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Blurb 

After Liam Blakedon’s death, a string
of events unfolds. Ariya is now an Aziza faerie Queen settling with
Jace Archane, a Regent in the House of Blood, in the Aziza realm.
The houses continue to move west after fighting for their survival
against the elemental led by Liam Blakedon, a former guard in the
Archane house.

A new beginning is on the horizon
until blood is spilled on their lands once again…

Late on the highway leading to
California, a massacre breaks out in the darkness of night ending
in the death of a Lycan family. Word gets back to Ariya and Jace in
the Aziza Fae realm and they return to see how much has changed
since they took their retreat. Mortals have become aware that
Nightwalkers, Lycans and Shifter Elves are alive and well in their
city. Worse yet, Rich and his pregnant mate, Joanna, have
disappeared on the trip from Arizona to California.

Ariya knows that Jace is tired of
running and hiding after centuries of living within the shadows of
mortals. Now, she must choose a path that will force her to decide
whether to help her immortal allies or rule the broken kingdom left
behind after her parent's death. Soon, she finds that Jace's
presence in the Aziza realm brings an ancient evil to life that
only lived in fairytales...until now.

At the same, a group of mysterious
hunters begin picking off members of the houses one by one. Soon
the house in turmoil as hunters attack, bringing on a fateful
battle between mortal and immortal. Jace’s relationship with Ariya
tenses and he may end up losing more than his humanity as he
straddles the line between revenge and redemption.

 


 


About the Ashen Twilight Series

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

The world of the mortal realm and the
fairy realm are about to collide.
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England 1722 – Castleton,
North Yorkshire

The smell of death permeated the town, wrapping its invisible
mist around Richard William Hammond. There was stillness in the
air. Yet the green countryside held an undercurrent of something he
couldn’t quite define. He stepped forward, urging his keen
perception to its strongest. His heartbeat grew quicker, like the
sound of drums serving as a constant soundtrack to the terror
resting beneath his skin. None of the farm animals breathed a
sound. They stayed still as if sensing the uneasiness and hoped it
would bypass them if they were quiet enough.

The scent of the freshly
dewed grass interjected with the sharpness of pungent decay. Human
bodies? Or animal? He wasn’t quite sure. Normally the day would
bring a clear blue sky, rich with the freshness of new rain that
usually graced the English countryside. But today something felt
wrong.

Rich looked around the
small farm, half expecting his mother to step out of their quaint
farmhouse and call him by his full name; a forceful hint that he
wasn’t to dawdle while chores still remained. But ever since he
returned home from trading the week’s supply of produce in the
nearby market, there were no signs of his parents anywhere. The
farmhouse was still in shape and it didn’t appear like anyone had
paid them a visit.

So where had they
gone?

A loud gunshot suddenly
went off followed by ear-piercing cries from the direction of the
smell. Any neighboring townspeople in the area must not have heard
it or else they’d be running out to see the commotion. At least
that’s what he expected.

Rich felt the gooseflesh
erupt on his pale arm as a shiver claimed him. Could their secret
have gotten out? The townspeople had been speaking of large
dog-like creatures in the area, sneaking around at night. Those
rumors clashed with the ones connected to their dead relatives
somehow awakening out of their grave to seek the blood of the
living.

Hogwash, he always
thought. He knew the true story and his kin would never attack
people much less come back from the dead. There had to be another
explanation. Perhaps it was those creatures that walked the night
after they had died, according to the legends. He’d heard of those
bloodsuckers, but never seen them himself. He would be content to
never meet them, if he could help it. But the large dog-like men
that stood on two feet he was all too familiar with. He knew their
true story and even refused to believe it at first. Until he felt
it, saw it and experienced it within his own body.

What if the townspeople
had come upon his family? Would they really cause some sort of harm
to them out of fear like his father had warned him?

The possibilities seemed
all too real to Rich now as he picked up his pace and started down
the open valley toward the screams. His parents would have it in
for him once he returned home to see the animals wandering around
outside their pens. As his heart thumped faster against his chest,
the pounding was the last thing on his mind as fear coursed through
his veins.

 


 



Indio – A City outside of
California and Arizona - Present Day

Adric Lieber pulled up to the gas
station and exhaled. It was nearing midnight as they stopped near
Indio between Arizona and California. Gas prices were astronomical
when he left Phoenix hours ago and he was beginning to think he’d
fallen into a vortex of ever rising prices the more he traveled.
His long legs tingled as if tiny needle pricks ran under his skin.
He definitely needed this break to get out and stretch his legs. He
turned to his wife, Petra, fast asleep in the passenger side and
smiled. Her expression was soft under the moonlight’s glow. Both of
her hands wrapped protectively over her swollen stomach, cradling
their child within. He placed his hand over her womb, feeling the
slight kick underneath his palm. Soon they’d have another addition
to their family. One they had been planning for months now. Adric
couldn’t wait. He thought about all the baby items passed over from
friends and family throughout the years that he recently packed. He
couldn’t wait to continue both family histories with the birth of
their own child.

He leaned down to gently kiss her
belly which made her shift slightly to find a new comfortable
position. Her head turned and leaned toward him. Adric immediately
moved in to steal a gentle kiss.

Petra smiled before blinking a few
times. Her dark grey eyes sparkled at him and her pretty bronze
complexion glowed, signaling the oncoming birth. He didn’t know if
it was possible for his heart to swell even more. His hand
continued to gently rub her stomach as she watched him.

“Are we there already?”
Her voice was husky and deep from sleep.

“Not yet. I’m going to get
us some gas and then we’ll be back on the road in no time. You feel
like stretching your legs?”

Petra shifted her body again and
stretched her arms out. “No, not really. I’ll probably stay here
and guard the car for you.” She chuckled softly and continued to
caress her tummy.

“All right. I’ll try not
to be long.” Adric kicked the door open and stepped out. “Can I get
you anything while I’m inside?”

She pursed her lips. “Mmm. Maybe some
of those crunchy onion things and a pint of Cookies and
Cream?”

“Yecch. Not together I
hope!”

Petra leaned forward. “Hey, I only
dipped one time!”

Adric climbed back in the car to give
his wife another kiss. “Uh huh. If I can’t use that excuse, neither
can you.” He bent down to kiss her tummy. “Lock the car doors,
okay? I won’t be long.”

“I love you.”

“Love you back.” He winked
at her then closed the door behind him.

The night air was mild for this time
of year in the desert. He was thankful for it as he was already
tiring of the harsh summers and winters. It was time to change up
for some warmer climates and a new location to start
fresh.

Adric cut through the row of gasoline
pumps. He nodded politely toward a tall man in a plaid shirt, jeans
and a cowboy hat before heading inside the pay center. Only a
handful of people stood around the market grabbing drinks, snacks
and mostly waiting in line to pay for their gas and food. His eye
caught the brightly colored bags of chips and he spotted the bright
yellow bag his wife wanted. He grabbed a few for himself and for
later on. Who knows what the road would be like and how long the
rest of the journey would take. To his surprise, the line was
thinning out pretty quickly by the time he got to the freezer for a
pint. He shifted the bags under his arm and balanced the pint in
one hand. While opening the side door, Adric held it open with his
foot and reached for a cold soda with his free hand.

“I tell you, I never did
see one until that day,” a male voice near the front filtered
throughout the store. “That eclipse was either a blessing or a
curse of an invasion from outer space or something.”

Adric set his items on the counter,
pushing them forward to block gravity’s stubborn pull. He looked up
at the cashier who was away speaking to the older customer across
from him.

“Come on, that was just a
crazy weather mix up thing,” the cashier said as he rung up the
merchandise. “Some clouds or that global warming crap they’re
trying to sell us.”

“No, no. The news reports
said there were no clouds in the sky and no moon to block the sun.
I tell you, something was wrong and I saw one of them dog things
walking around that very same day.”

Adric felt his muscles tighten at the
man’s sentence.

“Right, pops.” The chime
of the cash register sounded throughout the front of the store.
“Here, keep the change.”

“You just wait and see
when they attack us all. Eating our flesh and drinking our blood.
You’ll be sorry you didn’t prepare before then.”

The cashier smiled and waved. “You
have a good one now.”

Adric chuckled, sliding his items
further on the counter. The cashier, with the nameplate Chanson,
scoffed and pointed his thumb toward the door. His thin dark
eyebrows lifted as his eyes widened. “Can you believe some
people?”

“Everyone’s been crazy
since that eclipse,” Adric said with a shrug. He eyed the growing
neon green numbers on the cash register. “I guess anything out of
the ordinary will put people into a frenzy.”

Chanson’s hands worked at a quickened
pace as he grabbed the items and scanned them in. “I believe in the
paranormal. No doubt. But why get all kinds of crazy when it’s
nothing you can control? Once a creature puts its hands on me, I’ll
take care of it but until then…live and let live, man.”

Adric’s lips twisted upward in a
smile. “I hear that.” He slipped his hands in his pocket to
retrieve his wallet. He grabbed the stack of bills stuffed in the
main pocket and waited for the last few items to be
counted.

“All right, will that be
all for this evening?”

“Yep, that’ll do it. Plus,
I’ll take forty on ‘Pump 3’.” Once he was given the final price,
Adric pulled out the whole amount and handed the bills over. “Keep
the change,” he said grabbing the large paper bag.

“Thanks, man. You take it
easy out there.”

Once he stepped out into the night
air, Adric’s senses blared to life as if ice was thrown on his bare
skin. There were no cars at the pumps or in the parking lot except
for his car sitting at the far end. Darkness surrounded the gas
station, and there was no sign of any cars other than on the
highway a few miles down.

But something
was wrong. He could
smell it. Deep inside his body, a sense of urgency threatened to
break free as he slowly approached the car. He sniffed the area,
still pungent with the scent of those who were around before he
entered the pay market. He knew it wasn’t safe in the bright
spotlights to release the change clawing at his gut. Too many eyes
watched even in the darkness. He quickened his pace toward the car
when his senses went on full alert.

“Petra, open
the…”

Then he saw it. A large hole shattered
the passenger window near his wife’s head. Blood splattered across
the windshield cracked with webs of the fractured glass. She laid
still, her hand still cradling her stomach and her face turned away
from him.

Adric’s body froze with a
crippling emotion that nearly sent him to his knees. He lost all
feeling in his arms as the bag fell out of his grip and crashed to
the ground. He saw only red as a blood filled rage ignited his body
and threatened to release the beast that he carefully held within.
Before he could take another step a shot rang out from the
darkness, and then another followed by a flurry of others
thereafter. He felt each and every bullet piercing his skin like
knives stabbing through rough tissue. His knees buckled and gave
out under him.

Petra…He wanted to
go to her. To hold her just one last time before it all slipped
away. He wanted to run his hand over her stomach that held….no.
That once held
their child. Was it a boy or a girl? What kind of life would it
have lead if…if…

He couldn’t bring himself to believe
it. A child he had created with his lifemate had been taken from
him. Its life stripped before it even started. What kind of monster
would do such a thing?

