

No one saw her, certainly not the Bluff Dweller.

He had no clue as he hovered there that she was nocking an arrow in her bow.

Pulling the string back to her ear.

Aiming down the shaft.

She let it fly.

The iron tip penetrated the Bluff Dweller’s left eye, entering easily and slowing dramatically as it came out through the back of his skull. The Meadowlander female in the lake released a piercing shriek as she watched her lover topple from the sky, instantly dead once the iron penetrated his brain. He felt nothing as his body hit the ground with a loud thud.

Arnus tilted his head, shielded his eyes from the bright sky, and spotted his daughter on the rocks above them. She grinned down, proud of her shot.

He was proud too.

Giving his attention back to the woman in the water, he uttered a short command. “Get out.”

Tears pouring down her face, she swam to the shallow end and then stood naked to walk the rest of the way out. She didn’t call forth magic to clothe herself and hide her nudity because she knew her back would need to be bared for what was coming.

Without needing to be told, the woman approached Arnus and fell to her knees in the soft grass. She didn’t try to beg for leniency; instead, she merely bowed her head and sobbed quietly as she awaited her fate.

Arnus studied her a moment before turning to his youngest daughter beside him. He was proud her sister took the kill shot on the Bluff Dweller, which made him realize he couldn’t coddle his other daughter any longer.

Her gaze met his, and she didn’t flinch when he said, “Do it.”

A curt nod was given, and his daughter moved behind the fae female kneeling on the grass. She rotated her wrist a few times, which caused her sword to arc in a circle as she prepared to do her duty.

“Let them out,” his daughter commanded of the kneeling woman.

With no hesitation, the woman did as she was told, her blood-colored wings springing from her back. Her head remained bowed, her sobbing muffled.

Arnus watched as his daughter reached out to hold the wing closest to her at the bone joint where the appendage made its arch. She raised the sword above her head, gritted her teeth, and brought it down hard to sever it from the woman’s body.

She shrieked, not so much in pain, but in loss. Black blood poured from the wound down her back, seeping into the ground. With keen eyes, Arnus watched not the woman on the ground but his daughter.

He carefully gauged her for any signs of weakness or distress over what she had just done. Unfortunately, he could see a slight hint of sorrow in her blue eyes, which did not sit well.

“The other one,” Arnus ordered his daughter, nodding at the other wing.

His daughter’s gaze rose, locked with his, and turned cold. She gave another curt nod of acceptance, all signs of empathy gone, and grabbed hold of the other wing.


CHAPTER 1


Eliana

Seattle

Present Day

I can feel it down to my bones as I stride across the glossy tiled floor of the main first-floor lobby of Byrne Enterprises.

The contract is all but mine.

My four-inch Tom Ford’s with gold ankle straps click a cadence like I’m walking the runway in Milan. My leather briefcase is Ferragamo, and my black skirt and jacket are Alexander McQueen. The lowlights in my hair cost four hundred dollars, and my BMW 8 Series convertible I handed over to the valet moments ago is a six-figure car I paid cash for.

Yes, I have more money than I know what to do with, yet this little seven-thousand-dollar ad campaign is as important to me as my entire closet full of designer clothes.

As one of the most successful ad executives at Carson Dell, I still like to take on the smaller campaigns now and then, so I never forget the ranks through which I had climbed to reach the top. I’ve been with Carson Dell for almost six years now, and I didn’t have to sleep with a single boss to get to my pinnacle. But then again, my father had always told me that I’d been born with unparalleled perseverance, and he taught me never to succumb to defeat.

At the elevator bank, I confidently push the button to the executive offices on the top floor. My appointment with its founder and CEO, Carrick Byrne, is in ten minutes, but I always arrive early just for professionalism’s sake.

The outer lobby for Byrne Enterprises is starkly bare, but once I open the heavy wooden door to the inner sanctum, I immediately fall in love with the soothing decor. The walls are done in soft ivory with a shimmery glaze, the furniture in a blue-gray suede with plush cream pillows, and the lighting is provided by glass lamps and wall sconces with Edison bulbs.

The receptionist smiles. “Can I help you?”

“Eliana Thompson,” I say crisply. “I have an appointment with Mr. Byrne.”

“If you’ll just have a seat,” she replies in a smooth, cultured voice. “Mr. Byrne is finishing up with another appointment.”

“Another ad pitch?” I guess cheekily with a lopsided grin.

The receptionist glances at the door to her right, which must be where Mr. Byrne’s office is, and back to me before nodding with a conspiratorial grin. “He only chose two companies to meet with. Carson Dell and—”

“Prima Design,” I state confidently. It’s the only other ad agency in Seattle that rivals ours.

The receptionist winks, but then she whispers, “I’m sure your pitch will be far superior, though.”

“Thanks,” I say with a big smile. I love women holding up other women, and she’s right… mine will be far superior.

While Prima is good, their execs are getting lackluster in their ideas. The last several times I’ve gone up against them, I’ve walked away with every single deal.

I move over to the couch, perch my butt on the edge, and cross my legs. I don’t even bother pulling out my iPad to go over my pitch; instead, I scroll my text messages. One of my girlfriends is asking to meet for drinks after work, which is a possibility. Dana is a hoot to hang out with.

A text from Josh, inviting me to dinner at his place.

Which really just translates into, “I’ll order some Chinese, and we’ll fuck all night”.

That has equal appeal as Josh is a stud in between the sheets, and he’s happy with this being a friends-with-benefits relationship, same as me.

Except… I can’t even say we’re friends. More like just fuck buddies, I guess.

I shoot Dana a text to tell her I have to work late, and another at Josh telling him I’ll be at his place by seven and I want extra steamed dumplings.

The door to Mr. Byrne’s office opens, and I stuff my phone in the side pocket of my briefcase, uncross my legs, and angle myself that way to see who from Prima will be coming out that door.

I hope it’s Steve Polsby. He’s the most arrogant of that lot, and he’s a complete misogynist. He cannot stand women in his industry.

“Thank you again for your time,” a deep male voice says from just inside the doorway and out of my line of sight.

Another replies, “Your presentation was incredibly good. I’ll be in touch.”

I scoff. Yeah, to tell you the contract is going to Carson Dell.

I have to suppress a snicker and school my features into a pleasant smile as the Prima exec walks out the door and it closes behind him.

For a moment, time seems to stand still as I take in the tall man with wide shoulders, dark brown hair that’s wavy and worn a little too long for modern standards, and piercing green eyes.

When time moves, I find myself slightly dizzy as I stare with astonishment at the Prima ad exec.

Ronan Myers.

I ignore how hot he looks in his suit, and I most definitely give no acknowledgment to the superior smile that comes to his face—lighting up those green eyes—as he sees me.

I stand confidently from the couch, bringing my briefcase with me. Ronan takes a few steps my way, letting his gaze roam slowly down my body and back up again before he gives me a distasteful smile. “Eliana. Fancy running into you here.”

“My exact thoughts,” I reply stiffly. “Last I heard, you were working in New York at McNaught.”

Ronan shrugs carelessly. “Thought I’d try the West Coast for a while.”

Just fucking great. The man I probably hate most in the universe is here in Seattle. Being in his presence makes me nauseous. By the distaste in his expression, he feels the same, but that’s the way it’s been for an exceptionally long time.

Ronan throws his thumb over his shoulder at the office of Carrick Byrne. “I wouldn’t bother putting too much effort into your pitch. I’ve got this one wrapped up.”

“In your dreams,” I reply, lifting my chin up, eyes sparkling with challenge. “Prima hasn’t beaten my firm out of a bid in forever. I hope you don’t mind the bitter taste of loss.”

Stepping in closer to me and lowering his voice so the receptionist doesn’t hear the derision in it, he murmurs, “You’re kind of cute when your ego comes out to play. But we both know you’re a has-been. A wannabe. In fact, everyone in our circle knows you’ll never amount to much either here or back home. But yeah… cute that you still think you can be good at something.”

A low growl rolls in my chest, but I suppress it. He’s trying to goad me into a reaction, and I won’t give it. I’ve learned how to let those things roll off my back because people like Ronan mean nothing to me.

I don’t even want to inform him of all my achievements since starting at Carson Dell. It would be nothing more than braggadocio, and over the years we’ve gone head-to-head, we’ve both won our fair share of battles.

But he’s not going to win this one.

“Miss Thompson,” the receptionist says, and I glance over my shoulder. She nods toward Mr. Byrne’s door. “He’s ready for you now.”

Nodding my head curtly, I merely say, “Ronan.”

It’s a simultaneous acknowledgment of our run-in and a farewell as I sidestep him to enter Mr. Byrne’s office. I don’t look back, but I can feel his eyes on me, which I know are heavy with disdain.

Which is fine.

I feel the same about him.

Giving a slight tap on the door, I open it and peek my head in. Carrick Byrne’s office is massive. Large enough to hold an executive desk with guest chairs, a grouping of furniture to sit casually on including a couch, love seat, and two wingback chairs, and a conference room table that can seat eight. The walls are lined with built-in cabinets tastefully filled with books and what I guess are expensive pieces of art. He has a SmartBoard mounted on one wall, which I knew he would have because I had inquired. Most big companies have them in abundance, and I’ll be able to broadcast my entire pitch up on the wall so he can see it clearly and hopefully be impressed with the effort I went to on this campaign.

The man himself is sitting on the edge of his desk—more like leaning with his butt cheek on it, one leg bent and the other planted firmly on the floor—while reading over a document. I have never met Carrick Byrne before, but I’d recognize his face anywhere since he’s Seattle’s richest man as well as its most eligible bachelor.

Admittedly, for a moment, I’m a bit star-struck to be in his presence. His photos and media clips don’t do him justice. If he ever loses all his money, he could make serious bank as a professional model. His face is all chiseled angles that are perfectly aligned, yet don’t come off as soft or too perfect. His dark hair is long on top, short on the sides, and swept back into perfect waves from his face. I’d say he’s got more of a rugged look, especially set off by his thick eyebrows and a golden tan, both of which draw attention to eyes of a very unusual gold color. I’m sure they categorize it as brown on his driver’s license, but they are so light, they could pass for gold.

“Miss Thompson,” he says, lifting his head from the document he’d been reading. He stands from the desk, flashing a genial smile. “I’ve heard a lot of great things about you from Tim Carson.”

I flush because Tim Carson owns the ad agency, and he’s a legend in this business. He’s the type who sits in an ivory tower and is rarely seen. I’m surprised he even knows me because even though I’m up high in the ranks of his ad execs, I’m sure we’re still far below his notice.

“Please, call me Eliana,” I say warmly, crossing the distance to meet him for a handshake. “And thank you for the opportunity to allow us to pitch a campaign for One Bean. I had not realized Byrne Enterprises had moved into the coffee industry, but what better place than Seattle, right?”

He chuckles as he moves over to the conference table, motioning me that way. “Well, this is a business I’ve invested in as a silent partner. It’s owned and run by my colleague, Finley Porter, but I’m helping with the marketing portion. She’d be here today, but it’s her birthday so I’m going solo. And… you can call me Carrick.”

I nod, my smile showing how genuinely impressed I am he’d do that for a small business he’d invested in. I had researched One Bean thoroughly for the past two weeks while making this campaign, and it’s a small, independently owned coffee shop that’s been around for about three decades. It recently changed ownership from the founder to Finley Porter, a young woman who had been the manager there. I’m not quite sure how she got Carrick Byrne to come on as a silent partner, but I hope she knows how lucky she is to have a man of his power in her corner. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he’s grooming this little business to become a franchise, and that’s sort of where I went with my pitch.

“I just need about two minutes to get set up,” I say as I pull my laptop out of my bag.

“Take your time,” Carrick says. “Would you like something to drink?”

“Water would be great,” I say as I use my own HDMI cable to hook my laptop up to the SmartBoard, which has already been turned on.

I wonder if Ronan did a presentation like this and immediately admonish myself for even wasting brain space thinking about him.

By the time I have my PowerPoint presentation on the board and ready to go, along with a glossy printed portfolio of my presentation to hand to Carrick, he’s back at the table with a chilled bottle of water for me and a cup of coffee for himself.

Settling down into the end chair that faces the SmartBoard, he says, “I’m ready to be wowed.”

“I’m ready to wow,” I assure him, and I launch into my pitch.

For fifteen minutes, I go through my presentation, which includes the background research I’d done on One Bean and research about the coffee shop industry, not only nationwide but locally here in Seattle.

I took the gamble that a man such as Carrick Byrne would be thinking nationally, so my pitch focused on an ad campaign that could easily translate into future franchises across the United States. That meant I leaned away from the stereotypical Seattleite coffee drinker, a regional type of paying customer, and focused my ads on drawing in the average American coffee drinker.

The Starbucks types who were looking for a similar alternative.

I lay out the print campaign ideas, as well as radio and TV options. It was more than what was asked for, and I acknowledged that to Carrick, but I wanted him to be able to take this campaign and stretch it past the boundaries of Seattle if he wanted. I hoped my expansive thinking would put me over the top, as the campaigns I always win the bid on are done in the same fashion. Business owners appreciate the think-outside-the-box type of ideas.

When I finish, I take my bottle of water, allowing myself a tiny sip before I finish with, “Now… tell me what questions you might have.”

In deep contemplation, Carrick sits in his chair, fingers steepled before his face as he stares at the last slide I’d left up… an artist’s rendition of a franchised One Bean in middle-America suburbia.

Lowering his hands, he gives me an appreciative smile before standing from his chair. “That was a very impressive pitch, Eliana.”

“Thank you,” I beam back.

“But it’s not quite what I was hoping for,” he says, moving to stand before me. He tucks his hands in his pockets, and, because he’s so much taller than me, I have to tip my head back. “One Bean is a local icon. It’s a small shop, and Finley is happy keeping it local. Too much of your pitch is to make it a national brand when we want the focus in Seattle.”

“With all due respect,” I say as I bend over my laptop to bring back up slides ten through fourteen. “But in this part of the presentation, I focus on the local market.”

“And I appreciated it,” he says, gaze flicking to the SmartBoard and then back to me. His voice is firm, mind made up. “But Prima focused all of their energy on the one shop here locally, and their pitch better suits our style.”

“But—”

“Again,” Carrick says, cutting in over me and reaching his hand out for me to shake. I take it numbly. “It was a great presentation. I would absolutely love to hear other pitches in the future from you and the fine folks at Carson Dell, but I’m going to give this project to Prima.”

The next five minutes is a bit of a haze. As I pack up my equipment, my stomach churns while I give another lame handshake to Carrick Byrne, mutter my thanks for allowing me to pitch to him, and then somehow, I’m standing out on the sidewalk in front of his building.

The valet looks at me expectantly, remembering my BMW. I shake my head to indicate I’m not ready to collect it and glance down the block.

There’s a bar down on the corner.

Not one I’ve been to before, but if it serves liquor, it will do nicely.


CHAPTER 2


Ronan

I couldn’t say no to the Prima guys when they insisted we celebrate capturing the One Bean account. It’s an incredibly small campaign compared to what they’re used to working on, but it is an inroad to Byrne Enterprises, the real prize.

Carrick Byrne himself called me not an hour after I’d left to let me know he’d accepted my bid. My first thought wasn’t self-congratulations or happiness on making my new company proud.

It was pure pride and egoism that I’d beat out Eliana Thompson. I would have given anything to see her face when she found out she’d lost.

To me.

Yeah… I’m celebrating that more than the actual account we gained at Prima because that’s just how much I loathe the woman. And I don’t feel bad in the slightest about it because she has the exact same disdain for me.

Enemies to the absolute core, and now that I’m in Seattle, I expect we’ll be having more battles to come. I relish being able to pound her pride again and again at this game.

The Prima Design offices are only a few blocks from Byrne Enterprises, and we all decided to meet up at a popular bar that was actually on the same block. So, I made the walk with four of my new colleagues in tow to the bar called Oak and Barrel, since I really didn’t know where it was. I’d only been in Seattle for a few weeks, and I can’t figure out if it was rotten luck Eliana was working here, or maybe good luck if I can continue to make her life a living hell.

As we walk past the Byrne building, I smile with a swagger that I landed the account. When we open the door to Oak and Barrel, it’s a bit dim and it takes my eyes a moment to adjust. I immediately search for an empty table that can accommodate the five of us, then head for a high top at the back of the room.

We barely get on our stools before a waitress appears and takes our drink orders. Happy hour started about half an hour ago, and the place is filling up fast.

The guys and I make small talk. I don’t know them well because I’ve been working my ass off since I moved here. They’re all young, pompous, and, to my dismay, firmly entrenched in the concept of a boys-only club. I had noticed there weren’t many female ad execs at Prima, and while I’m a dude through and through, I am a huge proponent of gender equality.

I’ve been fortunate to witness women doing things that even men couldn’t do all that well throughout my life, and it makes me a bit disappointed in Prima.

It’s why no women are sitting at the table with us, and, after the first two rounds of drinks, why the men are all eagerly looking around at the single women and making crude comments.

Not that I can’t be crude… but not toward women I don’t know. I can talk dirty in the bedroom better than anyone, but respect comes first.

One of the guys nudges me since I’m not actively playing along with their game. “Let’s each put fifty dollars in, find the hottest chick to fuck tonight, then the guy who picks her up gets the money.”

The other guys echo their eagerness for the game.

“Come on, Ronan,” he says. His name is Brian, and he’s twenty-five going on eighteen. “Look around and pick out the hottest one.”

It’s stupid because I go all-in when I decide I want to pick up a woman. I don’t play childish games and talk about women from afar. I’ve figured out quickly that none of my colleagues probably have the guts to approach an attractive woman—much less pick her up. They’re children playing at a man’s game.

In fact, maybe I should give them a lesson on how they should be less talk and more action.

“All right,” I say, tipping back my bourbon and club soda to drain it.

I hadn’t been paying much attention to the crowd—instead, I’d been engaging with the guys at my table—I slowly peruse the area, which has become quite crowded. Every table is occupied, each stool at the bar has a person on it, and much of the standing room is taken. The chatter and background music make it a little too loud for my tastes, but it’s my eyes that are working right now as I slowly peruse the women in here.

Plenty of beauties, many single by the looks of things since they are scoping the men out. Apparently, this is a good place for a hookup.

My gaze moves to the bar, but it’s pretty crowded and hard to see who’s sitting there. But then some people shift and my body locks tight as I realize Eliana is seated on a stool. She’s angled to the side, long legs crossed, one of the heels of her fancy shoes propped on the bottom rung of the stool. The slit in her skirt shows a lot of leg and she’s ditched her suit jacket to her chair’s back.

Her blonde hair has been pulled out of the tight bun from earlier, and it spills down her back. Her shirt’s top three buttons are undone, and I catch a peek of white lace under it.

Right there.

Hands down. She’s the hottest.

I hate her, but she’s the hottest by far.

And because I can’t stand her, she sure isn’t going on my list of potentials to fuck tonight.

Leaving her behind, I keep glancing around as the other guys make suggestions.

Except my eyes keep going back to her.

She’s talking to a guy who is standing at the bar, facing her. He’s sipping a beer while she drinks red wine. They’re watching a local news station on one of the TV screens behind the bar, and whatever is rolling on the ticker below the newscaster is the subject of their conversation. He nods at the screen, says something, and she lifts her head to watch.

And holy shit… as her attention is drawn away, the man deftly hovers his hand over her wine glass and pours some type of powder into it.

The man just roofied Eliana’s goddamned drink.

If she were any other woman, I’d walk over there now and knock the guy out. I’d make sure the bar management knew what he’d done to have him kicked out.

But truthfully, I can’t find it within me to care what happens to her.

That’s how deep our divisiveness goes.

I ignore her and the guy talking to her, waiting for her to finish her drink and for the drug to kick in. The guys have zeroed in on a gorgeous redhead at the table next to us who has three girlfriends sitting with her. Maybe more than one of the gang will hookup tonight.

I join in on the banter and order another bourbon and soda from a passing waitress. Periodically, I let my gaze flick over to the bar and watch as Eliana’s wine level gets lower and lower. The man stands close to her, hand at her lower back, and starts to rub. Eventually, he bends and presses his lips to her neck.

I can see she’s fidgety, squirming in her seat. Uncrossing and recrossing her legs. The drug is acting fast, and it’s hitting her hard. It’s when I see her put her hands on his belt buckle and give a playful tug that I know the guy has his quarry firmly in hand.

As suspected, Eliana accepts the man’s hand to slide off the stool. She makes a fumbling grab for her jacket before slinging her briefcase strap over her shoulder.

She’s definitely wobbly as he takes her elbow and starts moving her through the crowd toward the door.

Forcing myself to turn away, I ignore her peril and give my attention back to my friends.

Except they’re not my friends, just colleagues, and they’re now upping bets on who can bag the redhead.

I glance back, but I can no longer see Eliana.

“Fuck,” I mutter, self-loathing coursing through me. I grab a twenty out of my wallet, then drop it on the table for a tip. To the guys, I say, “Gotta go.”

They wave and call farewells, but they couldn’t care less that I’m leaving.

I push my way through the crowd and out the door, looking left and then right.

There they are, half a block down. The man has his arm around her waist, supporting some of her weight. I wonder where he intends to take her, but it’s moot because I’m not going to let it happen.

The self-loathing I felt in the bar doesn’t have a damn thing to do with how long it took me to jump into action to save Eliana.

No… I hate that I’m actually going to do it because she doesn’t deserve my help.

But she doesn’t deserve to get raped either, that voice inside my head says.

It’s the voice that holds my moral compass, and I know I’m not going to let anything bad happen to her tonight.

Within moments, I’ve caught up to them and put myself in their path. Eliana is still cognizant enough to recognize me because she curls her lip in disdain. “Just fucking great.”

I don’t waste time exchanging nasty remarks. I nod at the man, who is surprised to see me there. “He spiked your drink in that bar. It’s why you feel the way you do.”

I’ve known Eliana for a long time, and she’s an incredibly sharp and strong-willed woman. Despite the drug warming her blood, her eyes clear and then narrow as they turn to face the man holding her elbow. She accepts what I said as truth because she knows me well enough to realize it would normally be a cold day in hell before I’d ever help her out.

As such, she gives full credence to my allegation.

Yanking her arm from the man, she hisses, “You bastard. You were going to rape me?”

“No,” he asserts in self-defense, glaring at me. “This guy is lying.”

Eliana looks at me, too disgusted to give me any credit, and then back to the man. “This guy is an asshole of epic proportions, but he’s not a liar. And if I had a knife on me right now, I’d slice your balls right off.”

The man pales over the iciness of her words. Hell, if he has half a brain, he can tell she means it.

I know she means it.

The guy mumbles something and takes off.

We watch until he disappears around a corner, then I turn back to Eliana. “You should be a little more vigilant in watching your drink when you’re at a bar,” I chastise.

“You can bite me, Ronan,” she snaps back as she hitches her briefcase higher over her shoulder.

She starts to turn away, but then she bends over with a tiny moan, hand going to her lower belly. “Oh, God.”

“What is it?” I ask, not concerned but not feeling like I can leave her here on the sidewalk.

“What did he poison me with?” she asks.

“Poison?” I bend over to catch her eye. “He probably dropped X in your drink.”

“I don’t feel right at all,” she gasps, trying to straighten up. Her hand rubs across her stomach, then her knuckles press against her breastbone.

Shit. I don’t want to get involved, but I find myself asking. “Where do you live?”

“Uptown,” she replies. “The Sapphire.”

“Come on,” I say gruffly, grabbing her hand. “I’ll make sure you get home okay.”


CHAPTER 3


Ronan

I know I’m in deep trouble the minute I get Eliana into an Uber. As I slide into the seat next to her, she throws her head back and starts to pant. The Uber driver takes off, and I watch as Eliana’s hand rubs at her stomach more, then moves up to her breast.

She reaches inside her open blouse and pinches a nipple.

“Christ,” I mutter, reaching over to pull her hand out.

“Stop,” she snaps, hand diving back inside her bra. Again, I can tell she’s rubbing her nipple with her index finger. “Something’s wrong, Ronan.”

“Yeah, you’ve been roofied,” I mutter.

The Uber driver jerks, shooting me a wide-eyed look in the rearview mirror. I glare back. “Not by me. By someone else.”

The driver’s eyes go back to the road.

I turn back to Eliana, but God help me, her hand is now between her legs. I can’t see what she’s doing under that skirt, but I know by the way her hips are circling that she’s probably two fingers deep in herself.

Shifting uncomfortably in my seat, I stare out the passenger window, trying to stop the thickening of my cock through sheer force of will.

Eliana groans deeply, and my head snaps her way. Her back is arched, hips lifted off the backseat, and I can tell she’s orgasming.

My traitorous cock swells to epic proportions.

Mercifully, Eliana slumps in the seat, drawing her hand from between her legs. With bleary eyes, she tries to smooth her skirt down while regaining her breath. The Uber driver and I exchange glances in the mirror, and I look out the window to see The Sapphire just half a block ahead, thank fuck.

“Oh no,” Eliana snarls in misery, and my attention jerks to her. She stares back, eyes wide with fear. “It’s starting again. What’s happening to me?”

The driver comes to a halt in front of The Sapphire, and I have to decide. It’s the fact that in all the years I’ve known and hated Eliana, I’ve never seen her scared of a single thing. She is the most fearless woman I know.

Her hand goes back under her skirt, but I grab her by the wrist, pulling it out. She makes a sound of protest, but I point out, “We’re here… at your place.”

“Oh,” she says, momentarily distracted, but then whatever is going on inside her body starts to heat up again. She gasps, trying to pull her wrist out of my grip, but acknowledging that she has to get out of public view. “I need to get inside.”

Quickly, I open the back door, slide out, and pull Eliana with me. She bobbles her briefcase, and I take it from her. Her legs are wobbly, so I let her lean against me, my free arm going around her waist.

Inside the lobby, we gather a few stares. She’s panting with need, and I haven’t the foggiest idea what to do with her other than dump her in her apartment and hope she has a lot of batteries and a vibrator handy.

The elevator doors open as soon as she hits the button, and we step inside. She taps the 27th floor, and the minute the doors slide closed, she jerks away from me with a groan. “Goddamn it,” she snarls. “I need to come again so bad.”

“Jesus,” I mutter as I try not to watch, but her hand dives under her skirt again. I see long legs, hand working hard, and it takes all my willpower to turn away. “What the fuck did he give you? I didn’t think ecstasy worked like that.”

“Maybe I’m more susceptible,” she rasps as her hips twist to rub against her hand.

“Apparently,” I murmur as I keep my eyes focused on the opposite wall.

Eliana lets out a low groan, the sound of her orgasming again, and I clench my teeth.

“Fuck,” she growls in irritation. “As soon as this passes, I’m going to go find that guy and cut his balls off.”

“He deserves it,” I agree, bringing my gaze back. Her hand is blessedly removed from between her legs when we reach her floor.

The elevator doors slide open, and she cuts me a sharp glance. “Thanks for the ride. I can make it to my apartment now.”

“Sure—”

But then Eliana is moaning again, tears springing to her eyes. “God… what the fuck is going on? It’s starting again, and it’s even worse.”

I stare at her wide-eyed, having never seen anything like this before. Eliana’s a highly sexualized woman—and it’s to my dismay I know this from an encounter in the past. But whatever drug was given to her, it’s actually causing her pain as the sexual tension builds in her again.

Her gaze locks on mine, and I don’t like what I see one little bit.

“Ronan… please,” she whispers.

“No,” I respond adamantly.

“Please help me,” she implores, and fuck if tears don’t well up in her eyes. “This isn’t going to stop anytime soon. I can tell, and it’s worse each time.”

“What do you want me to do?” I ask, even though my hard-on tells me that I know exactly what I want to do, no matter how much I loathe myself for it.

She doesn’t answer. Merely steps back into the elevator, grabs my wrist, and shoves my hand under her skirt. I feel the lace of her panties, which is soaking wet, and my hand reflexively squeezes her pussy.

“Yes… that… please,” she begs.

The elevator doors start to close on us, and I react quickly, pulling my hand away from her and putting it between the doors. Eliana cries out in dismay, thinking I’m denying her, but I merely take her hand and pull her into the hallway. “Which condo is yours?” I ask.

She takes off, trotting down the hall, and I follow quickly. She calls back over her shoulder, “My keys are in the side pocket of my briefcase.”

I have them in my hand when she stops in front of a door, and because her hands are shaking, I unlock it.

Eliana has the sense to enter the code in her alarm as I step in, then she slams the door shut before turning to me.

“Please… hurry,” she demands as she reaches down and hikes her skirt up around her hips.

I hiss when I see the black lace panties, but I don’t wait for an invitation. She needs a quick release, so I give her my hand again.

Because I’m a rough guy, and I know Eliana doesn’t care if I am, I jerk the flimsy material to the side and dip my finger inside her. Gathering wetness, I pull it out and attack her clit hard. She cries out, head falling back to hit the wall, and she comes hard and fast. I am beyond amazed. That’s three orgasms in less than ten minutes.

Hips still bucking against me, Eliana uses her few moments of clarity to start stripping. She undoes her blouse, tosses it to the floor, and then her bra, too.

I hate the woman, but she has the most perfect tits I’ve ever seen in my life. They’re full, round, and have perfectly pink, tight nipples that were made to be sucked and bitten.

“Get naked, Ronan,” she snaps, and then huffs out a breath of annoyance. “Because it’s starting again.”

“Goddamn it,” I mutter. I do not want to touch Eliana again. I don’t want to help her. I want her to suffer.

But my cock is calling the shots, so I start shedding my clothes.

In no time at all, Eliana snatches my hand and leads me through her condo to the master bedroom. She has the most perfect ass, too, and my eyes stay pinned on it as I follow her.

When we reach her bed, she turns me around, pushes me down onto the mattress, and climbs on top of me. I’m not arguing with her taking command because while my body is wildly attracted to her, my conscience is roaring that this is all wrong.

I’m wondering what I did to piss off the fates that landed me here.

Eliana rises above me, her warm hands pressed down on my chest while her hips hover just over my rigid cock. She stares at me with some lucidity for a moment before her eyes cloud over and she moans in what sounds like pain.

I have no clue what she’s feeling, but, judging by her actions, sounds, and expression, it seems like she’s built up to an incredible release and has no way of tipping over the edge. As a man who has experienced blue balls a time or two in my life, I can actually empathize.

“What do you want me to do?” I ask, laying perfectly still.

Her eyes focus a bit, and her voice is bitter with shame. “I want you to promise to fuck me all night if that’s what it takes to make this pain go away.”

Before I can even agree—which I will—she groans, squeezing her eyes shut hard. Taking a deep breath, she opens them and looks down between our bodies. Her hand takes my shaft, and she gives me a rough squeeze that has my balls tightening before she lowers down on me. Eliana is wet, warm, and she slides easily down on my cock until we’re pressed tight together.

“God, yes,” she purrs as she arches her back. “That’s what I needed.”

Fuck, me too. But I don’t let her know that.

Her eyes lock onto mine, and her normally pale blue artic orbs of ice seem to flare with heat. Leveraging her body with her hands on my chest, she starts to ride me.

Not soft and slow, but a hard bounce on my stick that makes her tits bounce. Eliana is clearly going to get to where she needs to go, but before I can even question why I’m doing it, I decide to help her along. I grab one hip to guide her movements while bringing my other hand to her clit, rolling it between my thumb and forefinger.

She cries out from the sensation, bouncing harder, and I can feel my orgasm gathering in my balls. I grit my teeth, wanting to hold on because truthfully, this might be the best sex in, well… I can’t remember. A long damn time ago, that’s when.

I rub at her clit harder, wanting to see her come one more time.

Needing to see it.

Eliana makes mewling noises as she rides me, her hands going to her nipples to twist them. I think it’s the sexiest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.

I know she starts to come when her pussy clamps down hard on me and her head falls back as she cries out. Her muscles ripple around me as it starts, and I give her clit a little pinch.

She bucks, cries out again, and then… what one could only describe as magical, crimson-colored wings burst from Eliana’s shoulder blades and fan out to the sides as she gives over to the orgasm.

Fuck, it’s beautiful, and it triggers my own release. I have to concentrate every bit of my focus on riding out the pleasure she caused to explode within me, forcing my own wings to stay tucked where they belong. Letting them out in a moment of pleasure has meaning, and I’m not going to give that to her.

I come deep inside her, hot and spurting, and it goes on and on and on. The entire time, Eliana rotates her hips, greedily wringing every drop she can take before finally giving a low moan of satisfaction.

Her eyes open slowly, and she gazes down.

Not in triumph.

Not in satisfaction.

Not even in gratitude.

I can see it in her eyes—while she got what she wanted, she hated it was me as much as I hated it was her.

“I’m not going to apologize,” she says bitterly, her hands coming to rest on her thighs as she sits back a little. My cock is still hard inside her, completely happy to stay snugly in her warmth.

“We both got off,” I say with a shrug. “Although you apparently can’t control yourself,” I taunt with a pointed look at her red-feathered wings.

Eliana’s head turns left, then right, taking in the gloriousness of each spread-out length, the feathers glossy and soft as silk. A small smile comes to her lips—pride in their beauty—and I know my taunt missed its mark.

She twists, gaze returning to mine, and she slowly lifts her hips. The slide of her wet flesh along mine causes me to groan, and then she’s pushing back down.

She folds her wings in until they’ve fully disappeared. Her expression is hard. “I can feel it starting again. Can you keep going?”

Since that was the best sex in forever, despite the fact she’s my enemy, I give her a curt nod. “As many times as you need.”

And that’s a fact. Whatever drug is causing her to need this continual release, it’s no match against my stamina. As a Light Fae, I can fuck for weeks at a time and never slow down.

Her hands come back to my chest where they rest lightly before she says, “Thank you.”

I nod.

“I still hate you, Bluff Dweller,” she adds.

“Hate you too, Meadowlander,” I reply before roughly flipping her over on her stomach and driving in hard from behind. She cries out in pleasure, and I nearly pass out from how good it feels. I plunge a hand into her long hair, wrap it up tight, and jerk her head to the side so she can see me through lust-bleared eyes. And for the first time ever, I lean forward, put my mouth against my sworn enemy’s, and kiss her.


CHAPTER 4


Eliana

Brevala

It feels good to be back home in Brevala, especially since the Meadowlands are warm with spring air that smells of the wildflowers growing in the valley. When Brevala was created as an alternate universe for Light Fae to dwell in, it was done with exquisite care to make this the most beautiful place in the cosmos. I’ve traveled the world many times over, and I can say with absolute certainty there is no prettier place.

I’m here for a short visit. The Festival of Creation starts tomorrow and is being held in the land of Faere, where our queen, Nimeyah, lives. Most of the Light Fae live there, too, leading quite boring lives filled with endless parties and social engagements.

Eons ago, some Light Fae started choosing to move to other realms—like Brevala—seeing how an untold number of alternatives are available.

And then there are Light Fae like me, who have chosen to make the Earth realm home, which is a never-ending source of disdain from some of my family.

Regardless, missing the Festival of Creation is not an option. Not only does Nimeyah expect all her subjects to be there, but my clan—the Meadowlanders—also expect it as well, which is fine because it only occurs once every hundred years.

It’s Nimeyah’s mandate that we gather to celebrate her creation of Faere, which was done with great magic. Faere is much bigger than Brevala, but in my opinion, it looks too garishly fake to be comfortable as a home. The colors are too bright, and the fae too disingenuous. The royals, nobles, and gentry of Faere rely strictly on magic to provide for their every need. Essentially, they don’t have to work at anything. Although, there is a lower class who suffers and has extraordinarily little in their lives except to work for slave wages for the upper class.