Thin slivers of pain shot throughout
his body like blades of poison seeping in his veins. He smelled his
blood burning, his insides melting as if a substance like…silver.
These were silver bullets!

The world turned sideways as Adric
fell limp on the ground with a crash. The pint of ice cream rolled
by. Cookies and cream. His wife’s favorite since he took her out on
the pier on Fisherman’s Wharf years ago. It reminded her of home,
just like she had reminded him of home.

His breathing grew labored as he tried
to hold on.

The sound of boots crunching behind
him echoed in his ears. Dark black boots stepped into his view, but
he couldn’t move to see the face. More shots rang out in his ear as
he was hit more times at close range. He felt his body relax as the
burning pain overtook him. Slowly, he closed his eyes and
surrendered to the hands of death.

 


***

 


Cassius peered up at the
rearview mirror. The road was barely visible except for a few red
lights ahead, a few white lights reflected behind them and the
occasional landscape revealed by the streetlights. His thin
shoulders tensed and he had to take in a deep breath and exhale to
keep his hands steady on the steering wheel.

“What is it?” He nearly
jumped through the roof hearing the female voice in the passenger
seat next to him.

“Jeez, Vala,” he murmured.
“Scare the crap out of me why don’t you?”

Vala turned to look over her shoulder,
shaking her long dark mane away from her view. Her small eyes
widened as she realized what he kept glancing at through the
mirror. “Where are they?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been
waiting for them to catch up for the past few minutes.” Cassius
shook his head. “Something’s wrong.”

“Turn around up ahead and
go back to the gas station.”

He pulled aside to gain enough
momentum to do a u-turn. The tires skidded over the crunching
gravel below as he turned around and headed into the darkness
toward the shiny beacon of light ahead. From here he could already
tell Adric and Petra’s car hadn’t moved from their spot. His nerves
jittered below his skin as he slowed the car a few feet away. A
group of men in black shirts and pants filtered outside of the pay
market carrying a large body of fur. Adric.

Vala gasped audibly beside him as she
laid eyes on the site as well.

“Call Daoine,” Cassius
said, turning off the ignition. “Let him know what’s going on. Wait
a few minutes and if I’m not back…” He stopped as he felt her hand
on his shoulder. Turning toward her, he saw the determined
expression in her dark mahogany eyes and leaned in to give her a
deep kiss. He stepped out of his car already feeling the fire
raging inside of him threatening to become an intense inferno as it
boiled his blood. He could smell them from here. A pungent scent of
decay, fear and death. Hate. These punks were definitely human and
it was time they were taught not to mess with a member of the house
because there would be more right there to back him up. He hoped
nothing unfortunate became of Adric…or worse Petra.

Cassius was there to
celebrate when his friend announced Petra’s pregnancy. A new
addition to the pack. Adric was already buying gifts for their
child the moment he heard Petra was expecting. He doted over his
wife and made sure to protect her wherever she went, careful to
keep her from changing into her true form until the baby was
born. Man, was he careful.
If they had done something to
Petra…

Cassius felt his eyes heat with a
glow. His teeth elongated into fangs and his fingernails grew at
his sides as he closed the distance between him and those killers.
He hissed, alerting them. They didn’t move as they looked up toward
him. Good. They would cooperate and make this kill as quick and
easy as possible.

Cassius opened his mouth to release a
roar when a fiery arrow pierced the blackness heading straight for
him. He dove out of the way and landed on his hands and knees,
staring at the group ahead. He was on his feet in no time racing
toward them when a flash of light covered him from all sides. His
skin began to burn as if the sun itself had decided to kick the
moon out of the sky and take its place at that very moment. Another
arrow soared straight toward him. The fire penetrated his skin,
sliding into blood, bone and muscle with a force that shot him
backward into a nearby tree, impaling him to the wood. He tried to
move despite the fact that every movement shot pain throughout his
body.

Pitch black darkness surrounded him
and he couldn’t see the face of the shadowy silhouette that
approached him. He tried to tap into his night vision but all he
saw was dark silhouettes against a clearly defined background. The
figure coming toward him held a fiery arrow within the grasp of a
large crossbow. His attacker was tall, rather lanky and bald from
the looks of his silhouette. Still Cassius didn’t back down as he
hissed toward the darkness, hoping the adrenaline that pumped into
him would keep the pain at bay.

“Looks like you missed the
sunlight, blood sucker,” the figures voice was deep and raspy. “Why
don’t I change that for you, huh?”

Something clicked and the figure
raised a bright light into his face. Cassius screamed, a mixture of
a hiss and a primal growl as he felt the pain of his skin crackling
like burnt meat under the light. The figure chuckled wildly as he
shined the beam all over him. And then another light appeared next
to him. And then another. Slowly, Cassius felt his life slipping
away. But he wouldn’t go without a fight. Cassius opened his eyes
to see a large bird in the sky behind them. Its wings flapping
wildly through the air as it soared within the
blackness.

“Behind you guys!” one of
the men near the pumps yelled.

They turned just was Vala swooped
down, her large beak reaching for them as she squawked
loudly.

“Get it!”

A large arrow with a
rope attached to it sailed into the air and pierced her breast with
a sickening thhppp sound. Vala’s body fell freely down toward the empty
pavement. Cassius pushed away from the trunk, propelling his body
forward enough to kick away the three men in front of him. With his
scarred hand, he reached to his middle and pulled out the fiery
arrow with a loud cry. Gritting his teeth, he tossed it away and
headed straight for them.

“Vala!” Out of the corner
of his eye, he saw her dragged on the floor toward the laughing
group but he couldn’t see the figure holding her. He lunged toward
her only to be stopped by a large body with massive arms reaching
for him.

Sirens broke out in the distance as he
moved behind his attacker in seconds. He dove down, his fangs ready
to pierce the skin belonging to the man whose life he was ready to
take to the grave and beyond. The warm, thick flesh beneath him
tasted bitter but the realization of the feed made it that much
sweeter as he relished the cry from the attacker’s throat. With a
twist of his head, Cassius broke his neck, silencing the brute
before the other two men could grab their weapons. Cassius was on
his feet, with one slash across the second man’s face and throat.
He turned to the third and slashed again.

Slowly his skin regenerated with their
blood filling him as he stormed toward the pumps where Vala was
dragged. The other group raised their weapons toward her and he
felt his adrenaline shoot beyond the skies. He raced toward them,
his hands raised as he embedded his nails into the closest one’s
back. He raised his arm, tearing through skin and bone with ease.
The sirens grew louder and he hoped the rest of the caravan behind
them had gotten out of dodge before the bloodbath began. Out of the
darkness more men in black suits came all around him. Their weapons
poised, ready to fire.

“Freeze!” Behind him, an
array of police cars stopped near the gas station entrance and drew
their guns. “Hands up in the air! Every one of you!”

Cassius’s eyes fell
to the blood splattered passenger window where Petra still
remained. Her body was still and he could see the gunshot wound
from here. His hands formed into fists. Not a few feet away Adric
laid on the ground in full Lycan form. His body filled with smoking
bullets piercing his thick skin. The mortal beasts won’t get away
with this massacre. I promise you that, Adric.

“Everybody get down on the
ground. Now!”

No one moved as they remained looking
at Cassius, waiting…perhaps even hoping for him to move. He
wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. Not until the last
moment.

He looked down at
Vala’s still frame. Her dark eyes watched him with sadness
emanating from her body. Her heart beat raced and Cassius mentally
reached out to her. Be strong, my love.
We’re going to get out of here.

“On the ground! Don’t make
me tell you again!”

Transform.

She blinked, understanding his words
transmitted from his mind to hers.

“Now!” Cassius
yelled.

In an instant she disappeared. The
arrow barely hit the ground before she changed from a hawk to a
large eagle within the blink of an eye.

Cassius moved fast. He would be like a
blur to their eyes running to grab the fiery arrows on the ground
and yanking the dripping gas pump from its cradle. With a quick
flick of his wrist, he poured the gas on Adric’s car and the fallen
Lycan’s body before tossing the burning arrow onto the fluid
drenched ground.

“No!” Whoever had yelled
was soon drowned out by the explosion of the car.

Vala swooped overhead
through the flames and Cassius jumped up to grab on to her open
claws as she swerved up into the air. An array of bullets, arrows
and firearms broke into the sky as they descended upward while the
firestorm raged across the gas station down below.
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Chapter 1

[image: tmp_e462fee5caa159b5d33d5d34aadf5118_oPbED2_html_m38c295dc.png]

“Tell me what your world is
like.”

Ariya gazed at the moonlight streaming
through the wide window of her room that morning. It had been much
too long since this serene calm washed over her. Coming home had
been a last minute decision but she was glad when Jace agreed to
join her in the Aziza realm. They took their chance for escape
during the Ashen Twilight House’s trek across the states to the
west coast. Jace’s skin couldn’t take the harsh sun’s rays and live
to see the night. It had been a concern she didn’t have to consider
previously. Then again she hadn’t been aware of Nightwalkers until
recently. Once she fell into the care of the house after escaping
her world, a whole other underworld opened up to her. One filled
with Nightwalkers, Lycans and Shifter Elves. It was nothing like
she had ever encountered. Now her life had taken another dramatic
turn once she lost her heart to Jace Archane, Regent in the House
of Blood. His uncle Julian wasn’t so pleasant at first and Ariya
didn’t exactly extend a welcoming hand herself. Of course a
bloodthirsty elemental creature had been after her so hospitality
wasn’t exactly high on the list of priorities while running for her
life.

Now it was time to return to the
beautiful green lands that served as her home. After almost having
the life sucked out of her, being nearly beaten to death by a
shifter renegade—or Shifter Ren as the house calls them—and passing
through the portal of her own demise, Ariya could afford some time
to get away from it all and return home to serenity. Before
leaving, they promised to meet the members of the Ashen Twilight
House in Los Angeles for a new start once she and Jace returned
from the Aziza realm. Soon the time would come when they would have
to leave the realm and return to the mortal world. For now, she
wanted to enjoy every quiet moment together while they had
it.

Jace’s cold touch brought her back to
the present. His hand wrapped around her chin, gently stroking the
skin with his thumb.

She turned back to the bed where Jace
Archane, her love, watched her from the soft ivory folds of her bed
sheets. He was beautiful. Perhaps the most striking creature she
had ever laid eyes on. Dark strands of his wavy shoulder length
hair fell over his strong, smooth pale visage. He was in his early
twenties at the time of his change; an age he would remain as
mortals leave behind their legacy of ashes. He’d always have his
charming boyish face with cupid’s bow lips, bright blue eyes and a
strong sharp nose. Now she had his undivided attention. His
handsome expression was curious, waiting with the question of his
words. His muscled chest was bare under the dark red shirt that lay
open over the rise and fall of his breathing.

“Soft damp green hills
fill every part of our lands with cool springs and large bodies of
water in between.”

Jace chuckled. “Sounds like
Scotland.”