By contrast, Brevala inhabitants chose to live life and gain personal fulfillment by mastering challenges. It was created in the Earth realm’s likeness. Brevala brought over the Earth realm’s food sources—like seeds for crops—to grow. Animals—like cows, sheep, pigs, and chickens—are used for domestic food, too. There are also plenty of wild animals to hunt.

Life is more primitive, although we do use our magic to make a few necessities—such as electricity and running water—easier. I absolutely love it.

Just as I love my plush condo in Seattle.

I’m a layered type of woman who is just as happy spending a day at the spa with my girlfriends as I am fighting in the Roman Coliseum against gladiators—which I spent a lot of time doing in the first century A.D.

When I come home to the Meadowlands to visit, I fall right back into the lifestyle. Our homes aren’t modern, but they are clean and serviceable, while our clothes are not meant to win any fashion contests, even though we’re creative. The Brevala inhabitants are Light Fae warriors, and we dress to be battle-ready at any time.

Of course, our battles with the Bluff Dwellers have decreased over the years to nothing more than some minor raiding skirmishes, but still—we are prepared to fight if necessary because we hate the Bluff Dwellers with our entire souls.

Which is why I inherently hate Ronan, and I have through the centuries.

You didn’t hate every moment of that night you spent together two weeks ago though, did you?

Stupid conscience pricking at me.

I tell it to shut the hell up, trying to distract myself by moving over to a bonfire where several clan families have gathered to eat, drink, and be merry before we head to Faere tomorrow. In a simple white tunic, cut closely in a Grecian style that falls below my waist and is cinched with a simple leather belt I’ve paired with taupe-colored cotton leggings I actually brought with me from the Earth realm—as the suede ones worn and made here in Brevala aren’t as comfortable—and camel-colored Steve Madden boots, I’m a perfect cross between a Brevalian and an Earth-realm dweller.

My father, Arnus, sits on a log bench facing the fire, with my mother, Eschella, on one side, and my older sister, Rishka, on the other. Arnus is fully engaged in conversation with Rishka, who is his pride and joy, both outfitted in battle armor, which, in my opinion, is a little silly. My mother is often ignored by them both, but she has never minded. Love isn’t a part of any familial formula here in Brevala—or among the fae in its entirety, for that matter. Arnus doesn’t love her, and she doesn’t love him. She holds great affection for Rishka and me, but, otherwise, she’s happy and content with her life just the way it is.

I’m certainly not the apple of my father’s eye. He has no pride in me over my choice to live in the Earth realm, which is far too modern for him. Arnus lives for war and establishing might, which is actually quite sad. Brevala has settled into a tentative peace between the Meadowlanders and the Bluff Dwellers over the last millennia, and I suspect it makes his life rather boring. I think it’s the reason he truly hates my leaving—because my life is far more exciting and fulfilling than his.

But Rishka stayed behind, which makes Arnus happy, so I’m happy for them.

I was born in the year 746 B.C., while Rishka was four hundred years before that. Light Fae do not procreate easily and having two children is a blessing in any family.

While we were born in Brevala, our parents were not. In fact, they had lived thousands upon thousands upon thousands of years in the Earth realm.

The Light Fae who had come before them?

Well, they are known as fallen angels. There’s an entire legend that will be retold countless times at the Festival of Creation, but essentially a group of angels attempted to start a rebellion in Heaven. When God tossed them out, the worst ones—which are now known as Dark Fae—were sent to the Underworld to remain trapped for all eternity while those who weren’t actively involved, merely sympathizers, were banished to earth. Those became Light Fae.

They were stripped of their wings, their divine holiness, and most of their magic. It was supposedly a horrendous punishment for those who enjoyed the majesty of the Heavens.

Light Fae roamed the earth from the dawn of modern man and through the ages, but the human population eventually swelled and outnumbered the Light Fae, putting them in danger.

But then something magical happened. A meteor hurtled down to earth, but it didn’t do any damage when it hit the Egyptian desert in roughly 2,000 BC. Rather, it sort of settled into the sand, and that alone meant it was special.

In fact, it held magic, which was when things changed for the Light Fae. Pieces of the stone were chipped away, the magic used to create alternate realms where the Light Fae could go and imbued them with magical powers once again. There were hundreds of alternate dimensions, most commonly called an AltVeritas, and Brevala was one such example.

That is the legend of our existence, and while none of the Brevala Light Fae are original fallen angels, there are many living with Queen Nimeyah in Faere, a realm she created with part of the meteor stone.

Walking clockwise around the huge bonfire, I take a seat on the log bench next to Rishka, who spares me only a short glance before turning back to talk to our father. Our relationship is a little weird, and Rishka is pretty standoffish. Like Arnus, she’s never quite forgiven me for choosing to live in the Earth realm.

It wasn’t always like that, though. We’d been close when we were younger, but that was over a thousand years ago. At best, we’re civil to each other now, and that’s fine by me. When immortal, the passage of time changes things over and over and over again. Nothing stays the same. One day, perhaps, we’ll grow close again. We’ve got eons to figure it out, though.

“You’re looking well, cousin,” comes from my left, and I turn to see Ilona on the bench next to ours. I smile, genuinely happy to see a friendly face, and lean over to accept a short air kiss.

Ilona’s words are genuine. She’s sweet, humble, and non-judgmental. It’s hard to believe she can sit beside me with a welcoming smile… given I’m the one who cut her wings off a little over a thousand years ago.

“Your dress is beautiful,” I compliment her. It’s a simple lavender creation of cotton, but it’s off the shoulders with an empire waist and flows to the ground.

“Thank you,” she replies, chuckling as she glances down at it. “I made it myself.”

“You really are talented.”

If I want a dress, I go to Neiman Marcus, but if Ilona wants one, she puts hard work and dedication into crafting one. It’s a quality I can appreciate more than she’ll ever know.

I study Ilona carefully. She’s definitely a leader among the Meadowlanders, and, by that, I mean she leads by example. Hardships—and learning how to overcome them—have made her wise, and something special within her has made her kind and caring.

I’ve never quite understood why Ilona doesn’t hate me for what I did to her. Removing her wings was an excruciatingly brutal act because our ability to fly is one of the differences that sets us apart from other Light Fae. When Brevala was created with stone magic, its inhabitants were all gifted with the wings stripped from our ancestors. The gift of flight is dear to us all, especially while living in a place as stunning as our realm. In fact, since returning yesterday, I’ve spent most of my time flying over the Meadowlands, absorbing the true freedom found among the winds.

Ilona’s wings eventually grew back. It only took a few hundred years, give or take. I suppose she doesn’t hold it against me because she knew she violated a serious no-fraternization policy by being with her Bluff Dweller lover. She knew the penalty was usually death to both parties, so she realized removing her wings was a mercy shown.

Moreover, I think she understood I had no choice. When my father told me to do it, I had to.

Still, it makes me sick to my stomach every time I think about that day over a thousand years ago. I’ve seen unimaginable death and gore over my lifetime, but that one singular act of hacking off her wings was the most disgusting thing I’ve ever been a part of.

“…what games you’re going to enter?” Ilona asks, and I realize I’ve spaced out on her.

I blink and smile sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I zoned out. What was that?”

“The games in Faere,” she repeats. “Which ones are you going to enter?”

“Hmm,” I ponder. “I’d like to enter all, but since some overlap, it won’t be possible.”

“Well,” she says with a conspiratorial smile. “I’m putting my bets on you, so don’t let me down.”

Laughing, I assure her that I’ll do my best.

There are so many competitions scheduled. Ax throwing, archery, magic-wielding events, and the one I will most definitely enter… arena-style combat. I’ll be a favorite, given I spent so much time fighting during the height of the Roman Empire. Many Light Fae have led soft lives, and they only battle in these games once every century. Most will be easy to defeat.

Then again, Ronan will enter and he’s just as good as I am. We’ve actually battled many times in the Coliseum in Rome, and before that, in the Roman amphitheater in Pompeii. Those were brutal days, but we weren’t warring with each other in Brevala, so what better way to keep our warrior skills up to speed than to fuel it on by the hate groomed into us.

And just like the gladiator games fizzled out as civilizations evolved, so too, did Brevala’s clan wars. While our core hatred for the Bluff Dwellers still exists—and vice versa—there’s been relative peace for the last five centuries, give or take a few decades. Clans mostly keep to their sides of the borders and exist independently. Sure, some minor raids still occur, but no one has died in hundreds of years to my knowledge.

The actual warring has petered out completely. There’s still no fraternization because, after Ilona’s wings were cut off, no Meadowlander would look twice at a Bluff Dweller. I’m assuming the arrow through the eye of their clansman keeps the Bluff Dwellers at bay.

And yet… I’d essentially forsaken this rule two weeks ago with Ronan.

My face flushes just thinking about that night, and it’s a good thing we’re sitting near a fire so I can use it as my excuse.

The things he did to me… the things I did back to him… I’m sickened I had to turn to my sworn enemy for help, and I’m just as equally sickened that I’m still turned on by him. It was the most magnificent sex of my life.

More than anything—and I truly hate this—I’m thankful for his help. He didn’t have to do it, and, yes, I realize he got pleasure out of it, but he would have been well within his right to just watch me get led out of that bar by that man to be raped.

I wouldn’t have even blamed him; such is the enmity between our clans.

But he did help me, so now I’m wondering if anything about our evening together two weeks ago will change anything…

We haven’t spoken since. It ended when I said I needed a shower after hours in bed. When I came back out, he was gone as expected. He’ll be at the Festival, though, and we will run into each other, so I’m not sure how that will play out. I’m betting very awkwardly.

He’ll most certainly enter the games, which means we’ll be competing against each other. The prospect of that alone ramps up the heat of my desire, because as much as I enjoyed all that raunchy, no-holds-barred sex, I’m going to relish drawing blood against him over the coming days even more.

At past festivals, we had a long-standing tradition of being two of the most watched combatants, and over the centuries, we’ve probably earned the same number of wins and losses because we’re evenly matched. It’s one of the things I love about the Light Fae in comparison to the human world. The women are revered as equals to the men. We’re as strong and swift and smart. Ronan never pouts if he loses to me, just as I don’t to him. At the festival, there’s a truce in place, meaning we can’t kill each other, but we sure as hell will do everything possible to beat the other down.

Again, my mind wanders to what effect our time together a few weeks ago will have on us. Admittedly, I don’t hate him as much as I usually do. For one long night, Ronan became my lover and helped me through that vicious, drug-induced sexual psychosis. Truth be told, in hindsight, I could have probably worked my way through it on my own, but it would have been torture trying to do so. Ronan’s cock and tongue worked so much better than my fingers or a vibrator could have, although he used several of those on me, too.

I have never been fucked in so many different ways.

So thoroughly.

With so much dedication put into getting me off so I could come down off the drug.

Ronan laid claim to every part of my body, and I mean every part. It’s something no other lover of mine has done, and I savored every minute of it.

In fact, I started coming down off the drug long before I left the bed to take a shower.

Hours before.

It’s my shameful secret, which I can’t even stand admitting to myself.

I kept up the ruse, hoping he wouldn’t know that I just didn’t want it to stop. And when the drug was out of my system, but we still continued to join again and again, it was better than anything I’d ever experienced.

I’m not a romantic, probably fueled by the knowledge that part of Brevalian Light Fae history is learning the hard lesson that true love is for chumps. But if we hadn’t had that history, he would definitely be someone I could see myself mating with for life.

I mean… for the sex alone.

Sadly… it’s impossible. For no matter what we might want, we were nothing more than we’ve always been after he left the next day.

Enemies with only hate for each other in our hearts.


CHAPTER 5


Ronan

While the vast majority of Light Fae choose to live in Faere, it is absolutely not to my tastes. Nimeyah was lucky enough to get her hands on a nice-sized piece of the meteor stone, and she created a realm she hoped would be far more beautiful than the earth one. To her, that meant lots of vivid colors, so the grass is just too green, and the purple trees are too ostentatious. I could go on and on about how the scenery is an abomination to my eyes—like Nimeyah’s gaudy crystal castle—but it’s not worth it. I come here once every hundred years for a few days of competitions, good food, and potent drink.

I hang out with my family, enjoy thrashing other Light Fae in the competition arena, and make connections with my roots. But then it’s back to the Earth realm for me where I much prefer to live my life.

I spent last night in Brevala with my uncle Geseph in the Bluffs. My parents are travelers who live nowhere in particular. Sometimes, they settle in the Earth realm, while others stay in Faere or different realms altogether. It’s what immortals should do with their unnaturally long lives because settling somewhere for too long can get incredibly boring.

Brevala—especially when compared with Faere—is an incredibly beautiful realm created with a care for authenticity. It mirrored some of Earth realms most stunning scenery with soaring snow-peaked mountains, rolling green hills, lazy rivers, crystal lakes, and endless fields of wildflowers. Whereas Nimeyah magically created her own species of creatures, Brevala’s creators brought over wild and domesticated animals, as well as crop seeds, from the Earth realm. It had been their home for millennia so why wouldn’t they want the comfort of familiarity?

I suppose Nimeyah must think Brevala is boring while Brevalians think Faere is too fake.

The Festival of Creation is held every hundred years in Faere, and it’s Nimeyah, Queen of the Light Fae’s, edict. She demands all her subjects attend regardless of where we live, but, honestly, not everyone obeys. There are too many of us spread way too far and wide for her to know if someone didn’t show up.

I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for the fact my family likes to make a big showing, and again, the competitions and games are a fun way to keep my superior warrior skills sharp, which I just can’t do in the Earth realm.

The games start tomorrow, but it’s about socializing with other clans, noble families, and the like tonight. While Nimeyah insisted on a truce with the Brevala Meadowlanders, they are the one clan we choose to ignore.

Tents are spread across miles of fields outside the castle grounds, and an arena was magically erected to the east upon a flat butte. Vendors set up stalls to sell food delicacies, magical charms, and the highest trends in Faere fashion, which look overly ridiculous. God bless the United States of America’s penchant for good old-fashioned denim and cotton t-shirts.

I’ve been walking among the tents, interacting with other Light Fae I haven’t seen in decades or even centuries. Some live here in Faere while others reside in the Earth realm. As the evening wears on, I have several beers as the festivities start to get more bawdy by the second.

One thing can be said about the fae—whether they’re light or dark…

They love to have sex, and it is never frowned upon.

Nor is it something that needs to be engaged in privately at festivals. Around pretty much any tent corner, I can spot someone going at it in the shadows. Some of the less evolved fae even end up having orgies right out in the open as the hours wear on and the alcohol continues to flow.

As for me, I’m sure I’ll be partaking in a bit of it all at some point, but for now, I want to hang out with my clan. The Bluff Dwellers are a close-knit community, and I don’t get to Brevala to visit often enough.

Our tent is easily recognizable by our green and silver colors, with a large flag flying at the top post with our clan’s crest—a stag’s head and two iron swords crossed.

The walls of the tent are rolled up, and there are tables set up inside where people are eating meals, drinking potent cocktails, and listening to music.

I see my great aunt Lelita in one corner, her table filled with younger fae children. Their eyes are riveted on her, and I know she’s telling some amazing story. She has a gift for words, and I meander over to listen.

“Now you all know the story of how we became Light Fae,” she says dramatically, looking each child in the eye. Lelita is much older than Brevala, which was created about four thousand years ago when the magical meteor came to earth. She was there at its inception, and though she’s ancient by most standards, she appears to be no more than thirty years old. Such is the gift of immortality.

All the kids nod because it’s a history they learn early.

“But,” she says in a low voice, “do you know how Brevala came to be the divided realm it is today and why the Meadowlanders are our sworn enemy?”

Some kids nod while others shake their heads. It’s also important history which is usually not formally taught until the kids are older, but Lelita clearly doesn’t care. It’s important to indoctrinate early so there is no questioning.

I walk away, not needing to hear our realm’s sordid past, which created a rift that split the society in two, spurred wars, and left far too many Brevalians dead over the centuries.

When I was a kid, I learned about those “filthy, evil Meadowlanders,” and I was taught to hate them early on.

The story was simple, and, as most feuds seem to originate, it came in the form of betrayal and was fueled by retaliation.

Brevala was created by two mated Light Fae who possessed a portion of the meteor stone that had come to earth in roughly 2000 BC. Fae do not marry in the traditional sense, not the way humans do, but they will often commit their lives to each other. Dahlia and Oretell were two such fae, not original fallen angels, but descended millennia before. When the meteor came to earth, they created their dream realm together as a mated couple. After settling their family and extended fae community who lived together in the Earth realm, they used the stone to bestow basic magical powers, which had been stripped when the angels were expelled, back on its inhabitants. More importantly, though, Dahlia and Oretell gave their people something Nimeyah never thought to do for the ones who followed her to Faere.

Wings.

When God sent the angels tumbling to earth, the biggest part of their punishment, the loss of their wings, was the most mourned. But those in Brevala got them back in rich, natural colors of brown, black, white, and gray.

For a few centuries, peace reigned over Brevala as the fae spread out and settled, creating new lineages through procreation. It’s not easy for two Light Fae to conceive, so fae children were celebrated as precious and divinely gifted.

But peace didn’t last long.

Dahlia found out Oretell cheated on her, and, in a moment of rage, she murdered him. Nothing can kill a fae except an iron strike to the heart or the brain, but Dahlia first took his head, then plunged her iron sword through his traitorous heart.

It’s said that the minute she did that, her pearl-gray wings turned the color of rage and fury—crimson red.

Oretell’s brother, Geseph, could not let that go unpunished, so he immediately retaliated by killing Dahlia. Before she drew in her last breath, she sent out her misery, her rage, and a request for justice to her family and supporters, asking them to take up arms and avenge her.

Those loyal whose support stayed true found their wings had turned blood red to match Dahlia’s hate.

Arnus, Dahlia’s brother, vowed to kill the entirety of Geseph’s family.

Geseph, in turn, vowed to slaughter any of Arnus’ supporters on sight.

So started centuries upon centuries of hate, war, and death. Eventually, boundary lines were drawn where Dahlia’s supporters and their descendants settled in the Meadowlands, now with blood-red wings. Geseph and his went to the Bluffs, which were the highland hills at the bottom of the mountain ranges.

I learned of this history when I was given my first sword to practice with at age nine. I was taught to brandish it with strength and precision and told there was never any shame in killing a Meadowlander if they encroached on our land’s border.

Nowadays, there’s an ingrained feeling of hatred for each other. But millennia tended to dull tempers and time made the hurt fade, so these days, there are only minor skirmishes. The last truly violent act occurred when a distant cousin of mine fell in love with a Meadowlander and was caught by Arnus, the woman’s uncle.

My cousin was killed on sight by Arnus’ daughter, Rishka, who shot an iron arrow through his eye. While the female Meadowlander could have been sentenced to death, it was Arnus’ other daughter, Eliana, who hacked off her own cousin’s wings as punishment, upon her father’s command.

Since that time, the blood no longer flowed, and the two clans kept to themselves. No one tried to breach that divide again.

At least not until two weeks ago when I spent several hours fucking Eliana’s brains out in her Seattle condo. I’m quite positive we’re the first Meadowlander and Bluff Dweller to have carnal relations since that bloody incident at Cernian Falls around a thousand years ago. The fact I’m Oretell’s nephew and Eliana is Dahlia’s niece would make it even more abhorrent to Brevalians if they ever found out what we did. It would be considered a betrayal far worse than what had happened between Oretell and Dahlia to begin with.

Of course, Eliana and I had gotten carnal that one other time, but that was in our Roman days, long before the Cernian Falls incident occurred. And that was a fluke… nothing more than a hate fuck after a particularly brutal day battling at the Coliseum. It was wild, savage, and soul-shattering, and we never spoke of it again.

Much like I’m sure Eliana and I will never mention what happened in her condo again.

Yes, life goes on. Generations leave Brevala, like I did. In the Earth realm, we find freedom and autonomy in our choices. Maybe deep down, I was sick of the constant hate and fighting, and it’s why I never return to Brevala for anything other than a quick visit.

I wonder what would happen if someone found out what Eliana and I had done a few weeks ago. It definitely wasn’t ‘the fuck and leave’ moment we had in Rome during the first century BC.

No, what I did was a betrayal to the Bluffs. I voluntarily helped out a Meadowlander, and, even after the deed was long done, I still stuck around and continued to have sex with her. My dick twitches at the memory, and admittedly, I’ve thought about it a lot. All the ways I got her off, the parts of her body I claimed—her ass being especially sweet.

Even after I knew the drug had worn off, I was still driven to make her come again and again. As Light Fae, she had it in her to keep on going and so did I. We could have fucked for eternity and never stopped. The more I think about how damn good it was, the less sure I am about why we stopped.

Oh yeah… because we hate each other.

But do we?

I kissed her, and she kissed me back. That’s a level of intimacy we had not shared during our little sexcapade in Rome. No, that was yelling, punching, clothes being ripped off, and thrusts so hard we knocked bits of stone from the cellars below the Coliseum where we fucked like we had earlier battled.

Our mouths never touched then.

The thought of such an act had been disgusting. We loathed each other, but we were also worked up from our battle in the amphitheater, and our yells and taunts later turned into me trying to dominate her with my cock.

Which I had.

But she dominated me right back.

Damn… and that memory makes my dick twitch, too.

Eliana of the Meadowlands is a fae beyond description. She’s my sworn enemy, yet also the best damn sex I’ve ever had in my life.

And now I’m wondering if I can have it again without also betraying my family at the same time.


CHAPTER 6


Eliana

I may hate Faere and its disingenuous inhabitants, the social snobbery, and the absolutely awful distortion of what nature should look like, but I do love competing in the games. Raised a warrior by Arnus, it’s who I am at my core. While I have found happiness and fulfillment in the modern Earth realm while wearing business suits and pitching ad campaigns, I miss using the fighting skills I learned over millennia.

With there not being much need in the Earth realm of my particular weapon skills, I look forward to the Festival of Creation to knock the rust off my abilities. It’s like an adventure vacation.

On top of that, it’s only in places like Faere and Brevala that I can unleash my wings from hiding and soar the skies. I could never do that on earth since it would be disastrous if I were seen. The other night with Ronan, I completely lost control of them when I orgasmed with Ronan buried deep inside me, the pleasure too much to bear. It was anguish tucking them away because he’d made me feel so good that I wanted nothing more than to sail out my window and take flight in the night skies.

Of course, the drugs had started hitting me again, and all thoughts of flying were forgotten. I believe that’s when Ronan flipped me on my stomach and rode me from behind, and, once again, we shared simultaneous orgasms. Somehow… we’d become attuned to the timing of our releases.

Weird.

At any rate, no time for sexy thoughts today. I have competitions to prepare for.

I stroll through row upon row of tents filled with Light Fae who traveled from other realms, from the Earth realm, and even from far across Faere to compete. Even the lower class are invited, although their armor and weapons are of such poor design and quality they never really stand a chance.

Luckily, none of these games and battles are to the death. All weapons are free of iron to avoid a killing blow made by mistake.

Today, skill games are on the bracket, and I’ve entered the archery, ax-throwing, and spear-throwing competitions. There will be team games later involving cunning to capture the other team’s flag, and those are fun because weapons and magic can be used. But I want to save my strength for tomorrow—the festival’s finale—where it ends with a last-man-standing gladiator free-for-all. I’d won in the past a handful of times.

So had Ronan, and I assume he’ll enter as well.

The atmosphere is inspiring. There are street vendors, musicians, children’s games, and pop-up pubs to hang out in. Everyone is happy, laughing, and catching up with old friends as well as meeting new. The queen doesn’t come down to mingle in the crowds, but she’ll give a speech tonight where she’ll go on and on about our history and the greatness of Faere while leveling censure against those who choose not to live here.

But she’ll also announce the grand prize for the battle game’s finale, which is always worth getting bloodied for.

A delicious smell hits my nose, and I veer off down a path between tents to an open area of food stalls set up in a circle with tables on the interior. I move to one displaying some sort of meat on a stick. While it smells amazing, I am not about to eat one of Nimeyah’s weird creations meant to resemble earth animals but instead are garishly different.

For example, chickens have neon-colored feathers and two-foot plumes on their heads, while cows have rainbow-colored fur that reaches the ground.

I see a small pen of neon chickens behind the stall and immediately angle away. Two carts down, though, a man sells distinctly normal-looking fresh fruit, and I buy a couple of apples from him.

As I turn to leave the stall, I run into what feels like a brick wall. As I bounce back, it takes me a moment to realize I’ve run into Ronan of the Bluffs.

In brown suede pants with matching boots, a forest-green tunic belted at the waist, and an empty sword holster, he looks good. There is no general need to carry weapons at the Festival of Creation because of the strict truces Nimeyah insists on, which the penalty for violating could be death.

Still doesn’t stop me from wearing a dagger strapped to my thigh under my simple cotton dress, which came straight from Nordstrom. While I’ll stick to the dress traditions in Brevala, I still stay true to my current self when I visit. No one bats an eye, though, because the normal fashions of Faere are so unique and over the top in their designs.

Ronan stares down at me with those vivid green eyes, and I get a flash of just how much I locked my own with his while we were having sex. There was no hate in them then.

Just as I don’t see any now.

“Eliana,” he says in a deep voice, and there’s even a small smile playing at his lips.

“Ronan,” I reply, feeling suddenly nervous and… a little hot under the collar.

I get warmer when Ronan, the Bluff Dweller, has the gall to run his eyes slowly down my body and back up again. The dress isn’t overtly sexy, but it’s off the shoulders, cinched at the waist, and swirls around my knees.

“I assume you’ve entered all the games?” he inquires casually.

To any Meadowlander or Bluff Dweller walking by, our interaction would be so highly unusual that rumors of something illicit happening would spread like wildfire. Yet, I don’t seem to have an ounce of self-preservation since I can’t make myself end the conversation and walk away.

Truly… I just don’t give a shit.

“Not all,” I admit, rattling off the skills games I’d entered. “I’m not bothering with the team events.”

“Saving up your strength for the arena,” he surmises.

“To thoroughly defeat you,” I reply with a cocky grin.

Ronan chuckles, and I hate that I think it’s a beautiful sound. His eyes turn a brighter shade of green as he leans into me. Voice dropping an octave so no one but me can hear him, he murmurs, “Care to wager a bet?”

“Like what?” I ask curiously, but by his sexy tone and the way my blood starts to hammer in my veins, I already have an inkling.

“If I beat you tomorrow, you let me fuck you again.”

His offer is shocking in that he willingly wants to touch—no, fuck—a Meadowlander. It’s also not… because he already has, and other than the centuries of hate drilled into us, we proved we are compatible in many ways.

I narrow my eyes. “And if I win?”

Ronan winks. “I’ll still fuck you.”

Even under penalty of death by iron in my heart, I’d never admit how my sex clenches when he says that. But I play it cool by reminding him. “It’s forbidden.”

Ronan pulls back, his expression turning serious. “It’s not, and you know it. There are no written laws. It’s more… frowned upon.”

My eyebrows rise at the way he downplays the feud. “Frowned upon? The last time it happened, a Bluff Dweller was killed, and I was ordered to hack off my cousin’s wings.”

Something in Ronan stills, and I’m stunned to see his expression soften with sympathy. “It was wrong of your father to have you do that.”

I avert my gaze, the shame of that event still haunting me a thousand years later, even though Ilona has forgiven me.

“Look,” he says lightly, and my attention moves back to him. “We’re in Faere. There’s a truce. This is neutral ground, and there’s a lot of it. Plenty of places we can sneak off to so I can collect my reward.”

“My reward,” I snap, my competitive streak starting to juice up.

“So, you admit I’m a reward?” he asks mischievously.

God yes, he would be. Like better than anything Nimeyah could offer. I’ll admit it, but only to myself, though.

But I frown as something hits me. “We’re enemies, Ronan. We’ve hated each other for centuries. Isn’t the idea of being with me… um… disgusting?”

Ronan ponders this as he scans the crowd before coming back to me. “Eliana… you rode my face like a champ two weeks ago, and I haven’t been able to get it out of my mind. I want it again, so, to answer your question… no, you are anything but disgusting.”

Damn it. The man actually makes me want to hike my skirt up and let him have me any way he wants.

He leans in again, voice going deep. “And for the record, I have not hated you for centuries. It’s our clans as a whole that have hated each other. Rather, I’ve much enjoyed our interludes.”

I snort at that because our interludes mostly included viciously battling each other while drawing blood and spilling guts. I mean, there was that one time under the belly of the Coliseum when we hate fucked, but now I’m not so sure it was driven by hate.

Maybe that was pure attraction, but disgust that we acted on it within ourselves.

So confusing.

Before I can give Ronan an answer to his bet challenge, Rishka and Ilona walk up behind Ronan. I take a step away from him, causing him to frown, but a sneering Rishka comes around his side. “What are you doing near my sister, Bluff Dweller?”

Ronan merely smirks at Rishka, who is dressed in full battle armor because she’s a warrior through and through. However, she will not be participating in the games; instead, she’s one of the esteemed guests called upon to judge.

Sliding his gaze to me, then to Rishka, he says, “I was just placing a little bet with your sister for when we face each other in the arena.”

My eyes implore him not to tell her what the bet was, and I’m relieved Rishka doesn’t ask. Instead, she regards him with disgust and says, “It matters not. Eliana is going to destroy you.”

Ronan bends a bit toward her, his grin big. “It’s cute you think that, Meadowlander.”

He then straightens, gives Ilona an actual small bow of farewell, and then cuts his eyes to me one last time. “See you in the games.”

“See you in defeat,” I retort, but inside, I’m still jumbled up over the fact that no matter who wins, we both agreed that the prize was somehow sex.

“Honestly, Eliana,” Rishka snaps, and my attention goes to her. “What were you thinking by talking to a Bluff Dweller?”

“We were just discussing the games,” I reply in defense. “There’s a truce… remember?”

“The truce says we can’t kill each other.” She stares at me like I’ve grown two heads. “It doesn’t mean you should converse with them.”

Her attempt to shame me works. Reminds me that I’m being disloyal to my family merely by talking to Ronan. Forget about all the beautifully dirty things we did at my condo. I have a feeling, even though it’s been a thousand years, Rishka would call for my wings if she found out. It’s mainly that fact that gives me great pause.

Is this really worth it?

A clandestine rendezvous with Ronan after the arena games. Just one more time before we go our separate ways.

I can feel my hidden-away wings twitching because they are such an integral part of me that I’m not sure I’d emotionally survive their loss.

And no man is worth even considering such a choice.


CHAPTER 7


Ronan

It’s the last arena game of the evening, and the amphitheater has powerful orbs of light hovering above to illuminate the fighting ring. All the games prior had been individual combats—one on one and chosen at random—with winners advancing through tournament-style until one was crowned. Nimeyah gifted that winner with a specially created amulet by the queen herself to grant the user invisibility for a short period. It was more novelty than anything else, but the winner also got a shiny gold medal to wear around his neck.

These last games are not one on one, though. Basically, twenty warriors are thrown into the ring and the last man standing is the winner. It’s a fascinating study on society and brutal violence because allies are quickly formed, and loners easily picked off.

None of these fights are to the death as iron weapons are forbidden, but once someone is dealt what would be a serious wound resulting in a mortal’s death, that fighter is ejected from the game. Several judges stand around the perimeters to make those calls, and I can actually feel Eliana’s sister, Rishka, watching with hawk-like precision every time I battle.

The whole thing, start to finish, doesn’t last long. If we were mortals, it would be short mainly because the human body has limits on strength and stamina. As fae, we do not.

It doesn’t last long because the fae who participate in this particular contest are seasoned warriors. The Brevalians are not the only fae who live in warring realms and thus have combatants with keen skills. As such, all twenty who started this contest are inherently powerful and dangerous, which is why this is always the most exciting event of the festival.

Immediately, two distinct groups form, and because Meadowlanders and Bluff Dwellers hate each other, Eliana and I are not in the same allied group. There are seven that don’t ally up and they are dispatched easily.

The two groups then turn to face off against each other, swords clashing, spears twirling, and some dropping weapons to go hand to hand. All in good fun.

Combatants start dropping like flies, and I keep Eliana in my peripheral vision. I have no intention of engaging her until the end, and I can see by the way she’s fighting with such fluidity and confidence, she’ll be the one left standing against me.

She looks like a warrior goddess with her blonde hair plaited in a crown of braids. She’s wearing cream-colored suede pants stained with dirt and black fae blood, brown boots, and a vest of the same material as her pants. She has plates of armor strapped to her shoulders, elbows, shins, and knees. Unlike some of the others, she doesn’t bother with a breastplate, which is a personal choice. Going without gives more freedom and speed, but it makes a mortal blow much more likely.

Admittedly, it’s a bit distracting she doesn’t have chest armor as the vest she’s wearing is cut provocatively low, showing the swell of her breasts. I happen to notice more than one fae ogling her and the minute they are cut down, I suspect that was part of her strategy.

At one point, Eliana takes on two fae at the same time, and I nearly get my own head lopped off as I stare in amazement at her blood-red wings unfurling so she can lift herself off the ground just out of their reach. She conjures a bow with two arrows already nocked before letting them fly at the same time. Both strike her opponents through the throats.

They’re disqualified from the competition and helped off the field, where healers will attend to their injuries.

One by one, more fae fall, and it might surprise the legions of fae screaming in the stands, but it doesn’t surprise me—nor I’d bet Eliana—when we’re the only ones left standing on the hard-packed dirt, which is covered in fae blood.

She’s not even out of breath, but neither am I.

We face each other, circling, and the crowd roars in delight that the final combatants are actual true enemies who have a running tally of wins and losses against the other.

I take in what I know about fighting her in the past, what I’ve seen today, and what could be her greatest weakness.

Knowing she might use her wings, I get rid of my sword and conjure a long spear with a spiked end. She grins, ditches her own sword, and summons a battle-ax.

Then it’s on.

I twirl my spear in a dazzling display of athleticism, helicopter it over my head, swirl it around my back, and then make several thrusting lunges her way. Eliana uses the battle-ax to deflect each one, but as she’s circling it around to her front, I lunge one more time and slide the spear tip through one of the curved sides of the ax. I draw my spear up hard, catching the battle-ax and jerking so swiftly it dislodges from her hand.

The crowd goes crazy, and I can’t help but grin.

I swing it off my spear so it lands several feet away, but before Eliana can make a play for it or conjure another weapon, I once again lunge at her defenseless body.

Should have worn a chest plate, I think as I aim to spear her right below her breastbone.

To my shock, Eliana turns her body to the side, so the spear brushes against the suede of her vest right at breast level, causing a collective gasp from the fans. But then Eliana locks her hands around the end just below the tip. She brings it down hard as she raises a knee, breaking the wooden shaft in the middle. Releasing the wooden piece, she keeps the more dangerous spike.

Now I have nothing but a three-foot-long stick of wood while she has the deadly end.

I’m impressed at how she doesn’t get rattled and instead turns a shit circumstance into gold for herself. I’m also impressed she wastes no time coming at me with the spike. I deflect her lunge, let her momentum carry her in closer, then lock my arm around her neck. Before she can angle the spear into my side, I punch down hard on her arm, and the makeshift weapon falls to the ground as she cries out in pain.

Fuck that tiny part of me that hated hurting her.

Also fuck that moment’s hesitation in going for the spear because when I finally make a play for it, she’s launching a sidekick that connects painfully to my ribs and knocks me back a few feet.

From the corner of my eye, I can see the spear is no more than five feet away from us. Either can make the dive that way.

Either can conjure another weapon.

We circle each other. When it’s clear neither are ready to end this, we lunge at each other for some hand-to-hand combat. Eliana is a brawler, and her punches and kicks are so fast I can barely see them to deflect.

But being stronger, I connect to the side of her head with a roundhouse punch. To a mortal woman, it would have knocked her unconscious.

Eliana merely shakes it off, snarling, “That the best you got?”

“You know the best I got,” I reply suggestively, and I about whoop with delight as her face turns beet red.