Ariya nodded, smiling. “It does have
similarities. Like with the hunters we assisted when we ventured to
Dahomey in the mortal realm. Different worlds yet so much alike.”
Her forehead wrinkled with thought. “It was there I noticed that
the men were bred to be warriors since the dawn of humans. Here the
warriors, my guard, are women. We still have a specialized guard
composed of men who stay in the outskirts of our world. But the
tradition has always been to keep female guards for the
castle.”

“Hmm, well the House of
Lycan is the only house structured similarly.”

“But not bred. They’re
born into their strength.”

Jace nodded. “You have a point there.
So girls grow up to be in the guard?”

Ariya’s shoulder rose in a slight
shrug. “Some do, if they wish it.” She waved a hand before poking
Jace in the chest. “Anyway, I was describing. The days are longer
here than the nights in the mortal realm. They have been since I
can remember. We can bring the rain whenever the crops need it. And
we celebrate every aspect of life’s changes. From life itself to
life passing on, to birth, the changes of the season and betrothals
followed by wedded unions.”

Her fingers traced the hard line of
his chest as she spoke.

“And what of your
betrothal?” Jace caught her finger and looked up at her.

Ariya shook her head. “I never really
considered it growing up. I guess I always had my head in the
books, learning about the mortal realm. Teaching the young ones and
honing my own powers.”

“And then you found me.” A
sly smile sneaked across his lips. He lifted her finger and kissed
it softly. “Tell me more.”

Ariya shrugged. “There’s much more and
yet some of it’s not too terribly interesting.”

“It’s of interest to me.
What if an outsider wanted to stay here?”

“I—I don’t know.” She
looked away. “I don’t think it’s ever happened before. For a while
it was just us and the mortals. Everything else was myth or the
inhabitants of our world.” She smiled. “Why do you ask?”

Jace turned away, staring ahead into
space as he spoke. A crease formed in the middle of his forehead
and his lips thinned into a straight line as he thought. In the
silence that followed, he finally looked up at her. The hard gaze
melted into warmth as he smiled.

“Curiosity is
all.”

Ariya cocked a single eyebrow. “And
that’s why you blocked your thoughts from me?”

“Privacy, my love,” Jace
said, grinning. Traces of his Scottish accent filtered in and out.
She noticed it tended to mix with others, mostly American. Probably
due to America being his home for the past few decades.

“You would miss your home
if you stayed here,” Ariya said. She meant it more as a question
but the statement was clear.

Jace idly ran his hand along her warm,
dark skin. “I already miss it. I often wonder what my kids are
thinking, even at this very moment. Or my faculty bosses. Do they
think I died in the chaos? Or just up and left?” He shook his head.
“Not sure which I think is worse.”

Ariya remembered Jace loved to teach.
When she first met him, he appeared aloof and full of himself. But
as she got to know him, his shell opened and she discovered the
love he had for teaching.

“Traveling for so long and
seeing so many things can be like inhaling a well of knowledge,” he
had once told her. “Like water. Sooner or later that excess has to
come out one way or another. I wanted to share mine.” And so it did
as he shared his expertise and experience with the college
kids—although said knowledge was sold as second hand hearsay or
from his reading in books rather than first hand encounters that
would reveal his true secret.

“Enough of that now,” Jace
said smiling up at her. He slipped his arm around her waist and
pulled her close. “I think we’re both in need of a break once in
awhile.” His voice grew softer, huskier as he drew near. She
anticipated the kiss that lingered in the next moment.

Ariya’s stomach fluttered as Jace’s
lips brushed hers. Her eyes closed and only touches remained to
overtake her senses. Jace’s strong yet gentle hand moved up her
arm, the warmth of his tongue and mouth welcomed her at the same
time. How much her life had changed since she fell in love with
him. The single act of being in his presence transformed into a
magical experience itself the moment her heart became his. No more
was he just a man or a Nightwalker she felt drawn to. He was hers,
an extension of herself in a way that had broken the barrier of
personal space to become a part of her that she was free to touch
and love anytime she pleased.

The moonlight in the dark sky had
shifted, bathing them in darkness while the room fell in
light.

“Taste me,” Ariya said,
feeling Jace move to her neck. His grip on her froze.

Morning would be upon them soon, and
it’d be awhile before she could feel Jace again. For as the
sunlight drew upon the lands, the rise and fall of his chest would
cease, his breath would be frozen and death would claim his
body.

“You want me to feed upon
you, Ariya?”

His breath brushed against her neck as
she spoke, his hand caressing the dark curves of her
body.

Ariya arched her head to look at him
in the shadowy room within the night. Already she could see the
bright white shine of his elongated fangs peeking out from between
his parted lips. The sight made her heart race, her breath shallow
and her wings flutter slightly against her back.

“Yes Jace,” she
breathed.

His masculine grip slid down to her
hips urging her legs to wrap around his and straddle
him.

Jace’s fingers immediately went to the
soft gossamer sleeve of her dress. He pulled them down with a
controlled urgency that sent her heart racing further. Careful of
her wings, he gingerly opened the dress down the front to reveal
her dark full breasts.

Ariya sucked in a breath sharply,
feeling the brush of his sharp fangs against her soft tender
chest.

“I, Jacinus Aurelius
Archane, now take you Ariya to be my wife.” His hand slipped behind
her back, brushing against her wings before resting against her
shoulder blades. “In the presence of God and before the Aziza realm
and the mortal world, I promise to be a loving, faithful, loyal
husband to you. For as long as we both shall live.”

Ariya grinned, feeling his lips move
into a smile once he leaned to kiss her.

“Both technically and
figuratively,” Jace added.

Ariya brushed her fingers through his
hair, peering down at him. “I, Ariya, now take you Jacinus Aurelius
Archane to be my beloved husband and lifemate,” she spoke softly
against the crown of his head, cradling him to her chest. “In the
presence of Mawu-Lisa and before the Aziza realm and the mortal
realm. I promise to be a loving, faithful and loyal lifemate, wife
and friend to you, for as long as we both shall live.”

She felt his hand grab hers and raise
it up. Despite the darkness, the bright shine of the moonlight
shined across her silver ring. The Claddagh ring he had called it.
The same piece of jewelry that had belonged to his mother who
handed it down to him to give to his own beloved. Ariya remembered
the tale he shared when he first placed it on her
finger.

When worn as a ring
it’s supposed to symbolize friendship and love, he had told her. Jace’s mother had come into contact with the
woman who first owned it. Along with the gift came the legend of
the goldsmith who molded it for his love. Shortly after, he was
kidnapped and taken aboard a pirate ship and thus began their five
year separation and still he promised to marry
her.

“Thy
beauty and brightness/And lightness is going/Under the bonnie brown
waves of thy hair/Thy lips red and luscious/And blushes bright
glowing/Smote me with love and sweetest despair,” Jace said softly,
then kissed the ring. He wrapped his hand around hers so that their
rings touched in a quiet clink. “Mo ghaol
ort.” I love you.

 


***

“My Queen!” A stifled
knock occurred in the deepest part of Ariya’s mind, rousing her out
of her sleep. It took her a moment to focus in the darkness of the
night. The absence of the moon high in the dark sky told her it was
still late at night but not quite morning. Jace stirred next to
her. A soft moan fell from his lips and the arm that held her
tightened.

“What is it?” He whispered
softly.

“My Queen! You must come
quick!”

Ariya remembered Rasia’s soft voice on
the other side. “I’ll be right there,” she called out to her
handmaiden. She moved to slide off the bed when she felt Jace’s
cold hand wrap around hers. His ice blue eyes watched her
intently.

“Do you have
to?”

She nodded. “I still have a duty to
finish, Jace.” She leaned down and kissed him softly, caressing his
chin at the same time. “I will return as soon as I can.”

Ariya retrieved her robe hanging near
the door.

“Before
morning?”

“I’ll try.”

Ariya made sure to open the door
slightly before closing it behind her. The first thing she noticed
was Rasia’s wings floating up and down restlessly behind her. Her
young face watched her with agitation as she tried to steady her
shaking hand holding a ball of light over her open palm.

“Rasia, what is
it?”

“Tera, Dara and Komi’s
baby is rooting.”

Ariya felt her senses blaring to
immediate alertness. Her mind raced and she quickly pulled herself
together. “All right. Run back to their home and tell them I’m on
my way. I’ll grab my cloak.”

“Right away.” Rasia turned
to rush off.

Ariya ran back into her room, slipping
off her night robe and replacing it with her cloak on the hook near
her door. She barely heard the large door click and the sound of
Jace’s voice reminded her that she wasn’t alone in the
darkness.

“Rooting?”

Wrapping the cloak around her
shoulders, she looked over at Jace who leaned over his knees. In
the blink of an eye he appeared before her, his hand cupping her
cheek. A concerned wrinkle formed between his arching eyebrows as
he studied her. “I don’t know what that means but I can tell it’s
serious.”

She looked at him, knowing time was
short. Stepping away she nodded. “An Aziza child of about three
years old begins growing wings. It’s a painful and frightening
process that needs the support of the community and the Queen
near.”

“Do you want me to do
anything?”

“No!” She squeezed his
hand to cushion the hard quickness of her answer. “No,” she said
again softly. “It’s best if you stay here. It’s almost morning. I
shouldn’t be too long.”

Ariya turned from Jace, already
thinking of the procedure she would need to undertake to help
little Tera. She gathered the ingredients in her mind: passion
flower for relaxing the muscles, peppermint leaf for sleep and calm
visionary dreams, valerian root for the calming process, and
lavender flowers.

The little girl was screaming by the
time she arrived. Much of the surrounding village stayed outside.
The little ones cuddled to their parents. All held a look of worry.
Ariya followed the man and woman of the house to the back where
their daughter’s room sat. Tera cradled her body in a fetal
position as she lay on the table in the middle of her bedroom. Her
back was to Ariya as she entered the room and already two thin
lines between her shoulder blades began to protrude through the
skin. The girl screamed in pain.

Ariya removed her cloak and turned to
the mother, Dara. “Have you done anything to sedate the
breakage?”

The woman shook her head, her long
dark hair waving. “No,” she whimpered softly. “We called for you as
soon as it started. We didn’t believe it would happen so soon. It
was to happen many days later.”

“Well, we’ll handle it
now. Get me some allspice extract. Make sure you crush the items
and mix it with lavender. We’ll try to soften the process before it
gets any further.”

Ariya walked around to face the little
girl who had thick tears in her red eyes. She reached over and
gently began to caress her little hands within her own. “It’s okay,
little one. It’ll be okay.”

The girl peaked out at her through the
thin slits of her half closed eyes. Her body writhed as she tried
to endure the pain. Every moment would feel like a lifetime, Ariya
knew this feeling as she remembered her rooting well. The fruits
were brought in and crushed immediately. Some were not ripened and
others were well developed into the spring season. The scent of
lavender and spicy pimento filled the air as the women brought
Ariya the lightly oiled mixture.

She took the stone bowl in her hand as
another scream erupted.

“Make it stop!” the girl
yelled as she let her tears flow free. “Please!”

Ariya’s heart ached at the pleading
girl’s cry. “Bear with me now, Tera. You’ll feel heat against your
skin but it’ll dull the pain. Try to hold still.”

The thin lines had thickened to the
size of branches about a half an inch thick. Ariya immediately felt
the cool, yet warm pulse of the herbs on her fingers when she
dipped them in. She quickly slathered the ointment over the
tightened skin, sending shots of magic in her hands to hasten the
treatment. Although the allspice was from the local Aziza realm
fruit trees, it still resembled a combination of cloves, juniper
berries, cinnamon and pepper.

Tera’s little body tightened as she
cradled her body into her arms. Another scream erupted and her
honey brown skin burned a thin shade of red along the areas where
her wings stemmed. The skin tightened and grew like liquid
burgeoning under a tight sheet. Until the moment when it broke in
two, allowing a slim, wet membrane of skin to burst out from
beneath the flesh.

The whole room felt like it held their
breaths. Ariya leaned back as she watched the wings break through
the skin and fold out against the girl’s back. Finally Tera’s body
calmed and fell limp on the table. Her mother, Dara, rushed over
with a wet towel to dry her daughter. She called to her maiden to
bring a warm thick cloth to wrap around her and held her tight to
her bosom. Looking up, her dark oval eyes broke into tears and she
smiled at Ariya.

“Thank you, my Queen,” she
said. “This is a joyous day.”

Ariya smiled. “Indeed it is. Later
tomorrow we will hold a celebration for Tera’s dawn of age. Soon
she’ll be like the other little ones trying to fly.”

Dara laughed. “I’m sure. First she
will have to get used to having these wings.”

 


***

 


Ariya awakened to the bright sunlight
streaming through her open window leading to the veranda
overlooking the surrounding village. She stirred, feeling Jace’s
arm beneath her shoulders as if he held her through the night. Had
he woken up since then?

She shook it off and remembered the
late night she had helping Tera with her wing birth. Afterward, she
was half dead with sleep but still thrilled by everyone’s
excitement for the little girl coming of age in her wings. On her
way out, she passed Tera’s father who was eager to race upstairs
and greet his daughter. He reminded her of her own father and how
proud he was that she, the last and youngest of his daughters, came
into her own wings.

The thought made her heart heavy as
she wandered back into her own bed. Although she was partly
conscious of the fact that she removed her cloak, hung it up and
changed, Ariya’s mind was still far, far away. She barely
registered when she slid into bed next to Jace, slipped his arm
around her shoulders and laid down to ease into sleep.

She turned to look at him, noticing
the stillness of his body.

Morning’s rays would stream in through
the terrace. She always loved waking up to the kiss of the sunlight
upon her face. Noticing the peaceful look upon Jace’s face, she
quickly jumped to her feet, slid out of the bed and closed the
shades a little to keep the rays from hitting his sensitive skin as
the day fell upon them. Her mind wandered to the previous night and
the promise they made to each other. Husband. Wife. Mate. Friend.
Another tingle sluiced throughout her body and she wrapped her arms
around her torso, feeling the cool air of the morning drift into
the room.

From the moment they stepped into the
Aziza fairy realm, Ariya was careful to keep Jace hidden as they
trekked to the castle. Thankfully there weren’t many outside
enjoying the warm night. But the ones that were had thrown curious
gazes and murmurs at the outsider who came into their world. No
mortal, or other immortals for that matter, ever entered the fairy
realm. For a long time, none of the Aziza believed them to be real.
Just a part of the stories living between the pages of a book.
Ariya had been the first to break this mold when she first crossed
over from the fairy realm to the mortal world. And now she was the
first to bring one back. It was an unwritten rule that she had
always believed should never be broken. But she had his blood
running through her veins at that very moment and they were
connected. Now, after last night, it was official. It was his very
blood and lifeforce that saved her when the same elemental creature
that had killed her parents and sisters tried to suck the very life
and power from within her. His Nightwalker blood tainted its power
and allowed her to be free. Then it was Jace has brought her back
by using his powers again to help her find life once
more.

She chuckled. A Nightwalker, believed
to be the walking undead, had given her his powers of life. An
irony she couldn’t help loving.

She grabbed the bottom hem of her
soft, billowy nightgown and walked back to the bed where Jace lay.
She bent down to place her hand on his forehead. Cold. Once he
awakened he would need to feed soon to keep going. She promised to
be here when that happened.

 


***

 


The day announced its
arrival not long after Ariya dozed off. She had planned to use the
morning and afternoon to go see the Dreamcaster, the man believed
to be the oldest of the Aziza people. He knew what would happen in
the near future. His visions always came in dreams or symbols but
based on what the symbols meant to the asker, the answer was
clear.

After watching the sun
rise from the comforts of her bed, she finally decided to rise and
prepare for the day. She had a quick bath then changed into another
dress. This one was a pastel, lavender creation that floated around
her body like a cloud. It was one of her favorites. She then
reached for her hooded cloak and slipped it on before heading to
the door of her bedroom as she clipped the golden clasp, tying the
cloth across her neck. First she would stop by her father’s library
to check on something that had been in the back of her
mind.

On the way over, she remembered the
dream she had of Vladislav Tepes III and Alexandru Drago. In the
car on the way to the West Coast, she recalled how Jace had tensed
up at the mention of Drago’s name. Did she know him by any chance?
Or perhaps she knew about his association with Vlad?

She didn’t remember much about Vlad in
the history books, other than the fact that he was the inspiration
for Stoker’s famous Dracula book. Strange that the famous fiction
about vampires would lead to a possible connection to the real life
Nightwalkers she had come in contact with. Ariya had asked Jace
about the dream and despite his dodge to answer her question about
whether he knew Drago or not, she noted his uncomfortable
stillness. There probably wouldn’t be anymore information about a
link between Drago and Vlad; considering the former wasn’t
mentioned in any of the history books she studied. But perhaps
there would be more about Vlad’s connection to the beginnings of
the three houses. She made a note to ask Jace about that when he
awoke.

Outside she sent word for her
handmaiden to bring Cidra, her trusted friend and leader of the
Aziza Amazon guards.

“Please keep a watch at
this door until my return,” Ariya said when Cidra
arrived.

“Where are you going?” the
tall Aziza guard peered down at her. “He’s still in there, isn’t
he?”

Ariya froze. Had she spotted them last
night? She felt Cidra’s gaze pinning her to the spot. “Did you give
yourself to him Ariya?” the taller Aziza fairy asked
outright.

For a moment she thought about
confiding in her friend. They had known each other for what seemed
like a lifetime and there was nothing she couldn’t tell her. Well,
almost nothing. “I have to go see Runin,” she said averting her
gaze. “Please do not let anyone pass through these doors.
Especially when night falls.”

“Ariya, if I may speak,”
Cidra said taking Ariya’s arm. “I don’t think it was wise bringing
him here. He walks during the night and seems to disappear during
the day. What kind of…man is he?”

Ariya gazed into her friend’s dark
eyes. “A man who saved my life more than once, Cidra. Please trust
me on this. I need you to help me, not cause more
obstacles.”

Cidra pursed her lips together to stop
herself from speaking anymore. But still she continued as her wings
fluttered upward then fell down against her back. “You have
changed, Ariya. Ever since your return with him. You
seem…different.”

Ariya stiffened as a
shiver threatened to claim her body. She was different. Since she drank from
Jace, her senses were heightened. Her powers stronger and she knew
her physical characteristics were more magnetic.

The slightly elongated fangs she had
forgotten about now popped in her mind as she remembered her image
in the mirror that night Jace changed her. Even now, Cidra leaned
forward, peering into her mouth that had fallen slightly
open.

Ariya quickly straightened her back
and cleared her throat, remembering herself and the elongated
fangs.

Cidra took note of her movement then
quickly averted her eyes. There wasn’t anything Ariya couldn’t tell
her guard since they were children. Even though Ariya had sisters,
she felt like Cidra was a third sibling. Perhaps she was the last
older sister she would ever come close to having. And now she was
the only family she had left in this realm. Still she couldn’t
bring herself to tell Cidra what had happened. Not until she could
figure things out for herself.

After a moment the young guard finally
nodded slowly. “I will get a few guards to stand watch.”

“One should be sufficient
enough.” Ariya forced a warm smile despite the tumultuous feelings
tugging at her heart. “I should be back before
nightfall.”

With that, she turned and closed her
cloak as she headed down the stairs

 


***

 


Breaking news tonight in
Indio. A fire broke out near the 711 gas station off the 10 highway
around midnight tonight. Locals say the fire started abruptly and
have attributed it to a faulty, leaking gas pump that may have been
ignited by the flames. Small torches were found on the grounds but
there was otherwise no sign of any foul play. More to come as we
receive updates on the story.

“No sign of foul play?
They should interview me.” Cassius gritted his teeth as Vala ran
her hand over the open wound on his hard muscular torso and gently
picked out the strips of burnt wood. “You know, if they were going
for the old fashioned stake in the heart, they were pretty close,”
he said flatly.

“Yeah, well it looks like
that fire did the damage. Not sure what they doused it in but it’s
torn into your skin pretty good. You need to feed?”

He gazed at her under dark lashes that
dropped a little as he smiled like a Cheshire cat ready to pounce.
“You offering?”

She smacked his arm and climbed off
the bed. “I’m serious. We need to get you back to full health. Did
you get Julian on the phone?”

Cassius shook his head. “I tried to
call the last cell number he gave me but…nothing. It doesn’t even
go to his voice mail.”

They had rushed toward the nearest
motel and Vala had quickly shifted into human form to pay the
concierge. Cassius was thankful as he watched from the passenger
side of the car and saw that everything fell into place. It
appeared that the proprietor didn’t give them any
trouble.

“It’s probably just as
well. We don’t want mortals on our hide tracing us.” She went into
the small hotel bathroom and grabbed a towel from the rack which
she doused under the running faucet.

“What happened back there,
Cass? It was as if they were waiting for us. They knew exactly how
to hit us and where. Not to mention how Adric and…Oh my Go—” She
clapped her hand over her mouth, cutting off her words. “Petra and
her baby.”

“I know.” His hands formed
into fists on his lap as he thought about the young family and,
most of all, the child that never had a chance to live outside its
mother’s womb. Vala had given them a handmade dreamcatcher that her
grandmother had created when she was a child. It was a gift from
her to Adric and Petra that she had provided for them in the Lycan
ceremony of the Beginning, a ceremony for birth. Now the ceremony
would only be remembered in their memory. “I wanted to give them a
proper burial,” Cassius said softly. “But there was no time. They
would have taken their bodies and used them for more study on how
to wipe us all out.”

“So it’s true. We have
hunters on our tails.”

He nodded slowly. “It would seem that
way. Soon they’d gather more in their group in an effort to hunt us
down. I wish I knew what to do but we need the house right now. I
need to contact Julian and we also need to get you to Daoine so we
can formulate a plan to figure out how to save
ourselves.”