But only for a moment as she recovers her wits, shaking her head slightly. Knowing that no one can hear what we say to each other given the arena’s size and the crowd’s cheers, she smirks. “Yeah… not sure it was really the best. It was just passable, I’d say.”

I bark out a laugh because my ego is too big to even let that cut into me. “The amount of orgasms I gave you and the way you begged for more… well, I know that’s just not true.”

I expect a pithy reply, but it seems my response infuriates her—probably because she can’t handle the truth—and she flies at me.

We exchange more punches, kicks, and elbows, both getting in good licks.

None of which will hurt us.

“End it, end it, end it,” the crowd chants, and I have no clue who they want to win. They just want to see blood spilled, especially since it’s a Meadowlander and a Bluff Dweller fighting.

We pause in our volleys, deciding at the same time to give the crowd what they want. We simultaneously conjure long swords, and we raise them to clash against one another.

Eliana hammers at me, causing me to move back. Blow after blow, I’m in defense mode until it suddenly hits me that I’m not going on the offensive. Am I holding back for some strange reason because I have feelings for her?

Ridiculous.

I draw on those centuries upon centuries of hate between our clans, remembering this victory is important to them if only for bragging rights for the next one hundred years.

The next time her sword comes down on mine, I circle mine hard in a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle, hers caught up in the momentum of mine until mine comes out on top and hers is held down, the point stuck in the dirt. With her sword temporarily rendered useless, I launch a vicious backhand at her, catching her square in the chest. It actually lifts her off her feet, and she goes flying backward a good ten feet, her sword falling from her hands.

I’m stalking after her before she even hits the ground, intent on driving my weapon through her stomach, which will end the battle.

She lifts her head, and I can see I’ve knocked the wind out of her just a bit. My smile is victorious as I stand above her and raise the sword’s hilt with the pointed end aimed at her stomach.

My gaze moves to hers, and I expect to see defeat.

Instead, I see triumph, but I only get a flash of it before her legs whip around, kick into the backs of my knees, and force me to go sprawling on the ground.

Eliana rolls, I see her grab something—the damn spear end—and then she’s thrusting it out sideways, the fucking point sliding into the side of my abdomen like a knife through butter.

Fuck, that hurts, and I stare in shock at the black blood pouring out as she pulls it out.

A loud bell clangs, signaling the end of the battle, and it’s her judge sister Rishka who runs up to proclaim her the winner. Eliana stands and gazes down at me for a moment before Rishka nabs her wrist and raises her arm high into the air in victory. As the crowd roars and then starts to chant, “Eliana, Eliana, Eliana,” I push up from the ground and stand with a slight grunt of pain.

Holding my hand over my wound, which will easily be healed once I leave the field, I catch Eliana’s eyes as she and Rishka move together in a circle to acknowledge all sides of the arena.

I give her a nod, deep and thoughtful. A congratulations.

She gives me back the tiniest smile before I’m forgotten as she and her sister hug in delight.

I turn and walk off the battlefield, and, oddly, I’m not too bothered that I lost. I’ve beaten her before, and I’m sure I’ll beat her again.

She outperformed me tonight, using her cunning well.

Fuck if I don’t admire the hell out of it.

And she’s now won our bet.

I wonder when she’ll collect on it.


CHAPTER 8


Eliana

“To Eliana,” Rishka exclaims for what seems like the tenth time in the last hour. She hoists up her cup, filled with potent Faere liquor, and the rest of our clan does the same, echoing her cheer. “The fiercest, baddest Meadowlander warrior around. Besides me, of course.”

Everyone laughs, including me.

We’ve been celebrating for hours in our tent, the mood too jubilant not to rejoice in my victory over Ronan and the Bluff Dwellers. Bragging rights for the next hundred years, although it doesn’t erase the sting of him getting the ad account for Carrick Byrne.

I play the battle over in my head. It was well fought, and when he managed to dispatch my battle-ax so easily, there was a moment when I thought he might win.

It wasn’t anything that brought me shame or concern for losing to such a skilled warrior. No, my mind immediately went to our bet and the fact that if he won, his prize was to fuck me. I can’t be sure of it, but it seems my brain—deep in its darkest recesses—admitted that would not be such a bad thing.

But now, back around my people and my sister shouting my praises, lauding her pride in me, I know it would be a horrible idea to go back there again.

It would be… disloyal.

Didn’t mind being disloyal before though, did you? Over and over and over again.

Gods, I hate my conscience sometimes.

I move off from Rishka before she can toast my greatness again. It was nice the first few times, but now it’s just off-putting because she has never been all that proud of me before. It seems a bit disingenuous now because she’s floating on the high of beating the Bluff Dwellers as a whole.

And I don’t feel that at all, really. I don’t feel like strutting past their camp and looking down my nose at all of them just because I happened to take Ronan down today.

Oh, I’ll totally lord it over Ronan, especially for beating me out on that ad campaign, but I just don’t feel that same antipathy toward our Brevala enemies the way other members of my clan do.

What I am feeling is tired, though.

It’s been a long few days of competitions—which I won my fair share in the individuals—and even though my body recovered very quickly from the pummeling Ronan gave me, I’m a bit emotionally whipped. It was hard going up against someone like him, especially when he tended to jumble up my insides.

I walk through the tent, accepting more hugs and congratulations and giving my farewells for the evening. Tomorrow, we’ll be packing up and heading back to our respective homes. My family will go back to Brevala, and I’ll head back to Seattle and resume my life there.

As will Ronan.

Let it go, Eliana. Doesn’t matter if he’s in Seattle… there is nothing there to even think about.

And I resolutely believe this, despite my inner voice piping up. I would never have anything with Ronan. Our families are sworn enemies, so much so that death resulted from the last time a Meadowlander and a Bluff Dweller thought to have a canoodle in a lake. It doesn’t matter if either of us feel differently, we’re talking about a betrayal of blood and lineage. All the times we’d avenged my aunt Dahlia’s death would be for nothing if I were to even look kindly at Ronan.

As of this moment, I decide I’m over it. I resolve to put him out of my mind as I walk back to the small sleeping tent I’m sharing with Ilona on the main dwelling’s outskirts, passing the revelry still going on.

Ilona is still back at the family tent, so I was looking forward to just crawling into bed and going to sleep. Just as I’m about to pull back the flap, someone steps out of the darkness from around the corner. My first instinct is to go into defensive mode, but before my body even tenses, it relaxes when I see it’s Ronan.

It. Relaxes.

I relax when I see it’s Ronan.

What the hell?

I put on my fiercest glare. “What are you doing here?”

He saunters up to me, looking down with a cocky smile. “I thought you’d come to collect your prize for beating me?”

My skin flushes, but I lift my chin. “Queen Nimeyah already gave me my prize.”

And it was a good one. A wishing crystal that would make any reasonable wish come true.

“No,” he drawls with a censuring tone. “If you beat me in the arena, you get to fuck me.”

“That wasn’t really the bet,” I say with exasperation. “I believe you said you’d fuck me.”

“You didn’t say no when we were discussing it,” he points out. “And besides… I think your exact words were that I was a reward if you won.”

Damn it. I did say that, but only because I meant I would be the one winning and getting a reward, not necessarily agreeing he was a prize.

Which he’s not.

Okay, parts of him are.

“Ugh,” I exclaim in frustration over the conversation in my head.

“Come on, Eliana,” he cajoles, moving in a little closer. “Come back to my tent with me. Let’s celebrate your win. You’ll see I’m a good sport at losing.”

“But you hate me,” I blurt, wanting to just get to the point.

Ronan frowns as if something just struck him, and he tips his head slightly. “But see… I don’t hate you. That’s odd.”

“Yes, it’s odd. It’s not natural. It goes against thousands of years of mutual loathing. There are loyalties we must observe, families to appease, and we can’t just be selfishly—”

My words are cut off as I’m suddenly in Ronan’s arms and his mouth is melded to mine in a fiery kiss of longing. Damn it all to hell, but I immediately succumb with my hands diving into his thick hair.

His hands go to my ass, fingers inching up the dress I’d put on after my bath this evening. One digit presses through the material, catching me through the ass cheeks and I moan with need.

But something niggles.

We can’t do this.

At least…

“Not here,” I say as I tear my mouth away from his. “Nowhere near here. No one can find out.”

Ronan doesn’t respond, but I feel the pull on my belly as we’re bending distance. It’s a magical ability we have to travel great distances in a flash. It involves envisioning where we want to go, locking onto it, and then pulling it close. We bend the linear distance so we can step from one place right into another.

In this instance, Ronan had envisioned Brevala when he whisked us away from Faere. The Cernian Falls actually, the lake glistening silver in the moonlight.

It’s pointed that he brought us here, for he could have taken us back to Seattle. But Brevala would be safe for us tonight with everyone back in Faere.

I can’t tell if he’s making a statement that maybe we can somehow work things out, but it jars me enough that I pull back from his embrace. The moon is bright enough that I can see the consternation in his eyes as he watches me like a hawk.

“This is just not a good idea,” I say, cooler thoughts prevailing now that he’s not touching me.

“It’s a fucking great idea, and you know it,” he replies smoothly.

“Why? Because we’re great in the sack together?”

“Can you think of a better reason?” he retorts.

No. I can’t think of a better reason. But the thought of disappointing my family… hell, of perhaps angering them to the extent my wings could be taken, has me backtracking.

“I’m going back to Faere—”

He’s on me before I can even complete my sentence, and, somehow, he has my hands pinned behind my back and his body pressed so hard into mine that I’m bending backward. “Fight it inside your head if you want, Eliana. Hell, you can fight me physically if it makes you feel better. But you and I both know you want this as much as I do.”

“I don’t—”

“You do,” he talks right over me, bending me back a little further so his face is hovering over mine. The moonlight makes his green eyes glow and they’re utterly freaking mesmerizing. “Remember that time in Rome… you fought me then.”

“You fought me back,” I whisper.

Because we had pummeled the hell out of each other and ended up fucking like animals. It was hate sex at its finest. We had just battled in the Coliseum and Ronan had won. Back in those days, I had to glamour myself to look like a man, as women weren’t allowed to fight. But, of course, being a Light Fae himself, Ronan knew exactly who I was.

We were the last combatants, just as we were tonight, and he had gutted me with a sword. It wasn’t a killing wound to me, but none of the fifty thousand Romans cheering Ronan’s victory knew that. I had to lay there and play dead until they carted me off with the other bodies where we were dumped in the lower cellars. Later, slaves would come and bring us to pyres for incineration.

Ronan came by not long after they’d dumped me. I had just sat up, looking down at my stomach wound, which was already mostly healed. Had Ronan been using iron, it would have taken days to recover.

He was smug, leaning against a column. The area was dimly lit with a few sconces. I had glared at him, stood, and moved past him. He followed me through the maze of tunnels that would lead us out of the Coliseum, and it all started with a taunt.

“Your fighting skills are puny, Meadowlander,” he’d said.

I answered with a sidekick that knocked him back several feet.

He flew at me, crashing me into the stone wall so hard that rock crumbled loose and dust floated around us.

We traded barbs and threw each other around. The more we fought, the more it didn’t seem like we wanted to kill each other.

Until, somehow, my back ended up pressed to his front with his beefy arm tightening around my throat. I thought he might try to choke me out, which would have been near to impossible, or perhaps break my neck, which would hurt but not kill me.

Instead, his other hand dove under the front of my tunic, easily burying into the swaddling-type undergarments one wore under gladiator clothing, and I was stunned when he so easily sank his finger into me because I was already soaking wet.

“Aaagh,” he’d taunted me. “Knew you were turned on.”

“How?” I sputtered, outraged at my own body.

His answer was to press his hips into my back, so I could feel the thick ridge of his desire.

And we didn’t speak again after that. Somehow, I ended up bent over a bench while Ronan rode me hard from behind. He did it with his hand wrapped in my hair, twisting my neck a bit painfully so I could see what he was doing.

He made me watch him fuck me.

Made me watch as I slammed back against him, having no desire for him to let me go.

Our climaxes were almost painful, both of us achieving ours at the same time.

When he was done, he walked away without a word. I straightened, felt his seed running down my leg, and, yet, all I could think was… Damn, that was good.

“You’re remembering the same as I am, aren’t you?” he says, his gravelly murmur floating over me, knocking me out of that memory. “That night in Rome… how hard we both came? We can fight again tonight if you want.”

I blink, taking in the confidence by which he knows what I’m feeling right now. Yeah, I wouldn’t mind battling him again, but it’s not needed. I want him without the need to provoke our anger because no matter how wrong it is, there’s also something very right about the way we make each other feel.

I shake my head. “No need to fight.”

Ronan’s eyes fire, my meaning sinking in, then he kisses me again. This time, he’s not demanding my yield, but rather coaxing me to him. He releases my hands, and they go around his neck.

I sigh into his mouth, and then I lose track of time.

Our clothes come off, melted away by magic. Not sure if it’s his or mine. We sink to the bare grass, dewy and refreshing against my heated skin. Lips and fingers and teeth everywhere. So much touching, the need mounting within us until it feels almost too frenzied.

And just about when I’m about to demand he fuck me, Ronan lifts me off the ground, his great brown wings, the exact color of his hair, flapping in a slow but powerful rhythm. My legs go around his waist and his hands squeeze my ass. I can feel the tip of his cock at my entrance.

I’m not sure if he thrusts up or I slam down, but then he’s inside of me while we continue to rise higher and higher into the air.

His hips move, driving into me, and it feels so good that my wings release. But I don’t help with flight, merely keep them tucked behind me where I can feel them shivering at every stroke of him inside me.

On and on, he fucks me slowly as we float through the warm air of Brevala. His kisses are deep but gentle, and, when we orgasm, it’s into each other’s mouths as we just hold clinging tightly together while suspended among the clouds.

Shuddering, I lay my head on his shoulder, looking at the blue lake below us. I took Ilona’s wings at this very spot because she dared to do the same thing I just did.

Taking measure of the feel of Ronan’s muscles and the hard length of him still pulsing inside of me, I know this isn’t going to be the last time either.

As we start to sink down, Ronan’s wings spreading wide to ride the air currents against gravity’s pull, I admit we could very well lose our lives over this.


CHAPTER 9


Ronan

I look at my watch, noting my meeting was supposed to start ten minutes ago, but I can’t be overly irritated. Carrick Byrne requested it, and I’d sit in this waiting room for an eternity if necessary. Landing the small One Bean account is what I’m hoping is the start of an exceptionally long and lucrative career at Prima.

Until I’m ready to relocate, anyway, which is something an immortal has to do as we “age out” of our colleagues and circle of friends. Of course, we have the magic of glamour, which is one of the main gifts left with our fallen angel ancestors when God tossed them from the heavens. The angels, and thus the Light Fae as we had become known, were simply too otherworldly to gaze upon, so glamour was needed.

When I look in a mirror, I just see a guy. If I were to stand beside a human and compare us, there would be obvious differences. Our bone structure is perfectly constructed, our eyes a bit more luminescent, our hair lustrous, and even our skin has a tiny shimmer. As such, we use glamour to tone down our visages, so we remain living in secrecy. We then can age up if we really like a place and want to stay a long time, but, honestly… it’s not as fun once the act of an “old man” is necessary. As such, I tend to move around every twenty-five years or so. Since I just got to Seattle and I very much like it here, I’ve got a few decades before I need to decide my next move.

Plenty of time to decide.

What to do with my life.

With Eliana.

We’ve been back from the games—and that amazing night at Cernian Falls—for two weeks now, and we haven’t spent a night apart. While we haven’t officially talked about having a relationship here in the Earth realm, we’ve sort of fallen into it.

We haven’t talked about our previous enmity, nor the fact our families hate each other with the type of passion that drives one to murder.

No, we’ve acted like humans—particularly Seattleites—who enjoy going out for good food, exploring coffee shops, and hiking in the gorgeous parks around us.

We do fuck a lot, but we’re fae. Our sex drive is as immortal as our bodies.

It’s a given we come together at night after work and dinner, staying either at her condo or mine. But truly, we’ll get it on anywhere.

It could be in the bathroom of a fancy restaurant or hiking in the middle of the woods. It’s simply a matter of me always craving her and being inside of her, so I press the opportunity when I can. And when I’m not pressing it, she is.

So yeah… we fuck… a lot.

Maybe with all that sex, we’re avoiding having the necessary talk we need to have because you can’t spend all that time with someone—much of it being incredibly intimate—and not start to develop feelings.

I’ll probably only ever admit it to myself, but I started having some sort of feelings for the exasperating yet gorgeous fae goddess warrior when we first got down and dirty in Rome. I think it was rooted in respect for her then—not just in her prowess in battle—but that she had the guts to leave Brevala like I did and strike out to find her own fortune and happiness away from the family umbrella.

Fortune is a literal milestone fae will achieve after spending centuries in the Earth realm. Unless a fae is immensely stupid or enjoys living in squalor, it’s impossible not to accumulate massive wealth. I honestly don’t even know how much money I have tucked away in banks worldwide or in vaults where I’ve garnered jewels or gold bars. I expect Eliana is the same.

We don’t flaunt it, though, because money attracts attention, so while we might wear designer clothes and live in nice digs, it’s never more than what we could reasonably explain having from an inheritance or something like that.

With that wealth, I could retire somewhere. Buy my own island, stock it with beautiful women, and live my eternity in paradise. But after living a few thousand years, it’s easy to get bored. It’s why we move around and reinvent ourselves. Hell, I’ve been to college so many times and gotten so many degrees, I could probably teach on any subject known to man. I even went through medical school about sixty years ago, and I practiced medicine in South Africa for about thirty years.

I’ve seen so many things, been to far too many places, and had my pick of the most beautiful women for my pleasure, yet it all falls flat when compared to what I’ve got going on with Eliana.

The fool watching from the outside in would say she’s only exciting because she’s dangerous and off-limits.

It’s not that, though.

There’s a connection that defies reason, especially given we were groomed to hate each other. The fact that we come together—spend time together—means we’ve transcended millennia of negative indoctrination.

It means, if I would be so bold as to hold a romantic notion, which I never have in my life, that our hearts have somehow connected despite the adversity.

That can’t be ignored.

“Penny for your thoughts,” a deep male voice says, and my gaze snaps up to see Carrick Byrne watching me. Hands tucked casually into his pants’ pockets, which are hand-tailored along with his suit jacket.

I have no clue how long he’s been there or if he thinks I’m a slobbering idiot for not knowing he was. I manage a sheepish grin and stand, holding my hand out. “You’d be wasting your money on my thoughts, I’m afraid.”

Carrick laughs, shaking my hand, and then turns. I follow him into his office, and he shuts the door.

“Have a seat over there,” he says, motioning to the furniture grouping. I choose the end of a long couch, watching as he moves to a wet bar built into the wall.

He pours two drinks—bourbon by the looks of it—into crystal glasses and brings them over. I’m shocked as I thought we were here to discuss business.

Or maybe we are, and this is how he does it.

Or maybe he’s gay, and this is a come-on.

Regardless, I accept the drink with a smile. “I guess it’s close enough to quitting time.”

Carrick settles onto the love seat opposite me, a low teak coffee table between us. Casually reclining with one leg over the other, he rests his drink on his thigh. “I didn’t bring you here to discuss business.”

Shit. It’s a come-on.

I take a small sip, wondering how to let down the man who could make or break my career at Prima. After I swallow, I casually ask, “What can I do for you?”

Besides give you a blow job because that’s a hard “no” for me.

He studies me, taking a sip of his own. When his glass is resting back on his thigh, he says, “I’ve been thinking a lot about you and Eliana Thompson.”

The hairs on the nape of my neck rise. Just seconds ago, I thought he wanted to hook up, and an ordinary person might still think he means he wants a threesome with Eliana and me.

But there’s no way that’s what this is.

Shoulders tense, I wait for him to explain.

“I know you’re both Light Fae,” he says, and it sucks the air out of my lungs. Not that it would kill me, but it leaves me stunned. “From Brevala, to be exact. Am I right?”

“How?” I ask, refusing to confirm his suspicions. “How did you see past our glamours to know we’re fae?”

I don’t bother denying it because he knows.

But I don’t know how. He’s not fae at all—neither light nor dark. We can see through glamours, and I see nothing but a human before me.

“It doesn’t matter how I know,” Carrick says dismissively. “I just do. And I’m particularly interested in the fact you’re both from Brevala.”

“What’s so interesting about that?” The tone of my voice is abrasive, but I can’t help it. Light Fae in the Earth realm guard their identities almost religiously. In my existence, I’ve never told a human about my true self, although I know some who have.

“Brevalians are warrior fae,” Carrick says, a fact that tends to set us apart from those in Faere. “You’re trained in all kinds of weapons and fighting styles. You can fly, giving you a distinct advantage against an enemy.”

A pit starts knotting in my stomach. “You make it sound as if a war is coming.”

“What if I told you that was a distinct possibility?” he counters softly, and I don’t even think he might be crazy. His grim expression and the quiet confidence he exudes tells me he knows something big that might be going on.

“Let me explain,” he continues, uncrossing his legs and leaning forward. He sets his drink on the table. “I have it on incredibly good authority there’s a prophecy in effect. While I don’t have the details just yet, the general gist is that the Earth realm would most likely be destroyed.”

“Fuck,” I mutter, then take a healthy slug of the bourbon. I hiss over the burn, take in a breath, and ask, “I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me how you know this or why someone who appears human would know such a thing.”

“At this point, no,” he replies with brutal honesty. “But what I am doing is reaching out to Light Fae who might have a vested interest in helping to secure the safety of the Earth realm and to see if you would be willing to join forces if the need were to arise.”

“You want me to commit to joining a war you’re not willing to tell me anything about?” I ask incredulously.

“Well,” he drawls, eyes sparkling with humor. “I’d certainly tell you the details if it looked like this was going to come to pass. I just don’t know yet. I can’t tell you what I don’t know.”

“But you know enough to target me specifically.” My suspicions grow even keener. “And you clearly know Eliana is a Brevalian, too.”

“I know you’re a Bluff Dweller, she’s a Meadowlander, and your families hate each other. I also know you and Eliana do not hate each other at all.”

Son of a bitch. There’s enough innuendo in his tone to tell me that he knows we’re together.

“You had us followed?” I snarl.

“Investigated would be more accurate,” he corrects. “And what I know is that you both hold sway with your families. It wouldn’t just be you and Eliana who I would want to join forces with, but all of Brevala. I had thought that since you two seem to be getting along so well, you could perhaps convince the families to join.”

I’m shaking my head before he even finishes. “You don’t know the history of Brevala very well then. If you did, you’d know there is nothing in the cosmos that would get the Meadowlanders and the Bluff Dwellers to come together for anything.”

Carrick studies me as he casually settles back on the couch once more. He ignores his drink while I finish mine off with a large swallow, setting the glass on the table.

“Can I give you some advice?” Carrick asks. It’s such an off-the-wall question when we’d just been talking about war and earth’s doom that I’m startled into mutely nodding. “Love is what caused the rift between the two clans of Brevala. Love gone horribly wrong. Maybe it’s love that will fix it.”

My heart starts hammering at his insinuation. “Love? Who said anything about love?”

Because I don’t know if I love Eliana—isn’t that impossible? Not just because of the feud, but also because fae don’t believe in love. Immortals don’t love well because we become immune and dampened to emotion over time. We might mate, but that’s more about camaraderie than deep feelings.

“You may not want to call it love,” Carrick says smoothly. “But the mere fact the two of you—hated and sworn enemies—are in a relationship means it’s definitely something big because you are both risking your lives.”

So, he does know a bit about Brevala. He knows our families would want to kill each other if we were found out. It could even cost Eliana her wings.

“Look,” I say, standing from the couch and not giving a damn if I offend the man who awarded me an ad campaign. “I don’t know how you know the things you do, but the fact you do and won’t tell me means I don’t trust you. So, I’m going to have to politely decline your request to join your little prophecy team. As for Eliana, it’s her choice, so you should bring it up to her.”

“You’ll bring it up to her,” Carrick replies confidently as he stares up at me from his seat. Even though I’m towering above him, he exudes a surreal amount of confidence and power.

Maybe it’s because he’s richer than sin and most people jump to do his bidding.

I’m not one of those people.

“If my unwillingness to help you with this prophecy changes things with the One Bean account, let me know now.”

“It changes nothing.” Carrick stands, then offers his hand across the table. “You still had the best pitch and deserved it.”

I shake his hand, a little unnerved by his easy acceptance of my refusal to participate. My brain is also racing over his insinuation that Eliana and I have something deeper than I’d been thinking.

We definitely need to talk about it.


CHAPTER 10


Eliana

The door to my condo opens, but I don’t turn away from the bubbling pot of spaghetti sauce to see who is walking in without knocking.

That would be Ronan, who I gave a key to.

He reciprocated, so we have evolved further into our relationship.

A smile comes to my lips as I give another stir before setting the sauce-stained wooden spoon on a small plate. I have monumental news, and we will potentially evolve again because of it. Now whether we do so together remains to be seen.

I turn as I hear him enter the kitchen, my breath catching as it always does when I see him. Throughout the centuries, you’d think he’d be dull to look at now.

But nope… still as hot as ever.

Still makes me want to drag him off to bed every single time, and more often than not, that’s how we start our evenings together. But I’m caught off guard by his expression.

Not quite grim, but profoundly serious indeed.

“What is it?” I ask as I move around the kitchen island to greet him. The last few weeks, we have slipped into a comforting ease together and there’s no hesitation when I walk into his arms and he presses a kiss on my mouth.

It’s how we greet each other at the end of our workdays. How we greet each other when we wake up.

Both times, usually when our mouths touch, it leads to other things. But I can feel the tension within his body, so I pull back and ask again. “What’s wrong?”

Ronan shakes his head like he’s going to deny it, but then his shoulders sag slightly. “We need to talk.”

Now that does sound grim, and my defenses come up.

This is it.

He’s going to break up with me because of the old family feud. I know it can’t be for any other reason because we are practically perfect together in all ways but that.

And now I’m not so sure we’re going to evolve the way I thought we had a chance to.

I’m glad I didn’t just blurt out my news when he walked in because, depending on what he has to say, it may change my line of thinking where Ronan is concerned.

“Let’s go sit in the living room,” I suggest, my neck starting to tighten with tension.

He nods, shrugs out of his business jacket, and loosens his tie. Casting a glance into the kitchen, he remarks, “Whatever you’re making smells incredible. I’m starved.”

My shoulders loosen a bit. How bad can this talk be if he’s planning on eating dinner here?

I sit on the couch, angled inward, and cross my legs Indian-style. I’d changed into yoga pants and a loose t-shirt when I’d come home from work about an hour ago.

Ronan plops down beside me, his thigh pressing against my knee, and then his hand comes down to rest on it. The warmth of his touch further reassures me.

His head goes to the back cushion and then rolls my way with a smile. “You look great, by the way.”

I grin, the last of the unease I’d been feeling melting away. “You look great, too.”

Squeezing my knee once, he says, “Carrick Byrne invited me to an impromptu meeting at his office this afternoon. It’s why I was a little late getting home.”

He called this home. My heart actually sighs a bit, because these last few weeks, it has become more and more lost to this man.

“What did he want?” I ask hesitantly. “To cancel your One Bean contract?”

Ronan shakes his head, his jaw tightening. “Actually… he wanted to let me know that he knew you and I are Light Fae.”

“What?” I practically screech in alarm, my butt coming off the cushion as I lean into him.

“Not only that,” he continues with a slight hint of disgust in his voice. “He knows we’re from Brevala, he knows about the feud, and he knows you’re a Meadowlander and I’m a Bluff Dweller.”

“But… but… how?” I stammer.

Ronan shrugs. “He wouldn’t say, but he did admit to having us investigated and so he knew that you and I are seeing each other.”

My pulse fires with fear. “He’s going to tell our families. It’s blackmail, right?”

“Actually, it’s not,” he replies grimly. “He apparently knows something about a prophecy that is supposed to doom earth, and he wanted to know if we could help get Brevala on board to fight.”

The sound coming out of me is half snort, half scoff as I settle back onto the cushion. “He truly doesn’t understand the feud then. That’s impossible.”

“What I told him.” Ronan shifts his body toward me. “He then asked if you and I would fight with him if needed. I declined.”

“Fight what?” I ponder. “Details would be nice.”

“He didn’t have them or wouldn’t give them, but yeah… without details, I wasn’t committing.”

We’re both silent. I lace my fingers with his, holding them tightly on my knee. I do need to ask to make sure. “And you’re positive he’s not going to tell our families about us? Are we safe?”

Ronan frowns slightly but shakes his head. “You know… despite me not trusting much of what he said, I don’t think he wants to hurt us in any way. Just wanted our help, and he didn’t seem put out that I declined.”

I lean against the back cushions, my hand going out to run through Ronan’s hair. I learned early on when we returned from Brevala to Seattle that he liked me doing that. He’d almost purr like a big cat. “Still… I’d kill to know how he recognized us as fae.”

“Maybe some magical potion or amulet someone gave him,” Ronan says, his voice deep and lazy as my fingers stroke his hair.

I watch him for a bit as his eyes go soft and hazy. My heart squeezes, and I can’t deny what I feel for him.

I can’t quite tell him that yet either because we’ve spent millennia hating each other and only a handful of weeks loving on each other. In our eternal lifetimes, we’ve only been together the equivalent of the blink of an eye.

And yet… there’s something else that’s going to potentially cement this relationship.

“I have something to tell you,” I say softly, and he’s instantly alert. Pushing up from his reclining position, which dislodges my hand from his hair, he leans toward me on the couch.

He doesn’t look alarmed by my tone—which he shouldn’t as it was non-threatening—merely interested. “What is it?”

My hands fold in my lap and my gaze drops there, a rare moment in my life where my confidence is a bit shaky. Ronan knows me well from our run-ins throughout history, and he knows lack of confidence isn’t my jam.

So his hand comes to my jaw, thumb under my chin, and he forces my eyes up to his. He doesn’t say anything, but that push to make me look at him is all I need.

I take a deep breath, and the words come out in a quavering rush. “I’m pregnant.”

I’ve seen enough movies, read enough books, and seen enough humans go through this big type of announcement to know there can be a myriad of reactions. The one I expect from Ronan is for him to reel back as if I’d just punched him, but not because I doubt his ability to be a dad.

I’m expecting gut-punching shock because fae don’t easily get pregnant. It’s like a miracle when it happens because the angels who were cast from heaven to earth weren’t meant to procreate. Of course, evolution happened, they became known as Light Fae, and generations eventually came, but it was a painstakingly slow process over thirty thousand years—since the dawn of modern man—for our numbers to increase. For our families to be built.

My parents were like double-down miracles, having two children, albeit four hundred years apart.

And so I expect Ronan to rear back in shock that this could happen, because while we’ve had a lot of sex in the last few weeks, it’s absolutely unheard of for two Light Fae to get pregnant so fast.

But Ronan doesn’t jerk back. His hand stays on my jaw, his eyes slowly going round with astonishment, before glancing down at my belly. My hands move there protectively, and his eyes slide back up to meet mine.

“Can I?” he asks, nodding back down again.

Asking for permission to touch me there.

I nod, a small smile breaking free. “Of course.”

Taking his hand from my jaw, I bring it down to the lower portion of my stomach and flatten his palm there.

He feels what I feel when I touch it… a warm, almost bubbly sensation. But he doesn’t feel it in his hand, he feels it in his blood.

Fae pregnancy resembles human pregnancies in some ways. For example, our gestation is roughly the same time as a human’s, and I suspect we evolved that way so we could stay hidden in plain sight while blending into the human world. The actual birth is the same, our bodies having the same parts and mechanics that will deliver the baby from my uterus through the birth canal and into someone’s waiting hands. Even the way immortal fae children grow is on the same pace as a human child, again so they can blend in. When a fae reaches somewhere between their mid-twenties to mid-thirties, the body stops aging and becomes frozen eternally in time.

The big difference is conception… when my fae egg joins with Ronan’s fae sperm, I can feel it. That same warm, fizzy sensation in my blood that I know Ronan is feeling right now as his hand covers our child.

I knew it this morning after we had a quickie in the shower while getting ready for work. Ronan, getting ready much faster than me, gave me a long, searing kiss before walking out the door. I was still in my bathrobe, combing out my wet hair, when it hit me.

That sensation started as a tiny spark and grew infinitely brighter until I could feel it spread all through my belly and through my entire body.

And I just knew.

We had created a fae baby.

I wondered if I should call Ronan to tell him, or maybe even go to his work. But I knew this would be too shocking and needed to be done in private.

“Say something,” I murmur as Ronan continues to stare at his hand covering my stomach.

“It’s amazing,” he drawls slowly, his eyes now sparkling with awe. He lifts his gaze back to me. “We’re going to have a baby?”

I nod.

“You do realize how fucking impossible this is?” he continues, excitement growing in his voice. “I mean, theoretically, the odds have to be one in terabazagillion.”

I laugh and lean forward, giving him a hard kiss. “There’s no such thing, but yes… this is freaky odd this happened to us.”

Ronan laughs too, but not for long as his expression sobers. His hands come to my face, and he leans in close to me. “This means that what you and I have is something more than what most fae have. Carrick called it love. I scoffed because our kind doesn’t know how to love. Not the way humans do with their short lives. But he said the fact that we’re sworn enemies and we’ve come together despite the danger we’ve placed ourselves in, means that what we have is something incredibly special. I think he’s right.”

“I think he’s right, too,” I whisper, his words touching me profoundly. Yes, fae aren’t the loving type. We’ve lived too long to be trapped by such a thing.

And yet, I feel something for Ronan I’ve never felt in my life. Truly, it didn’t become solidified until just a moment ago when I realized he was excited about the baby.

I think it actually is love.

I don’t have time to ponder it further as Ronan pushes me back on the couch and covers me with his body. His mouth is on mine, and he’s kissing me so wonderfully I see stars. For a brief moment, I make note that I left the spaghetti sauce on low and there’s no chance of it burning, and then I kiss him back.

This isn’t one of those times that the clothes come off quickly, often getting torn in the process. Instead, we kiss slowly—making it eternal like us—knowing we have nothing but time to build upon this wonderful thing we’ve found together.

Ronan’s hand comes to my stomach again, and both of us feel that warm sensation. His head pulls up, and he grins. “Is it weird this sort of turns me on?”

I laugh, looping my arms around his neck. “Well, everything about you turns me on so, no…not all that weird.”

He grins, starts to lower his mouth back down to mine when suddenly… he’s gone. Flying backward off me and sailing across my living room to crash over the top of the kitchen island, disappearing over and tumbling to the floor.

I’m a warrior by nature, and I know there’s danger even though I don’t quite know what it is. I scramble up from the couch, conjuring an iron dagger in my hand just as I take in my sister Rishka standing there with fury blazing in her eyes.

“How dare you let that thing touch you like that?” she hisses, spit flying from her mouth.

“Rishka,” I say cautiously, wondering how in the hell to explain this to her. How do I defend something she’d never understand?

“You’re an abomination to our family,” she snarls, and to my horror, she conjures a bow and arrow, which is already nocked and ready to let fly. With a pit in my stomach, I realize it’s aimed for that soft spot right between my eyes.

A kill shot.

“Please… Rishka,” I implore. “I’m your sister.”

“And not one member of our family will think I did the wrong thing by this,” she retorts angrily, pulling the string back just a little tighter. “And as soon as this arrow finds its mark, I’m going to put one in that filth you were letting touch you.”

I start to tell her I’m pregnant, not sure if that will appeal to any decency she has or infuriate her even more, but before I can even open my mouth, Ronan is crashing into her back so forcefully while roaring in a fury that they both go crashing down on my coffee table, rendering it to splinters along with her bow.