The room fell silent except for Vala’s
steel toed boots thumping against the wood floor as she padded
across the hall to him. She placed the warm, wet towel against his
wounds and he shifted slightly sucking in air through his teeth. “I
don’t think that’s going to help, love,” he said placing his hands
over hers that held the towel to his chest.

Slowly she descended next to him and
brushed her hand against the strands of dark hair leaning
dangerously close to his eyes. Without speaking, they knew exactly
what he needed.

Vala placed the towel down and moved
closer to him. “We’re going to need to get back on the road again
or at least try to find out where everyone stopped.”

“We will. First I need to
energize myself.”

She smiled warmly and grabbed his
hand, placing it on the opposite side of her neck as she bared it
to him.

Cassius opened his mouth to allow his
canines to fall down into fangs. He gently gripped Vala’s neck and
pulled her close as he dug his teeth into her pulsing prominent
jugular vein. Slowly he felt the exchange of her energy ignite his
own as her warm blood bubbled to the surface and covered his lips
with a sweetness he welcomed not soon enough.

 


***

 


The morning dew spread across the
freshly grown grass. The dampness in the air caressed her smooth,
velvet skin as she walked across the open field away from her
palace home. Young children were already dancing, playing and
running outside of the small village while their parents watched
and worked at the same time. Ariya greeted the people of her
village with wide, warm smiles to welcome her home. Vina, the young
woman who had wed recently to Ardin, the youthful Aziza warrior,
carried her infant child in her arms. She rocked the baby slowly as
she sang an old Aziza lullaby. Ariya smiled, remembering the song
from her childhood and found herself humming along. She nodded
softly when Vina watched her passing by. The woman returned the
smile, raised her baby slightly and then continued singing the
lullaby. She met the other parents with greetings and warm smiles
and mused over the quick growth of the children. Aziza children
grew in what seemed a matter of months while mortals took years to
grow into adulthood.

Much like mortal children, the Aziza
taught their offspring the ways of the world from birth. Their
wings would already start to sprout from their backs shortly after
their third year of birth would pass and thus would begin the
trials of learning to fly. Ariya passed a few students learning to
do this very trick. Their little faces would grimace and their lips
would scrunch up as they hunched over and tried with all their
might to flap against the open air. She cringed when they fell
forward, sometimes flat on their faces. She sympathized with the
young and smiled warmly as she helped them to their
feet.

Their dark brown cheeks
warmed with blushes as they thanked her then rushed to their
parents, shouting how the Queen had helped them.

Ariya continued toward the
Dreamcaster’s home feeling like she was walking on air.

Tingo, the bootmaker,
still had his home that was built of straw standing near the edge
of the village and it was there Ariya knew to turn off toward the
open hills where the Dreamcaster dwelled. Her wings fluttered
nervously beneath her cloak and a chill fell over her body. She
pushed away the ominous feeling as she passed the home and
continued onward.

 


***

 


The shrill cell phone rang throughout
the small hotel room before it was yanked off the
cradle.

“Hammond.”

“Rich, it’s Cassius. I
can’t talk long. I’m sending you the telephone number here to my
location. Hang up and dial back.”

The click sounded before Rich could
respond. He quickly tapped the end button on his phone and exhaled
softly as the numbers flashed in his mind. Nightwalkers always
freaked him out with their magical mumbo jumbo but he had learned
to live with it since he and Jace grew close. He didn’t even want
to start on Gael’s magical know-how. The Shifter Elves baffled him
even more than the bloodsuckers. He climbed out of the warmth of
his bed and went over to the land line then grabbed the phone with
one hand while he dialed with the other. By the second ring he was
listening to the soft familiar female voice belonging to one of
Daoine’s house members, Vala.

“Rich, where’s Michael?”
Vala said. “We’ve been trying to get a hold of everyone for the
past hour.”

“We’re all spread out. I
had to take Joanna somewhere safe and from there I lost track of
the house. I heard about what happened at the gas station. Who was
it?”

“Adric and Petra. I’m so
sorry.”

Rich cursed softly under his breath.
His blood started to boil as he thought about the expecting couple
and how they had all planned for the coming of the next generation
in the House of Lycan. The realization that they were gone hit a
little too close to home.

“Rich, I think they know.
From what Cassius and I saw, they had weapons that attacked our
weaknesses head on. I don’t know who these people are or how they
know us, but I don’t think any of us are safe anymore. They’re out
to hunt us.”

“Hold on, now,” Rich said
holding up his hand. “Are you sure?”

“Positive,” Vala’s
normally strong voice was soft as she grew nervous. Rich didn’t
like the sound of this one bit. It had to be serious if even Vala
was tripping out. “I think we have to get together and fast. I
don’t know what these mortals have in mind.”

“Wait a minute. Mortals.
You mean this attack was by humans?” He heard shuffling before Vala
finally answered.

“Yeah.”

Rich’s fist balled up at his side. It
was official. With the last battle between the Shifter Rens and the
Ashen Twilight House, they were outed. The mortals knew they
existed. But what about these humans that already knew where and
when to hit them? Who were they?

“All right.” Rich ran a
tired hand over his face as he sighed. “I’ll give you my location
and you guys get here as fast as possible. We won’t be going
anywhere for a while and it’s best if we gather in numbers before
we lose any more. In the meantime I’ll try to get a hold of Michael
and the rest of the house to figure out what’s going on there. I’ll
contact Daoine and let him know you’re all right.” Rich gave them
the address and room number of the hotel off the highway. “Watch
your back and get here as soon as possible.”

“We will. How’s
Joanna?”

Rich arched his head toward the
bedroom where he could still hear his lifemate’s soft breathing and
the multiple heartbeats within her body. “Resting. She was getting
a bit tired of the road and after that news report she wanted
someplace to stay.”

“We’ll make sure nothing
happens to her.”

“I appreciate that but I’m
more concerned with you both getting here safely first.”

“We’ll get on the road
right away.”

After saying their goodbyes, Rich hung
up the phone and released a heavy exhale. He walked over to the
bedroom and watched his wife sleeping softly. She slept on her side
resting on her arm while her other arm lay protectively over her
stomach. He couldn’t imagine being in Adric and Petra’s place. He
hoped they hadn’t suffered in their last moments. Whoever did this
to them would suffer if he had anything to do with it. He walked
over to the empty side of the bed and slid back in, wrapping his
arm over Joanna protectively. His large hand covered her swollen
stomach as he closed his eyes and listened to the heartbeat of his
mate and their two children within her body.

It was just under a month
when she found out the news and began showing. If she were human,
it would take months for her to grow the child but shifters,
especially Joanna’s clan which was close to the wolven lineage,
held their young no more than sixty-three days. He hoped the stress
didn’t take its toll on her as they continued to run to safety. He
couldn’t risk having her induced into an early pregnancy. One thing
was for sure, he wouldn’t let the same fate that became Adric and
Petra fall unto Joanna and himself. He would stop it by any means,
even if he had to risk his own life.

 


 



Chapter 2
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T he blue sky lit up as the afternoon fell upon the lands. Soon
the sun would dip behind the deep green mountains when evening
arrived. Ariya lifted her dress as she walked along the damp grass.
She couldn’t believe how fast the day zipped by prior to her
meeting with Runin. She stopped along the way to shower in the
banks of the waterfall between her castle home and the outskirts of
the Dreamcaster’s home. She missed the feel of the cool spring on
her back dampening her skin and wings. A hot shower in a closed
stall was no comparison in her mind. While it served its purpose of
cleansing, it wasn’t the rich luxuriating experience that she
remembered from these falls as she grew up. After the refreshing
shower, she dried off, and ventured back on the path as she stopped
to greet more people she hadn’t seen in ages. The people showed her
small memorials that had been placed on the lands. One each for her
parents and for the sisters she lost in the elemental’s attack. The
gesture warmed her heart and it was one that she would never
forget. As the sun broke through the trees, she noticed it was best
to start back on her way toward the Dreamcaster’s home before it
got too late.

As she stepped into the hut made of
marble and Earth, the old man looked upon her as if he already knew
the reason for her arrival. Perhaps he did.

It had been hundreds of
mortal years—and an unknown amount of time in the Aziza realm that
the Dreamcaster had left the comforts of his home and homeland to
cross into the mortal realm. No one knew exactly what he saw
shortly before his return. All they knew was that he wasn’t the
same wise rational sage he had been before he left. Most of his
words seemed like babble and the look in his shadowy brown eyes was
distant as if he wasn’t all there. But somehow he made sense to
whoever he bestowed his words of wisdom upon.

As he looked upon her that day, he
knew exactly where she had been.

“The end is closer than
you think, young Queen,” the older Dreamcaster said.

Ariya froze as she pushed
the thick door closed behind her. She looked at the Dreamcaster
watching the slight frown upon his brown face and the squinting of
his eyes as he waved his hand, worn with the lines of age,
whispering softly over the crackling fireplace. The air was mild
outside and the feel of the atmosphere seeped into the homey hut,
heightened by the heat from the small raging fire in the hearth.
Ariya was sure the temperature shot up a few degrees since he spoke
those words.

“I’ve
come for guidance, Amawato.” She made sure to put
emphasis on the word for healer
to show her need for his help.

The older man stood, using
a crooked cane made of wood. He shifted his weight a little and sat
in silence for a moment as if pondering her words. Finally, he went
over to the bowls on a table: one with water and the other with
grainy beige sand. He dipped a crooked, shaky hand into the bowl of
sand.

“The vast lands of the
mortal realm are drenched in blood.” His voice was thick and
throaty as he threw handfuls of the sand into his fireplace.
“You’ve seen the violence they are capable of.”

She wasn’t sure what to tell him. It
wasn’t the mortal’s lives she integrated within. It was other
creatures. Ones she only read about in the fictional books near the
mortal history section her father left her in the library. She
didn’t have the heart to tell him that she fell in love with one.
An immortal Nightwalker named after the similar bloodsucking crop
killers she feared as a child.

Perhaps they had nothing to fear, she
told herself. After all, she had worked with human hunters near the
gate between the realms. Both her and her sisters. How bad could
the other mortals be?

“Responsibility lies at
your feet,” he said, tearing her from her thoughts. “A big task you
are not prepared for.”

“I am prepared to do what
is necessary to help my people, Runin.” Ariya felt her body grow
hotter under her cloak. Already she longed for the feel of the cool
spring against her skin again. Her heart beat fast as she matched
his gaze. “My parents must have known this before they
died.”

“Feared it, child,” he
said, finally facing her. His once brown eyes now glowed
grey—nearly white—as he looked upon her. “Since your return, you
have kept one foot in this world and the other in theirs. The heart
and the mind are rivals at odds. Your kingdom and desires are here.
You have to choose how you will live. A future lies within
one.”

“And the
other?”

His smooth face turned into a frown.
His gaze fell from hers and he returned to staring into the
fire.

“I think you understand
the wall that ends the branch defining your family since the time
of the mortal’s birth.”

Branch. Family branch. Did he know
about Jace? Of course, he had to know. She had brought it up before
to him. Sure she still wanted to have a family deep down. She
wanted to bear a child or two who was strong and handsome as their
father. She longed to teach them to live in both worlds. But it
would never be. Male Nightwalkers couldn’t sustain a seed long
enough to grow into a child. Even when their bodies essentially
came alive during the feed, their seed died shortly after leaving
their body. Still, it had never been tested with a female Aziza
fairy. Could she be different? How Cidra and her guards would
accept him and a possible child created between them, she didn’t
know.

“I do. And what can I do
with this understanding?”

Runin turned around,
walked slowly to a large chair and took a seat. He leaned forward
with both hands on his cane as he looked up at her with those
grey-white eerie, glassy eyes of his.

“Choose which destiny will
come to you. A path will be laid open. Deaths will
follow.”

“Is there any way to stop
these deaths?” she said stepping forward. She winced inside at the
desperation in her mind’s voice.

She was thankful when he
didn’t react to it at first then froze when he broke the gaze and
stared at the floor, shaking his head.

“No, yakpovu,” he said solemnly. “Their fates are sealed. There is a
chance to fight the darkness with its own night. They who shall
stand up to it will not be the ones to fall. Just remember the
origin of your family. Their spirit will not lead you
astray.”

He tapped his cane and slowly pulled
himself up with a grunt. “Now you must go before nightfall. Return
to your home before the darkness spreads.”

Ariya walked toward
the door with Runin’s words still in her mind. So many questions
fell upon her but she knew she couldn’t ask for clarity. His advice
was to be given in its context no matter how he presented it. The
way he said yakpovu, child in a certain instance and young woman in another,
sent a chill throughout her body.

She froze in her steps, turning back
to watch as he now threw water into the fire.

“Amawato, was it a mistake bringing
an immortal here?”

He made a sharp sound as if sucking
through his teeth before looking to his side. “Sometimes we all
suffer for our choices.”

The words caused her blood to run
cold. As she watched him return to his daily duties, she knew their
meeting was finished.

 


***

 


Later that evening as Ariya returned
home, she couldn’t shake the ominous words from her mind. What did
they mean? Will she suffer consequences for her choice to bring
Jace here?

Remembering the time, she
hastened her steps across the grasslands and started toward the
bright shiny marble castle as the evening set in. Smoke emanated
from the chimneys and outside stoves of each of the small homes as
the families of the village prepared dinner. Dark cast iron pots
were set over cracking open fires. The aroma of home cooked spices
on main dishes, warm homemade bread and roasts filled the
air.

Ariya’s stomach rumbled and she hoped
the kitchen maids would be ready to serve once she arrived home.
She should have grabbed some food on her way out but the hunger
pangs hadn’t shown up until now. First she had to stop and see
Jace.

Just then the sound of children
playing across the grass invaded her senses. She looked up to see
various young ones dancing and running in the area near the castle.
Their tiny wings flowed as they held up fire cracker sticks
luminous with miniature sparks. Their energy and excitement was
infectious and in no time Ariya found herself smiling and laughing
as she watched their frivolity.

A dark shadow caught her
eye in her peripheral vision. She looked up to the large windows
overlooking her terrace and saw a trace of a visage deep in the
shadows. The strong handsome face held an air of serenity as he
watched the children. Peace, like she had never seen on him before
unless he was sleeping, fell upon his face now. She was sure she
saw longing in those deep blues. Her body warmed against the cool
night air as she felt his emotions. The calmness of his emotions
fell into sync with hers.

Ever since she drank from him and from
the time he saved her life, she felt closer and closer to him each
day. He was definitely her heart while her kingdom, as always,
occupied her mind. How she would balance the two in the coming
days, she didn’t know. Tonight she planned to look to Mawu-Lisa for
a sign.

Ariya started toward the large doors,
feeling Jace’s eye on her as she passed the children.

“Safe evening to you,
Queen Ariya,” the children appeared to chime in
together.

“Safe evening to you all
as well,” Ariya said to them with a smile on her face. The door
guard welcomed her with a slight bow of her head. Ariya returned
the gesture before starting up the stairs. She excused the guard at
her bedroom door with word that she would be ready soon for
dinner.

The young girl left quickly and Ariya
wasted no time slipping into her bedroom.

Inside the room, Jace
stood with his back to her and his hands folded behind him as he
watched the children play. His shoulder length wavy hair blew in
the cool breeze. His black satin robe matched the pants he wore and
he was barefoot as he stood on top of the hand stitched rug of
elegant golds, browns and black. He didn’t turn around as she
started toward him.

Just as she reached out to
wrap her arms around him, she felt the reverberations of his voice
leaving his mouth.

“The innocence of children
is relaxing,” he said softly. “No worries. Nothing to hide with
them. Just endless imagination, truth and devotion.”

“You can feel them?” she
said wrapping her arms around his waist, curving her body to his
back.

“Their emotions as well as
their thoughts. It’s refreshing. I have to admit this…world
is.”

“This is home.” She waited
until he turned to face her so she could lean on his chest and hold
him close. His robe opened to reveal his pale chest. She ran her
hand along the taut skin and felt his muscles flex beneath her
touch. Her soft, brown hand contrasted with his ashen skin like
night against day.

“Your home, Ariya.” His voice was
low, invading her body tickling a deep desire inside of her. “I’m a
stranger here.”

“You don’t have to be. You
can stay here with me. We can rule together.”

“And how would we do that,
hmm? You rule in the day and I in the night? And how would your
people feel having a Nightwalker as King? And a pretty pale one at
that?”

“Your skin doesn’t matter,
Jace.”

“I’m not Aziza,” he added
with a sad smile, stroking her chin.

She couldn’t deny
that. Cidra’s words returned to her from that morning.
He walks during the night and disappears during
the day. What kind of man is he?

She was the first to ask
but she definitely wouldn’t be the last. Cidra was keen and smart
as a whip which earned her the rightful place as head of the Amazon
guard. Not to mention, she had Ariya’s most sacred trust. Even so,
she still couldn’t tell the young guard their secret. Not until the
time was right.

Ariya’s thoughts were pushed aside as
she felt Jace’s strong hands over her stomach, slipping around her
torso. His other hand moved up to untie the clasp of the cloak tied
around her neck. He loosened it slightly as if slowly unraveling a
secret he had long kept until the time was perfect.

“I have to know something,
Jace.” The question she had been wondering mixed with the ominous
words the Dreamcaster shared with her. “Remember when I had that
dream in the car? I asked you about Alexandru Drago.

Jace’s hands froze on her.
“Yes.”

“You knew him, didn’t
you?” The moment he stepped away, Ariya missed the warmth of his
touch.

“Vlad was the man my
father and Uncle fought against. We saw the people he impaled,
mortals and immortals alike. While the battle was going on, we
fought our way inside his castle. I almost caught him but he got
away. I caught a Nightwalker being drained in his watchtower. Like
an animal.” Jace swallowed as he stared ahead, speaking idly. His
mind had returned to the past and the seriousness of the situation
settled within his tense shoulders. “He begged me to kill him and
that’s what I did. Vlad would have drained us all for our power if
he could. He tried numerous times but it failed him. He left
Wallachia and we were forced to move on. Daoine and Julian had
reason to believe that Alexandru Drago worked with him. Perhaps
everything he did was under Vlad’s plan.”

“It appeared that way.”
Ariya walked to the window and peered out at the moonlight rising
over the grasslands. A pale ray of light shone across, illuminating
the dark green blades. “From what I saw Vlad asked Drago to form
some kind of army.”

Jace shook his head. “Could be
speculation, Ariya. How could you have seen something that happened
in the past?”

“Perhaps the same way I
saw that battle you were in. Long before I met you.”

He looked up at her and smiled. “We
had a strong connection.”

“And maybe that connection
leads right back to your past through Drago and Vlad
somehow.”

Jace walked to her and placed his hand
against her cheek. His brow wrinkled in concern. “What is it,
Ariya? Something someone said to you?” He wrapped his arms around
her. “You’re shaking.”

Ariya shook her head. “I saw the
Dreamcaster, a man who is the oldest Aziza. He said
things…”

“Like?”

“Like things that seem as
if something bad is going to happen. It’s the same feeling I had
before my parents died. I couldn’t even feel it before with my
sisters but it grew stronger towards the end.”

“You think something is
happening with the house?”

“I don’t know.”

He pulled her to him and she closed
her eyes, feeling safe in his arms. He was still cold but the
feeling calmed her. “Tomorrow we’ll investigate that
feeling.”

Jace leaned down to place a soft kiss
on her cheek. Slowly he moved down to her neck, licking it as if he
were marking his impact. Already the marks from his earlier feed
had disappeared but the spot heated up and she could still feel the
pinch of his fangs within her. She had feared the thought of him
doing such a thing to her when they first met. It had been evil,
the stuff of her childhood nightmares and stories of a blood
sucking creature that hunted their people. Jace had been anything
but.

Ariya felt her heart racing as she
looked up into his eyes. His lips rose into a smile and already she
saw the elongated canines peeking beneath his smile as she moved
toward her. He brushed her tight cinnamon curls from her neck as
the cloak fell to the floor. Her chest rose and fell against his as
he moved in. His hand caressed her back and against her folded
wings as he opened the ties of her garments.

“What are you doing?” she
breathed.

“I think you’ve been in
these clothes for far too long now,” he said with a seductive
smile. His voice heavy with need for her. “And I’m
hungry.”

Ariya found herself
giggling softly before she could stop herself. “And I can’t be
dressed while you eat?”

“Mmm,” he growled as he
leaned in to shower soft kisses on her neck. “Feeding is as much a
visual feast as it is an emotional and physical one for
me.”

“Oh.” A shiver claimed her
body as she felt his hands unclasp each button along the back of
her dress. The soft dress fell at her feet with a quiet shuffle.
Her bare body stood before him once again.

“Ariya,” Jace
said.

The sound of her name upon his thick,
whispering voice made her quiver. A shot of desire for him pulsed
at the center of her body. She slid the robe off his shoulders and
feasted upon his half-bared body.

“Yes,” the word fell from
her lips in a whisper. She anticipated the feeling of his lips on
her. She prided herself on being the one and only whom he could
feed on without ending in death. They had been there to save each
other and support one another. He trusted her and she put her life
in his hands. All she could do now was give in.

Ariya leaned back as Jace cradled her
neck and head in his hands. “I want you, Jace.”

A deep groan emitted from his throat.
She felt his mouth open, displaying the prominent set of fangs
inside. She heard the low hiss right before he dove into her
neck.

Ariya gasped and felt electricity
spark throughout her limbs. Her arms wrapped around him and
clutched his body as he sucked upon her. Her body throbbed, each
part of her screaming to have him.

“Yes, Jace.” She threaded
her hands into his soft, wavy strands and held him in place as he
continued to suck. His body jolted, rocking against hers as she
lost herself in the pain and pleasure of his bite. The hardness of
his desire for her pressed against her hip. Ariya turned, ready to
take him within her body. She slid her hands beneath his pajama
pants and against his naked hips. Leaning back, she felt the pinch
of him sucking upon her and in moments he grew hard within her
grip.