Ronan is beyond enraged. He jumps up, picking Rishka up by the back of her clothing, and slings her into the wall. I wince, not in any worry for my sister, but hoping none of the residents on either side of me can hear this.

He’s too fast for her even to get her bearings because he’s got her pinned to the wall with his forearm against her throat and the tip of an iron dagger pressing into the delicate skin just under her chin. One hard drive upward and she’d die the moment it penetrated her brain.

“Ronan… don’t,” I yell, picking my way over the broken table to them. “Don’t kill her.”

“Why not?” he growls, his face getting in close to Rishka’s. “This bitch was going to kill you just now. There was no hesitation, either.”

“You both deserve to die,” Rishka shrieks, then her eyes slide to mine. She looks fevered and insane. “But before I kill you, I’m going to take your wings off with a dull hacksaw.”

I shudder, the image too gruesome to even comprehend.

And then… she’s gone.

Having bent distance so quickly that Ronan never had a chance to shove the dagger into her. And despite her threats just now, I’m grateful.

“Son of a fucking bitch,” he barks in frustration. Wheeling on me, he demands, “You made me hesitate.”

“She’s my sister,” I implore.

“She’s a nutjob is what she is,” he grumbles, the dagger disappearing from his hand, which then goes to his hair to rake through it in irritation. “You’re not safe here now. She can come back at any time to kill you.”

“I can handle myself,” I retort.

“Yeah, well fuck that,” he snarls back. “I’m taking care of you now. You, me, and our baby are leaving. Going somewhere safe until we can figure out what to do.”

Part of me hates his high-handedness, but most of my being is charmed and warmed by his protectiveness of our baby and me.

How can I not love him?

I nod in agreement, and he jerks a chin toward the bedroom. “Let’s get you packed. We won’t stay in my condo as I don’t know if Rishka knows about it. I’m thinking a trip to Paris sounds good tonight. What do you think?”

There’s no stopping the smile that comes to my face. Even though my sister just tried to kill me, and most likely my family will want the same, a romantic trip to Paris to hide out until we can figure out what to do sounds like heaven to me.


CHAPTER 11


Ronan

This is either going to work or Eliana and I will die today. It’s a gamble I wasn’t willing to take, but Eliana wanted a permanent resolution.

We stayed in Paris for a few days, trying to figure out what to do. My suggestion—and I still think the best idea—is to disappear into the world together and leave Brevala and our families far behind. They won’t come looking for us, but it will mean we could never return. We’d be banished and shunned forever.

I pointed out to Eliana that this was the best idea because we didn’t go to Brevala that much anyway. She and I—independent of each other—had committed ourselves to living in the Earth realm centuries ago. We could remain here, moving around as we age out of our societal circles. We’ve each traveled the world a hundred times over, but now we could do it together.

And we could do it with our child.

We would be a fae family living among humans and it was not only workable, but it was also the safest.

To my surprise, Eliana wanted to try to make amends. I didn’t understand it because even though Rishka wants to kill her now, she’d never been that close to her anyway. It wasn’t like she was losing an important relationship.

Her father, Arnus, I wasn’t sure of. He didn’t like that Eliana left Brevala, but I watched him cheer her on at the games in Faere, and he clearly has pride and affection for her.

I suspect the real reason Eliana isn’t ready to give up on our home is, Rishka and Arnus aside, she has a great relationship with many in her extended family in Faere. Those ties are obviously important to her.

They’re important to me, too. I’m incredibly close to my uncle Geseph, who has never begrudged me wanting to travel outside our realm. I enjoy visiting and being around my family because we’re a pretty easy-going clan outside of the feud.

Yeah, I’d be giving up a lot to leave Brevala behind forever, but the way I see it, I was gaining so much more. A woman I’ve fallen in love with who will bear our miracle child.

But as I said, Eliana prevailed and convinced me to try.

She called for an official Summit, something I had never heard of. Apparently, there’s an old-standing tradition between the feuding Meadowlanders and Bluff Dwellers that if there is an issue that could affect both sides equally, a truce against violence would be agreed upon and a meeting held at the borderlands.

Eliana dispatched messages to Arnus requesting the Summit but did not explain other than important information needed to be discussed. Of course, Arnus would know all about what had happened from Rishka.

I dispatched a message to Geseph to let him know exactly what was going on so he’d at least have a heads-up and wouldn’t be so shocked to learn that Rishka was in a killing mood. I knew my uncle well enough to realize that while he was going to be disappointed I was with a Meadowlander, he would never banish me from the family.

To Eliana’s delight and my disappointment, both sides agreed to a Summit. While the agreement is to a non-violent truce, we have no clue if it will hold and I’m worried what will happen if violence breaks out. While I’ll go down fighting to the death to defend Eliana and our child, my immediate plan isn’t to even stick around and engage. If I sense anything bad, I’m bending distance and flashing our asses out of there to a far, faraway place, and we’re never going back.

Eliana comes out of the bathroom of our hotel suite in Paris. She’s dressed in a pair of jeans, a flannel shirt, and hiking boots. She couldn’t look anymore non-Brevalian if she tried, and I know this was intentional for her to show her family that she’s not part of them anymore.

Not the way they want her to be.

I’m also in jeans and a t-shirt, dressed for comfort and ready to hightail it out of there if necessary.

“You ready to go?” she asks, pulling her long hair up into a ponytail.

“No,” I reply honestly. “I want one last chance to talk you out of this craziness and let’s move on with our lives. I just don’t understand why it’s so important to you to be accepted.”

Sighing, she moves into me… arms going around my waist. It’s crazy how natural this feels, like she was made to be in my embrace.

Maybe she was. I’m thinking fate has had a hand in us coming together.

“I just want to try,” she says softly, head tipped back to look up to me. “I want to see if we can end this feud once and for all. And if we can’t, I won’t have any regrets for not having tried.”

Nothing new. Same argument she’s been feeding me the last few days.

“There’s something else, though,” she says hesitantly. “I’ve just started thinking about what Carrick Byrne told you, and, if it’s true there’s a prophecy that will doom earth, we may need Brevala.”

“To fight?” I ask with a frown.

“No. To ensure we have a place to live so we can survive.”

I had not thought of that.

Hadn’t thought much of Carrick and his cryptic words and innuendos. But she actually has a good point. Brevala would be a safe place for us if the Earth realm perishes.

Well, assuming Eliana can get them to end the feud.

“Let’s do this,” I say, taking her hand in mine. Bending, I brush my lips against hers. “And as we agreed, first sign of trouble, we flash right back here. Okay?”

“Okay,” she says with a smile.

“Don’t fight,” I say with a pointed look, then move my other hand to her belly. I get a warm whoosh through my body. “We have more important things in our life than defending our values to people who might not want to change.”

“Understood.” She nods her head once, then gives me a snappy salute.

“Smartass.” Another kiss, hopefully not our last if we’re flashing into an ambush. “I love you, Meadowlander.”

Eliana blinks in surprise, but her astonishment doesn’t last long. Instead, her smile curves and her eyes brighten with delight. “I love you, too, Bluff Dweller.”

*     *     *

We bend distance right to the outcropping of rocks that overlook Cernian Lake. The actual waterfall that feeds into it is on the Bluff Dweller’s side, but this plateau of flat slate surrounded by boulders is about as dead center on the border between the two lands as you can get.

It’s also big enough to hold the several members of each family who are attending, and when we step into the middle of the plateau, I immediately take in that both clans are there. The Meadowlanders dressed for battle in their armor and hugging the western side. The Bluff Dwellers more casual in tunics and pants, but able to conjure armor and weapons in a blink if they want. They are as far east as the boulders will let them go on the flat rock.

I grip Eliana’s hand so tightly that, had she been a human woman, I would have pulverized her bones. She squeezes me back as her gaze takes in her family. Arnus stands there, looking irritable as usual. Rishka is to his right, bitchy as usual with her hand resting threateningly on the hilt of her sword.

My family stands shoulder to shoulder, expressions more curious than anything else. Geseph gives me a nod and the tiniest of smiles.

Eliana clears her throat. “Thank you all for—”

“Traitor,” Rishka hisses, interrupting her sister. “Explain why your life shouldn’t end now for cavorting with a Bluff Dweller.”

Fuck, I want to strangle her.

I do believe Eliana expected this, and she’s prepared with a retort that shuts her sister up. Her hand going to her stomach to press a palm there, she says, “Because I love Ronan and I’m pregnant. I want this feud to end, and I want this baby to bring our families back together again.”

There are surprised gasps from the Bluff Dweller’s side, and I dare a quick look their way to see them whispering to each other with smiles.

When I look back to Eliana’s side of the family, her words have clearly infuriated Rishka and I’m not sure if it’s the part where she said she loved me, or where she said she was pregnant.

I tug on Eliana, bringing her closer to my side and ready to jet out of here.

“Pregnant,” Arnus asks with a menacing frown. “Just how long have you two been illegally seeing each other?”

Eliana actually rolls her eyes at her father. “What we’re doing is not illegal. There are no laws that say Meadowlanders and Bluff Dwellers can’t mate, but to answer your question… Ronan and I have been seeing each other only a few weeks.”

So many gasps at this revelation because they are all now realizing how odds-defying it is for Eliana and me to have conceived this quickly.

She seizes on this moment of shock and continues, loudly addressing everyone. “This feud is nothing more than a thirst for revenge that should have been slaked when Dahlia was killed. She took Oretell’s life unjustly, which was only fair she ceded hers in just retaliation.”

Those are shocking words for her to say. She’s essentially saying Uncle Geseph was justified in killing Dahlia.

“Father,” Eliana implores. “I get that you wanted to fulfill Dahlia’s last dying wishes that you take up arms against the Bluff Dwellers, but seriously… enough is enough. It’s time to let it go.”

I decide to add my two cents. My gaze moves from group to group. “It’s time to end this feud. To accept that justice was done and let the hate go.”

No one says anything, although Rishka’s scoff is clearly heard by everyone.

In a last-ditch effort to show how serious she is, Eliana pulls free a crystal pendant attached to a silver chain from under her shirt. It was given to her by Nimeyah.

She holds it up for both sides to see. “This was my prize for winning the arena battle in Faere at the Festival. It will grant me any reasonable request. I’m prepared to use it right now on the wish that our land can have true peace. But I’d much rather everyone come to their own senses on this.”

Finally, it’s Geseph who talks, and he does so by breaking free of his group and moving toward us. He smiles at me, then turns his attention to Eliana. “We don’t need you to use your wish for this. I’d like to welcome you into our family if yours won’t have you again. You and your child will always be welcome in our lands.”

Eliana’s eyes shine with tears and Geseph moves to her, hands to her shoulders, and kisses each of her cheeks.

I look back to her family.

I can tell by many of the expressions they are not repelled by Geseph’s offer. But Rishka is having none of it by the sneer on her face, and Arnus looks wholeheartedly dubious.

It’s Rishka who draws the line. “I wouldn’t expect anything less of such a weak clan. But neither of you will be welcome here.”

To this, Eliana’s eyes move to her father’s. “Even my child? Your grandchild?”

Arnus shifts uncomfortably but remains stonily mute.

“I have something to say,” a female voice filters from the back of the Meadowlander crowd. Someone pushes their way through, and I see it’s Eliana’s cousin, Ilona.

She moves to stand on the other side of Arnus and smiles first at me, then at Eliana. “We are not governed by Arnus or Rishka. While Arnus is overlord, his job is to see to our safety, not make rules. Our ruler is Nimeyah in Faere, and if she were standing here, I’m sure she’d tell us we’re being stupid by not ending this feud. Because I am free to make my own decisions as a Meadowlander—something I wish I could have done a thousand years ago—I have the right and the pleasure to welcome you two in my home anytime you want. I suspect other Meadowlanders feel the same.”

“How can you even say such a thing?” Rishka snarls at her cousin. She points a finger right at Eliana. “She took your wings.”

Ilona nods. “And that forgiveness is between your sister and me. It’s none of your business. I happen to feel that Eliana is not the same person she was all those centuries ago when she did that.”

Looking away from Rishka, Ilona’s gaze comes back to Eliana. “I suspect that many of us are not the same people we were centuries ago. Time has changed us. There is no good reason for this feud to continue.”

Geseph steps forward, giving a solicitous bow to Ilona. “Your cousin speaks wisely, Eliana. I would like to know who among these representatives from both sides on this rock would vote to end this feud here and now.”

Every Bluff Dweller’s hand goes straight up in the air, and I smile broadly at them as a group. On the Meadowlander side, the vast majority quickly go up, with a few lagging behind undecidedly. After a moment, the only two whose hands remain down are Rishka and Arnus, and my heart squeezes for Eliana that her two family members can’t let go of the hate for her sake.

But then, Arnus clears his throat, his gaze going briefly down to Eliana’s stomach. When his eyes come up, it’s to move past his daughter and over to Geseph. “It’s over.”

“But Father,” Rishka practically shrieks.

“Enough,” he booms, head whipping her way. “I said it’s over, and that means it’s over. If you can’t accept that, it’s time for you to leave Brevala.”

Rishka pales, and I have to bite my tongue not to laugh.

Arnus turns to the Meadowlanders. “Anyone who can’t accept the feud is over can leave. Pass that on to all the others when you return to your homes.”

Rishka silently fumes but holds her tongue. Arnus moves to Eliana, and like Geseph did, puts his hands to her shoulders and kisses each cheek. Pulling back to stare into her eyes, he says, “You and your child are welcome in my home anytime.”

Eliana glares pointedly at her dad.

He sighs, then looks to me. “You as well, I suppose.”

“Can I call you Dad?” I ask with a grin.

Eliana elbows me in the ribs and Arnus presses his lips flat, refusing even to acknowledge my question. He gives a short glance at Geseph, and while I know they’ll never be friends and most likely always enemies of the heart, they will abide by the freedoms that were just afforded by ending the feud.

Arnus leaves, and the Meadowlanders follow. Ilona stays behind to hug Eliana and me, and then we’re alone with Uncle Geseph and the handful of Bluff Dweller representatives he’d brought.

“I’d say that we need a huge celebration,” he says to Eliana and me. “Think you two can stay for a few days?”

“We’d love to,” Eliana accepts without consulting me, but okay… I’d really love it, too.

Except…

“We have to return to Paris briefly and check out of our hotel,” I tell my uncle. “Give us about an hour to return.”

*     *     *

An hour later…

I roll off Eliana, having just experienced the motherlode of all orgasms. I think it was the combination of pride in my woman for taking on two warring clans, the fact she’s carrying my child, and well… she’s a hellcat in bed and pushes every one of my buttons in the right way.

She rolls, moves into my side, and cuddles into me. Her arm goes over my stomach while mine holds her close to me.

“Should we move back to Brevala?” she asks.

“Fuck no,” I reply resoundingly. “We can visit any time you want, but I want to travel the world with you. And when we get done traveling the Earth realm, we’ll travel to other AltVeritas. I want to show our son—”

“—daughter.”

“Whatever,” I continue. “I want to show our kid everything there is.”

“Imagine taking her—”

“—him,” I cut in over Eliana.

“Whatever,” she continues. “Imagine taking our kid to the Coliseum in Rome to show her—”

“—him.”

“—her where we fought each other.”

“But we’ll leave the part out where we nearly destroyed the secret passageways with the rough hate sex,” I reply with a laugh.

“It’s hard for me even to remember that we hated each other.” Her voice is soft and tender, and, as my heart squeezes, so does my arm around her.

“Love is far more to my liking,” I say before turning my head to kiss her. “We should probably head back to Brevala for our welcome-home feast.”

“We won’t have anything like that from my side,” Eliana notes a little sadly.

“Sure we will,” I say. “Because we’re going to set the example. They’re going to see how deeply we love, and, once we have our kid, they’ll be clamoring for us to visit.”

Lifting her head, she looks down. “I’m a lucky girl.”

“And I’m a lucky guy,” I agree.

“We can still battle each other at the games in Faere, though, right?” she asks, one eyebrow cocked.

“Damn straight. It’s our first tradition, after all.”

Eliana laughs and kisses me. “And it won’t be our last.”
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Unknown dangers lurk within the shadows of Seattle, threatening to undo the world as we know it. Carrick Byrne, as mysterious as he is handsome, knows a prophecy is imminent. What he doesn’t know is how to stop it, with the exception of one thing—Finley Porter, the fiery and strong-willed barista who wants nothing to do with Carrick or the tales of doom he is spinning. But Carrick knows he must convince Finley to believe, for the fate of the world rests squarely on her shoulders. CLICK HERE for more details on The Revelation of Light and Dark, and keep scrolling to read chapter one!

Chapter 1 of The Revelation of Light and Dark


Finley

Opening my bedroom blinds, I glance outside. It’s a glorious morning in Seattle with blue skies peeking through clouds that are white and fluffy on top, and flat as pancakes with a touch of gray underneath. That may or may not mean rain, but I don’t need to look at the forecast. I always carry an umbrella attached to my backpack because rain is a fact of life in the Pacific Northwest.

My eyes catch on my neighbor, Mr. Pelman, as he rolls his garbage can out to the curb for collection. He’s old and stooped and I should really offer to do it for him, but I don’t.

It’s not that I’m a rotten or uncaring person. On the contrary, I try to help anyone I can—my weakness is handing out money to the Seattle homeless whenever I have some on hand. But Mr. Pelman happens to be one of “those” and being in his presence for too long or staring at him too hard causes bad things to happen, and my neuroses will go into overdrive. I’ve worked far too hard to get my mental health in a good place, and I take great care to avoid any of “those” that threaten to make me unstable again.

My father would be proud of me, accomplishing that which he could not. His mental health issues ultimately led to his demise.

I take an extra moment to let my gaze roam my neighborhood, avoiding Mr. Pelman. It’s a mishmash of different types of small houses with tiny yards. There are no sidewalks, the grass growing right to the edge of the road, and most of the driveways are pea gravel. It’s been my ‘hood since the day I was born almost twenty-eight years ago, and I was literally born in this house, right on my parents’ bed. Situated on the northwest side of the city within spitting distance of the Puget Sound, I’m sandwiched between the Broadview and Bitterlake neighborhoods on a street filled with rhodie bushes and tall evergreens.

My home is like most others, a Cape Cod-style built in the late forties. It’s covered in light blue vinyl with dark blue shutters that could use a new coat of paint, and it has a small, uncovered stoop at the front door. The front yard is plain except for a square patch of grass leading to the road and boxwoods along the front foundation. The backyard is where we hang out on nice days as Dad had built a large deck that holds a grill and a four-piece table and chair set along with a flimsy chaise lounge I like to read books on when it’s warm enough and overcast, as my pale skin burns easily. At the bottom of the deck stairs, there’s a rose garden my mother had planted and which my dad and I valiantly tried to maintain over the years, but neither of us have green thumbs. It’s pretty sickly, but I can’t bear to tear it out as I don’t have much of my mother left.

My twin sister Fallon and I inherited this house when my father died. We were only sixteen, and were fortunate to continue to live here under the guidance of a distant aunt who came to live with us until we turned of age. He had enough life insurance to help pay off the mortgage, cover the utilities and other expenses related to two teenage girls, with enough left over to give us both a significant boost to pay for college.

At almost twenty-eight years of age, Fallon now lives downtown with her fiancé in a luxurious condominium, the epitome of success, and I live in this square box of a family home that I love dearly with three cool roommates.

Smiling, I turn from the window, knowing I need to get going. Layers are required in Seattle, because while consistently temperate, the days can start chilly and end warm. It’s the first week of June, which means early fifties in the morning and lower seventies by midafternoon. I shrug a jacket on over my long-sleeved tee, which is under a short-sleeved t-shirt, take a moment to lace on my white low-top Chucks, and head out of my bedroom.

I cross the hall to Rainey’s room—formally my parents’ bedroom—and knock on it loudly. “This is your wake-up call. Rise and shine, princess.”

She mutters something back, but I don’t wait around to try to decipher it. This has been our routine for about the entire four years we’ve been roommates here, and she’ll stumble out for a cup of coffee in a few minutes. Rainey’s in my parents’ bedroom because I never felt the need to move out of the one I’d grown up in. Even though her room is larger, there’s something about being in the room where my parents were intimate and I was born a squalling mess on their bed, not two minutes after my twin Fallon, that just weirds me out. Of course, that bed is long gone, but still… I’m happy in my childhood bedroom. Even on the cusp of turning twenty-eight, I still have a Foo Fighters poster on the wall above my bed, my hardback set of Harry Potter books I’d saved up for and purchased myself on my shelves, and a small Tiffany butterfly lamp my dad gave me on my sixteenth birthday that sits beside my bed.

It was his last gift to me as he died less than a week later.

In the kitchen, I find Myles at the round table that seats four, head bent over his laptop. He’s in IT and gets lost in coding with a dopey look of pleasure on his face. He’s cute by any woman’s standards with dark hair that’s shaggy and unkempt, with locks that fall adorably across his forehead. His brown eyes always shine warm and inquisitive through his black-framed glasses, and he rarely shaves, so there’s always scruff on his face. It’s not thick enough to grow into a full beard, and at twenty-six, that’s probably not going to change at this point. But still, it presents a roguish kind of cute that totally works.

There’s a bagel on a plate beside his laptop, and I nab it as I walk by.

“Hey, Finley,” he gripes, head popping up. “That’s my breakfast.”

“And it was feeling completely ignored.” I bat my eyelashes to help plead my case for absolution, but he just rolls his eyes at my efforts. Myles has been secretly in love with Rainey for about the same amount of time I’ve been knocking on her bedroom door to wake her up, and he couldn’t care less if I bat my lashes. In fact, I could probably prance around naked, and he wouldn’t give me a second glance. Myles was second to move in after Rainey, and he has been here for just about four years, too.

“I’ll make you another one,” Adira tells Myles quietly from behind the small kitchen counter where she’s pouring me a cup of coffee.

Adira’s the last of my roommates, but she’s only been here a year. While Rainey, Myles, and I have the three bedrooms on the second floor, Adira has settled into the small hobby shop my dad had converted from our detached garage many years ago. He installed baseboard heaters and a small working bathroom with a shower, and he spent a lot of his free time puttering out there—fixing broken things and making little pieces of furniture that were wobbly and adorable at the same time. When I considered adding Adira as a roommate to boost my rental income, I sprang to have the room carpeted for more comfort. She brought her pull-out couch when she moved in, keeps her personal belongings in milk crates, and has been happily, but quietly, living with us since.

She pushes the steaming mug across the counter to me—strong and black, the only way to drink coffee in my opinion—and grabs the bag of bagels to toast another for Myles.

Leaning a hip against the counter, I take a quick sip of the hot java before asking Adira, “Are we carpooling today?”

Adira and I work at the same downtown coffee shop—one of about a few thousand—and we’ll often take turns driving to save gas. That’s how we met and eventually became roommates—I heard she was looking to move out of her ex-boyfriend’s house after a bad breakup.

She shakes her head, her dark wavy locks bouncing. She has the coolest hair. It’s cut in asymmetrical layers, shorter on one side, longer on the other, but never touching her shoulders. She has pretty blue eyes with a light smattering of freckles across her nose and cheekbones. She’s tiny like a waif and while she’s sweet and genuine, it takes a while to get to know her.

“I have a job interview after I get off work,” she explains.

I cock an eyebrow at her. As the manager of the coffee shop where we work together, I’m a little surprised she’d admit such a thing to me.

Noting my expression, she smiles reassuringly. “It’s for a second job doing proofing for a small educational publisher. It won’t take away from my shifts.”

“Phew,” I say with a dramatic swipe of my hand across my brow. “I was fearful for all coffee drinkers I was going to lose one of my best baristas.”

Blushing, Adira busies herself putting cream cheese on Myles’ bagel, which popped out of the toaster.

It’s at this moment Myles sits up straighter in his chair as Rainey shuffles into the kitchen. She has on a blue silk robe wrapped tight around her body, her golden blonde hair quite the mess. Still, she’s one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever had the pleasure of being friends with.

Rainey has one of those perfectly symmetrical faces with large blue eyes and a perfectly straight nose, along with full lips, gleaming, straight teeth, and contoured cheekbones. Her body—just from an unbiased, non-lesbian perspective—is the unrealistic model of perfection every woman dreams about, from her exquisitely shaped breasts to her tiny waist to her long legs.

I’d absolutely hate her for her perfection if I didn’t love the wench so much. After four years as roommates, she’s my closest friend.

My gaze moves to Myles, who shoots her a longing glance. He’s my closest friend, too. To be honest, it’s a draw between them and I hate being the one who holds the secret of his unrequited love. Still, I couldn’t bear to tell Rainey as she’d feel awful not being able to reciprocate, and Myles would be so mortified he’d probably move out.

So I hold my tongue like I always do.

“Okay, nerds,” I announce to my household posse. “I’m outta here. I’m thinking of grilling some burgers tonight, so I need to know who’s in.”

I’m the household cook. Long ago, we divvied up responsibilities and since I was the best at cooking, I became the resident chef and chief grocery shopper. Rainey, Myles, and Adira have a system worked out for cleaning the house, and they all three chip in to cover the groceries.

“I’m out,” Adira says, and I figured as much if she has a job interview after work. “I’ll just grab something downtown.”

“I’m in,” Myles says, his attention now back on his laptop. Adira brings him the bagel she’d just prepared. He ignores it like he did the one before it, but that’s just the way he gets wrapped up in his work.

“I’m in, too,” Rainey mutters as she sips at the coffee she just poured. It takes her a while to wake up and function. She works in the mall as head of the makeup section in a fancy department store. Unlike me, she has a college education. Like me, Rainey’s happy doing what she’s doing and not aspiring toward a more ambitious and lucrative career. Deep down, she’s just waiting to land the right rich man who will keep her in lavish comfort, and I can respect that ambition.

I wolf down the rest of my bagel and coffee, grab my backpack by the side door off the kitchen, and head out to my car.

Since this is my house, I get privileges of parking in the gravel driveway that runs right up to the detached garage that serves as Adira’s room. The only real perk is I’m a few feet closer to the door. Rainey and Adira park on the street, and Myles has never owned a car. He either takes the bus or bikes wherever he needs to go.

I love my car. It’s a Subaru Forester in the coolest metallic gray-green color I’ve ever seen. It’s eight years old, and I got it for a great price. It’s been a trusty mode of transportation, and even though traffic in Seattle is some of the worst in the world, I love driving the jam-packed freeways into downtown. It helps me polish my skills of observance, calm steadiness, and the ability to make dangerous maneuvers without hesitation by slipping into the next lane when needed. Not sure when I would ever need such skills outside of driving the Seattle freeways, but they’re nice, shiny, and ready for use.

I’m less than a mile from 99—also known as Aurora Avenue—which is a straight shot south into downtown where I work. It’s roughly an eleven-mile trip that can sometimes take me an hour, depending on rush-hour traffic. It’s my time to gear up for the day, though, and I jam to the prince of Seattle, Kurt Cobain, as I make a mental list of tasks I need to accomplish at the coffee shop.

Just before I cross the Aurora Bridge, it starts to rain, and my hands go white-knuckled on my steering wheel. I flip on my windshield wipers, grimacing each time they lift as they make a horrible squeaking sound. While I love the rain of the PNW, it makes the metal grating of the Aurora Bridge slippery as hell and causes my anxiety to go sky high when I have to travel over it. It’s the thing I hate about my city the most and all of my daredevil, rush-hour traffic maneuvers grind to a halt as I slow my speed down to a near crawl, clearly pissing people behind me off.

As I inch across the bridge, I ponder that what I do love about Seattle can’t be found in tourist attractions or guidebooks. It’s the cultural diversity that attracts me to stay here despite the bad traffic and rainy weather. It’s the environmental conscience of most of the residents, a shared love and commitment to keep our planet healthy and whole. It’s the vibrant art scene and gorgeous scenery that’s unparalleled. Sure, call me a granola cruncher, but there’s not a lovelier place in the world to live than my city, especially on a clear day when you can see west across the Puget Sound to soaring views of the Olympic Mountains, or the even clearer days when Mount Rainier shines from the south with its snowcapped peak. I’ve heard that it can even be seen as far away as Oregon and British Columbia, but I’ve not seen that with my own eyes, mainly because I’m not much of a traveler.

Of course, that’s more by circumstance than desire, as I pretty much live hand to mouth working as a coffee shop manager in an expensive city and am thus too poor to travel.

I park in a garage two blocks from where I work. There’s a light mist—nothing that could actually be called rain—so I leave my umbrella tucked away as I move with the pedestrian crowd. It’s not enough to get my clothes wet, but the mist will wreak havoc on my hair.

My dad always used to say, “Finley… if you love what you do, you’ll never work a day in your life”.

I know that to be true because I really love my job and never think it’s a burden in any way. I even get a little squeeze of fondness in my heart when the front door of the coffee shop comes into view.

It’s called One Bean, and it’s the most amazing place ever.

Recessed in between a pharmacy and a small branch bank on 6th Avenue, the exterior is a worn red brick. The front door is solid wood on the bottom, painted black, with paned glass on the top. Just above the door is a small sign in white cursive lettering that says One Bean. I’m sure many marketers would frown on such a horrible effort on getting the shop noticed, especially since it’s recessed inward by about ten feet, but the owner was far smarter than they’d expect. As the shop itself is two stories, there’s a small balcony above the door that holds two tables where patrons can sit on a nice day. It’s bordered with black wrought-iron railing and attached to the exterior of said railing is the word COFFEE, done in marquis lettering three feet tall and blazing with light bulbs along each letter.

Edison light bulbs are also strung across the width of the recessed space, crisscrossed back and forth, and it provides for a magical atmosphere at night. I freaking love this place.

We open at six for the early morning commuters, and my day-shift manager, Lisa, has the place in tip-top shape by the time I walk in at eight. The interior is packed, and three espresso machines are chugging behind the counter at the same time. Glass cases on either side of the two registers showcase a delicious array of pastries, muffins, yogurts, granolas, cookies, breads, and other sweet edibles to have with coffee—or tea for the weird ones.

Glancing around with pride, I take in every filled table. The inside of One Bean is as charming and eclectic as the outside. The walls are the same worn red brick, and the flooring is reclaimed pine. The tables are bleached oak, and the chairs have the same matching wood on the seats, but the back and legs are painted black. Immediately to the left of the entrance is a floating staircase that leads up to the second floor, which has about half the space as the first floor. It’s a popular spot, and I know there won’t be an empty seat up there either.

I make eye contact with Lisa, who has been at One Bean for almost five years now. She wears her hair shorn into a buzz cut, which one might think would make her look mannish. On the contrary, her face is delicately feminine, and her makeup is so expertly applied that it enhances her beauty. She is always wearing some type of floating, gauzy dress, usually patterned in flowers or butterflies, giving her a bit of a hippie vibe. This totally contradicts all the piercings in her face—at least seven or eight in each ear, an eyebrow bar, a nose ring, and a stud on the outside of her lower lip. She’s like a patchwork of different styles, which is another reason I love working here. We aren’t required to wear uniforms, and we’re encouraged to be ourselves.

Lisa’s working behind the counter, and she gives me a chin lift. I point to the bathrooms down a short hall to the right, then to my hair. She grins, knowing exactly what I mean, given the weather outside and my unruly mop.

Weaving through the line of customers waiting to place their order, I head into the women’s bathroom. Same red brick walls and pine floors. Amber-colored bowl sinks are set into a wooden vanity with two stalls done in lacquered black paint.

It’s empty and as I step up to the mirror, I blow a frustrated sigh out of my mouth. Placing my backpack on the wooden top, I fish out a hair tie.

My mom was a redhead like me, but I only know that from the stories my dad tells or by old pictures of her. But my red is a bit different.

“Like fire,” my dad would always exclaim with pride. It’s vivid, bright, and loud.

And there’s a bunch of it. It hangs midway down my back and despite the fact I rarely cut it, it has various layers. Moreover, my hair can’t decide which way it wants to behave. Half is a mass of coiled curls that, when pulled taut, would reach my butt. The other half is merely wavy. When the two intermix, it makes for a crazy, hard-to-tame mane—and that’s on a good day. It’s impossible to manage on a misty day.

As such, I gather it up into a huge messy knot on top of my head. A few of the wavy shorter pieces fall out and frame my face.

I take a second to study said face, knowing I look like my mom there, too. Classic heart-shape, pale skin, adequately full lips, and I was blessed with the best eyebrow shape in the history of women’s eyebrows. They are delicately arched and rarely need to be plucked.

My most striking feature, by far, is my eyes, but far be it from me to be the one to laud my peepers. So many people comment on them—even strangers stop me on the street. From a few feet away, they are a strange bluish-green tint. Up close though, the colors don’t actually mesh but are differentiated. Close to my pupils are rings of gold, which striate into a circle of green, which melts into an outer border of blue. In my life, I’ve never seen another person with eyes like mine and sometimes that can make me feel overly strange.

My dad used to say that on the night I was born, an angel shot a bolt of magic into me, which fried my hair into curls and filled my eyes with the heavens.

Of course, my dad was nutters, so it wasn’t something I believed. I just found it to be charming.

Finished with my perusal, I leave the women’s bathroom and step across the hall to the office. I’m the only one other than the owner who has a key, and I unlock it to open the door enough to toss my backpack inside. The other employees have lockers in the small break room at the end of the hall. After locking it back up, I head to the heartbeat of the shop.

I make my way behind the counter where magical coffee dreams are made and money is collected.

I greet each of the employees by name and with a smile. I’m a good boss, overly genial and fair. I can be hard when warranted—such as come in late three times and the fourth, the employee would see the temper of a redhead—but for the most part, it’s a very chill work environment.

We have two cash registers and only one person working them, so I step up to the unmanned one and turn the key to fire it up. The line splits, and customers come over to me.

Looking up from the register, I greet the first one with a bright, cheery smile. “Welcome to One Bean. What can I get…”

My words trail off because my stomach sours, and my heart starts pounding as I take in the customer before me.

To every other person in this shop, he looks normal enough—a morning commuter dressed in slacks and a nice button-down with a crew-neck sweater over it. It’s the standard attire for most businessmen downtown and you rarely see men or women in expensive, tailored suits. Seattle’s just way too casual for that. He has a briefcase in one hand and a phone in the other. Ordinary face, brown hair, and brown eyes.

But as I take him in, I don’t have to look hard to know there’s something wrong with him. The vibe I’m getting—while making me distinctly nauseous—is cold, hard… maybe even psychopathic.

I could see him with clearer eyes if I so chose, but I tamp down on that particular gift. It’s not a pleasant experience. Like Mr. Pelman, he’s one of “them” and I learned my lesson where “they” are concerned a long time ago. The less I know, the better. It’s bad enough knowing my dad was a little crazy—I don’t want anyone thinking the same about me. And I definitely don’t want to believe that about myself anymore.

I lock myself down tight, even as a cold sweat chills my body. My vision glazes slightly as I look at him, a cheery smile still in place. “Sorry… what can I get you today?”

He gives his order, which I write on the cup. His voice is hard and gravely, his tone just short of snide. In just that short meeting, I can tell he’s a jerk to most people but that’s not the reason I’m experiencing fear. That’s just surface personality. It’s what lies beneath that has my knees shaking just slightly.

His name, so normal… Dan. If he had a knife in hand and no witnesses, I bet he’d take pleasure in slitting my throat.

And I hate that I know that about him.

I take his money, careful not to touch his fingertips, and hand over his change. I avoid obvious eye contact the entire time, instead keeping a hazy awareness of his body in general. My mouth feels like it’s going to crack as I desperately hold onto my smile.

When he steps to the side to await his order, my gaze lowers to the cash register. I let out a long exhale, returning it immediately with a calming breath.

I lift my head, welcoming smile back in place, and ready myself to greet the next customer.

“Shit,” I mutter when I see the woman standing before me.

My twin sister, Fallon.

“We need to talk,” she says.
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