A soft moan escaped his lips as she
stroked him, sliding her hips against his.

Her eyes fluttered. Through the thin
slits she saw movement out of the corner of her eye. She heard the
slight crack of a door creaking open but it was as if she were deep
in a heavy dream and she couldn’t rouse herself awake. She felt the
door open but there was no time to stop it.

“My Queen, the kitchen
maid said dinner is ready to be—” The young girl froze as she saw
them.

Ariya quickly
reached for her dress to cover herself as she watched the girl’s
widened eyes fix on Jace. Already she knew what the girl saw. Jace,
half naked, in front of her with his lips and teeth stained with
blood. Her blood.
His face dipped toward the girl with a hiss on his lips. He was the
stuff of dreams and nightmares combined.

“Asiman!” The young guard
raised her sword and started toward them. Her wide eyes remained on
Jace each time she moved.

“No, Rasia!” Ariya quickly
stepped into her dress. She raised her hands and held the girl in
place. A concentrated bubble of a thin shield wrapped around
her.

Rasia jabbed at the shield and
released a huffy exhale. “My Queen, he was—he was drinking from you
while you—”

“I know, Rasia.” Ariya
quickly reached behind to try and tie her dress amidst her
outstretched wings. She was thankful when she felt Jace’s hands
maneuver the buttons around her translucent wings. “Just listen to
me.”

“He was killing
you!”

“No, he
wasn’t.”

“I assure you. I mean no
harm.” Jace stepped between them. His tall stature and strong build
displayed his confidence.

Rasia responded by raising her sword
toward him. “My Queen, you must alert the others. You cannot have
this parasite within the castle walls. What would your parents
think?”

The question made her freeze. She knew
exactly what they would think and say. This was just the perfectly
wrong time to mention it.

Jace must have noticed her inner
dilemma as he moved in front of her. She didn’t even bother to
cloud her thoughts as he probably knew exactly what she was
thinking.

“I can make her forget
what she saw, Ariya.”

Right, he
can. But how would he fix the others who
laid eyes on him? He couldn’t erase the thoughts of the entire
realm.

“We’ll cross that bridge
when we face it,” he said walking by her. He approached the bubble
and placed his open palm on the surface. He focused on Rasia but
the girl turned away. “Look at me.”

“What are you here for?”
She turned away and, in a flash, he moved in her vision
again.

“I’m here for the same
reason you are,” he said keeping his voice even. “To protect and
love your Queen.”

Ariya looked up at Jace. Did he just
say what she thought he said?

He moved toward Rasia who finally met
his gaze. Ariya surmised she must’ve been just as surprised as
her.

Now the young guard settled. Her grip
loosened on her sword and slowly lowered it at her side. Her tense
stance relaxed as she lost herself in his eyes.

“I think it’s safe to lift
this shield…bubble…thing,” Jace said with a slight wave of his
hand.

Ariya slowly broke down each molecule
within the shield until there was nothing left.

Rasia slowly walked toward Jace until
her body fell limp into his arms. Quickly he lifted her up so he
cradled her back and legs then gently carried her to the
bed.

Jace’s face twisted into a grimace as
he took the sword from her grip and raised the weapon toward Ariya.
“You should probably put this somewhere before it takes someone’s
eye out.”

He handed the sword to her and as
Ariya gripped it, she felt it. A bolt of white hot sharp
electricity shot through her body. In milliseconds she saw images
of pain, fire, destruction and voices calling out in anguish. She
couldn’t see the faces clearly but the feeling was undeniable.
Members of the Ashen Twilight House. And they were in
trouble.

Their grips loosened and Jace fell to
the floor, clutching his stomach as he leaned over in pain. His
chest heaved and he released a primal scream.

 


 



Chapter 3
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Jace opened his eyes to the night sky overhead. It was only
the second time he crossed realms with Ariya and it was already two
times too many. The sensation was like turning around and around in
place with the world spinning by in and out of one’s vision. Once
it finally stopped, the nauseous feeling slipped away.

They had arrived.

How and why it worked, he had no idea.
Some things were perhaps better left unknown.

Jace straightened his posture and
looked around at his surroundings. Vast darkness surrounded them
with deep grey silhouettes of mountains painting the horizon. He
looked down and saw a dirt filled road encasing a long stretch of
cement. Desert again.

They couldn’t be back to Phoenix
again, could they? No cities were in the distance and the only
building in sight appeared to be a gas station a few miles down the
road.

“Looks like our only
source of civilization is just ahead,” Ariya said as if reading his
mind.

He grinned and peered over his
shoulder. “I don’t suppose you could fly us there?”

She walked up to him
with one eyebrow raised and a smirk on her gorgeous face. His bite
marks from earlier were still prominent on her neck, yet the small
redness was already healing. She could fully heal herself if she
wanted to but instead chose to leave it displayed. If his heart was
able to beat at that moment, he was sure it would start racing. He
admired the mark that proved she was his. Ariya.
His lady.

She shook her head and lifted up his
chin so he met her gaze. “It doesn’t quite work like
that.”

“I guess we’re on our own
two feet then.” He offered her his elbow. “Shall we?”

Ariya took it with a grin on her lips
and they started on the dirt road toward the station.

For a moment, Jace thought about
running over while Ariya flew. It would probably take him the speed
of the wind to move as quick and Ariya was sure to arrive in no
time.

Maybe under any other circumstances it
might be the best way to travel. But the images of the house in
turmoil still haunted him with each step. What exactly went on
here? Had their nightmare come true? Did the humans find out about
their existence? He couldn’t quite describe what he saw back there
and after asking Ariya, neither could she. Both of them surmised it
was an ominous warning that demanded their immediate attention.
Before they left, Ariya excused them and told her guards she was
taking her leave again. From what she gathered on the other side of
the door, they weren’t too happy about it.

“Are you sure you’re all
right with me?” He suddenly blurted out.

Ariya looked up at him, her brow
wrinkling as she cocked her head slightly to the side. “Why are you
asking me this?”

Jace shrugged. He listened to the
sound of the tiny rocks crunching beneath their feet as they
walked. “I didn’t want you to compromise anything for me. I know
you value your kingdom. I can’t say I blame you. It’s beautiful
there.”

“Yes, it is. But I owe you
all my life for helping me when I needed it most. I consider you my
extended family. Not to mention my love.”

Jace leaned in and placed a soft kiss
on her forehead. “The feeling is mutual.”

He turned to look over his shoulder at
the empty road as they approached the gas station.

“What is it?” Ariya
asked.

Jace shook his head. “Something isn’t
right.”

The air was too quiet for
his liking. It was as if the whole world held its breath as they
waited and stood on watch. For what exactly, he wasn’t
sure.

“Keep your wings hidden
for now.” Jace said softly to his side. He felt her body tense the
moment they closed in on the gas station. He idly caressed her hand
and mentally tried to calm his own nerves. They must have arrived
on the other side because the parking lot was nowhere in sight
despite the sound of car engines in the background.

Inside the booth was a
young pimply faced man leaning over the counter reading a comic
book. Jace figured he looked somewhere in his early twenties. Under
a mass of spiked blond hair, Jace spotted an old Batman comic with
what appeared to be an old fashioned cape adorned Dracula character
battling him in the next panel. Batman and Dracula. What will they
think of next?

He raised his knuckles and knocked on
the window to get the youth’s attention.

“What the—” He jumped up
and settled once he saw Jace. “Oh. What can I do for—” He froze as
he looked at them. His blue eyes focused on Jace before he looked
past him to Ariya.

“Can you tell me where we
are?” Jace asked.

“Uh…” The youth slowly
moved back. “Where you are…”

Jace smiled. “Yes, our location.
Shouldn’t be too hard, hmm?”

The youth laughed nervously as he
reached down for something on his right.

Jace immediately
opened his mind. A flurry of words assaulted his sensed.
Freak. Must get him out. They’re still out there.
I can alert them without him knowing. Can he read my mind? Gotta
distract him. Light. Where’s the light? There.

Jace stepped forward and before he
could speak, a light hit him. His skin immediately burned as if the
sun itself was shining its rays upon him. He raised his arms on
instinct and backed up, but the feeling burned his arms.

“Get back, you freak!” The
shouted words extended into the night air as a long drawn out
scream.

Jace couldn’t see anything. He
couldn’t think beyond the harsh burning that threatened to melt his
skin down to bone then ash. Somewhere in the back of his mind Ariya
screamed his name. But all he could think about was
survival.

Jace dredged up all the strength he
could. He raised his hands and formed it into a fist before
punching a hole into the glass. Immediately he went for the youth’s
neck, lifting him off the ground and tossing him across the side of
the pay box where his body crashed into the wall. Finally the light
fell away but it was too late.

“Jace!”

He fell to his knees, the life quickly
slipping from him.

 


***

 


Ariya raced to Jace and wrapped her
arms around him. In the back of her mind, she noticed the oncoming
footsteps racing toward them. The click and clank of metal and
machinery invaded her ears and she thought quickly.

“Hurry, feed on me to get
your strength back,” she said cradling his head in her hand. Part
of his face and arms were charred from the light. Did the boy know
what he was?

“Back away from the
bloodsucking freak, Miss. We’ll finish him off.”

Ariya followed the voice to the group
of four standing before her. Men of various shades, sizes and
heights stood around in black shirts, pants and boots, donning
curious strange weapons in their hands. She didn’t like the look of
this.

“Don’t worry he won’t hurt
you,” one of them said.

Ariya’s eyes settled on the one in the
middle. Bald, muscular with a clean cut square jaw and a smirk in
his smug face.

Slowly she stood as they raised their
weapons toward Jace. In response, she raised her hands and brought
a shield surrounding her and Jace in a bubble.

“What the—”

“What is she?”

“She’s one of
them!”

“Look at her freakin’
neck, man!”

Bullets erupted into the air and on
instinct, Ariya flinched and stepped back but the bubble
held.

“Get it down, now!” The
leader yelled to the others.

Ariya rushed to Jace’s side and
offered him her neck. “Jace, come on. We don’t have much time.
Drink.”

“Not your neck,” he said
through weak lips. “Too soon to drink from you.”

“It doesn’t matter. Just
take it now!”

“No!” He pursed his lips
together, looking at her with fierce determination. He wasn’t going
to budge. She had to do something else.

Ariya stood and kept her eyes on the
men ahead. Right away they fired and she concentrated on holding
the bubble. She turned her head and tried to block out the loud
ear-splitting sound of bullets as she spotted the fallen young man
in the pay booth. She had to get him over here but she couldn’t
break the shield with these crazies nearby.

Think, Ariya!
Think!

The gunfire stopped as the group
started to reload. Clanging noises brought her attention ahead
where two had stopped to bash their weapons against the thing
glass-like bubble. She had only one chance at this.

Running back to Jace’s side, she
gauged the distance as she got her angle a few feet away from the
fallen young cashier. “Hold on to me.”

She wrapped her arms around Jace and
gripped him close, shutting her eyes. The chorus of loud clanks
fell into the background of her mind moments before she emitted a
burst of energy exploding from her body and outward in the
surrounding radius. She felt the bodies fly away from them and the
chance to run was open.

Ariya disintegrated the shield then
jumped to her feet and raced toward the cashier, grabbing him by
the collar as she hauled him to his feet.

“Let me go. Let frickin’
go of me you fu—” She arrived back next to Jace and dropped him
down into Jace’s lap, cutting off his words.

Quickly she rose to her feet as a
scream erupted behind her. Ariya held her stance, watching the men
struggle to their feet and grab their weapons once
again.

“She’s a supplier!” The
leader said. “Take her out!”

The metal was at her bidding in mere
seconds. She moved her hands commanding the weapons, turning their
elongated barrels and bending them back toward the men that
controlled them. The feeling energized her as she saw their eyes
widen before they tossed the weapons away. Then she realized the
scream had died down. She felt Jace rise behind her. She felt his
rage as his blood heat rose within his veins.

Jace moved in mere seconds in a fight
that appeared like parts of a dance. He was on two of them,
knocking one weapon away and kicking the weapons from the other
before he released his claws and swung at them.

Ariya immediately sent a bolt of
energy knocking the two men’s bodies backward onto the hard gravel.
She turned to see Jace finishing off one of the two as he extended
his fangs and pulled the man’s head back to expose his neck. She
started toward him when a sharp pain tore through her back between
her shoulder blades.

She screamed, falling to her knees,
the pain overtaking all of her senses. She forced herself to look
up, to block out crippling constriction of her muscles as much as
possible.

Jace looked up past her, slowly rising
to his feet as he wiped the blood dripping from his lips. Where had
the fifth man come from?

“You might want to step
back there before one of us gets hurt, lad,” Jace said. “And I
assure you it won’t be me.”

“No time. I’m calling for
backup and I’ll use this if I have to—”

Famous last words. Jace moved in a
flash as he raced past Ariya and out of her vision. All she heard
was the man’s screams into the night air and the sound of claws
ripping into flesh.

Then silence.

Ariya fell over into Jace’s arms as he
appeared in front of her.

“Jace, I
can’t—”

“Hold still.”

She felt the sticky wetness of blood
on her arm as he held her. Each movement she made hurt like spikes
embedding in her back.

“He must’ve punctured my
wings.” She sucked in a sharp breath between her breath. “I
can’t.”

“Stay still, Ariya” he
said softly. “Look at me. Slowly.” His voice was soft, invading her
senses like a warm, comforting blanket.

Ariya lifted her chin to look at him
and slowly the pain subsided. His deep blue eyes called to her,
enticing her. The bloodied hand that gripped her arm warmed and
tingled her skin.

Hold onto that
feeling, she felt him in her mind.
Hold onto me.

Her mind focused on the coolness of
his hands behind her as he removed the wooden object from her.
Right away it was as if a spell was broken and she awoke. Jace
screamed as he fell back. His hands formed into fists as he endured
the pain for her. The bloody wooden stake in his hand slowly fell
onto the gravel with a clank below his knees.

Ariya felt her body
illuminate in a soft blue glow as her body and wings healed
themselves. She breathed in, thankful for the replenishment that
Jace had helped her with. Looking ahead, she saw him hunched over.
She immediately fell to her knees in front of him and wrapped her
arms around his shoulders.

“Jace, how did
you—”

“A talent,” he breathed in
sharply, “not many use it in this century. Some call it empathic
vampirism. It’s an ability you learn that strengthens with age.
I’ve never used it before but it was all I could think of to save
you.”

She pulled him to her, feeling her
heart swell with his words. “Thank you, Jace.”

He looked up at her and gently
caressed her cheek. “We have to get out of here.” His words were
ragged, short and soft. Gingerly, he pushed himself up off the
guard and winced through the pain.

Ariya had no idea what he
must be feeling. Whatever it was, he didn’t voice it nor did he
acknowledge it as he struggled a little in his steps. She helped
him along as best she could, wrapping her arm around him. Her gaze
shot back to the mess that they left behind. Blood splattered
across the pavement around the still bodies of the men. Three slow
heartbeats alerted her that a few of them were still alive--barely,
while the other two were dead.

Jace’s steps quickened as they rounded
the corner. A few cars were parked out back at the gas pumps and in
front of the broken pay box. She watched him step across the broken
glass and the walls of the pay booth and check the fallen register.
He stopped and looked down at the folded newspaper on what was once
the counter. Satisfied with whatever he saw, he stepped across the
glass and gestured her over to one of the cars.

“Get in,” he said,
stopping at one of the black cars.

Ariya noticed the scared
look from the few people who had stepped out of their cars to look
at the commotion. She spotted a young child in the back who watched
her with fear. The mother stepped into her view and quickly
shielded the child, telling her to get back inside.

“Ariya, get in!” Jace’s
voice invaded her thoughts. “We have to go now.”

The sound of sirens blared in the
background, accentuating his words. She told herself to snap out of
it. She rushed over to the car and spotted him hunched over the
steering wheel as he reached underneath. A soft curse escaped his
lips and she thought he muttered something about new cars not being
easy as the old to wire up. Maybe she could try another
method.

Quickly placing her hands on the hood,
she hoped this would work. She had no idea about workings of the
vehicle but she knew it needed energy. If anything, that’s what she
had most of all at the moment. She took a deep breath and shot
bolts of power into the vehicle interior. The metal heated under
her hands and she watched and listened as it started up.

“Get in!”

The sound of the sirens continued to
blare as Ariya climbed in and shut the door close behind
her.

“We’re not too far from
San Diego. I have a friend there that may be able to help us.” Jace
started the car and pulled out in reverse. Tires screeched below
them as he yanked the steering wheel toward the right then slammed
his hands on the gear shift pushing it forward before screeching
out of the parking lot and onto the gravel road up
ahead.

 


 



Chapter 4
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Julian stared down at the dark blue oceanic waves of the
Pacific Ocean off the San Diego beach outside his window. The sun
was setting off the coast, offering an array of warm oranges and
reds against the azure horizon. A few weeks passed since he moved
The Ashen Twilight house westward. His cell rang continuously with
reports that his kin, his friends and family, were disappearing.
Now he understood why.

The mortals had found out about them
and now the media had hold of their existence. The hunt was on for
all immortals.

Julian grunted softly and shifted his
weight from foot to the other. A bright glow warmed his cold skin
as the last remnants of the sun dipped below the horizon. Each
passing day without blood weakened his body. Since the day he
absorbed the elemental’s powers, he gained something he hadn’t
experienced in centuries: the warm comforting kiss of the sunlight
during the day. His sleeping patterns had been disparate after Jace
had announced he’d be going with Ariya back to the Aziza fairy
land. The moment he heard Ariya say the words, he wanted to scoff.
It was unsafe to wander the mortal realm out in the open. He
couldn’t imagine what life would be like among the Aziza
Fairies.

The very fact that Jace entertained
the thought proved just how much their life had changed.

The bright clear walls in his large
beach house offered no additional solace that evening as the
television ran behind him.

“The
President of the United States has issued a nationwide emergency
following the breakout of riots across the nation. We’re still
trying to get a hold on this…invasion but sightings of these
creatures and their attacks have sparked panic, protests and
violence on our streets. Police teams are working overtime with a
special force to flush these creatures out of their hiding places
and the city. Stay inside your homes, do not roam the streets at
night.”

“Night or day,” Julian
mumbled as he walked over to the phone on his side table. “We won’t
disappear in a puff of cloud.”

He punched in the numbers on the old
style telephone and marveled how far humanity had come since his
day. Humans had no reason to fear the immortals. If anything, they
should thank them for all the advancements immortals created
throughout history. Not to mention the wars they assisted which
lead to the victories that humans still benefited from to this day.
If only they knew the truth.

Julian’s mind cleared once he heard
the ringing on the other end.

“Come on, Michael,” Julian
mumbled. “Pick up.”

He had a good idea what
the ancient Lycan was up to since arriving at the complex. Julian
told him to stay alert just in case this hunting situation got out
of hand. He wasn’t sure how dire the situation would become in the
coming days. In the end, he didn’t want to be forced to go down to
Rich’s condo and drag him out by the dog ears. But if things came
to it, a man’s gotta do his business.

Especially if he was a Patriarch in
the Ashen Twilight House.

 


***

Michael Hammond released a primal
scream into his pillow. The sweat from his moist skin cooled
against the air. His nerves were still on a high. Hot with the
flush of lovemaking he shared with the beautiful Lycan beneath
him.

“You better answer that,”
Rosaria Milos said, peeking out from under his chest. She placed a
lingering kiss on his lips then shifted her body to swing her feet
onto the floor.

Michael grunted and turned onto his
back. He fluffed up his pillow and angled his head toward the
naked, petite curvy creature heading toward the bathroom. He licked
his lips at the ample view of her pillowy backside. His body
tightened and if that infernal phone would stop ringing, he’d be
more than ready to pounce on her for seconds.

“Do you mind?” Michael
asked, nodding toward the phone.

Rosaria grunted in frustration and
stormed back into the bedroom. “What, something wrong with your
hands?” She picked up the phone and threw him a glare.

Michael grinned and slid his hand up
her thigh. “You tell me.”

“Yeah?” Her frustrated
expression disappeared once she listened to the other line. Right
away Michael knew who was on the other line.

“Julian” Rosaria said,
handing the receiver to him.

Michael took it and slid the cradle
between his ear and shoulder. “What’s going on?”

“Get dressed. We have a
situation.”

The line went dead followed by a dial
tone. “And a good evening to you, too,” Michael mumbled as he hung
up the phone.

“You have to go?”
Rosaria’s soft voice did nothing to calm his rapidly beating heart
or his nerves.

He nodded. Despite her tough exterior
and her tendency to be a little rough when they made love, her gaze
shadowed with sadness as she watched him dress.

“I think Julian may
finally know who made it on the trip and who may still be
missing.”

“Really?”

Michael retrieved his pants from the
floor and slipped into them. “He didn’t say much but I have a
feeling that’s what it may be,” he said buttoning his jeans. He
froze slightly when she walked to him and embraced him. Her breasts
grazed his bare, muscled chest and already she felt his body harden
against hers.

“I’ll have to drop by
after I stop by Mariana’s,” she said softly kissing his neck.
“She’s been asking about us. Wondering if you’d be following in
your nephew’s footsteps.”

And just like that, he went cold. He
slipped away from her and went in search of his shirt. He pretended
to be a little too much into the shirt hunt and he sensed her blood
pumping faster in her body.

“Oh?”

“Don’t even try that
Michael Hammond,” Rosaria said, placing her fisted hands on her
shapely hips. “You and I both know there was something going
between us before we even got on the road. I know I haven’t lived
as long as you have to become closed off to feeling anything
besides sex and booze—”

“Rosaria, please.” He
caught sight of the white cotton peeking out from under the bed. Ah
ha. Now he can finally get going.

“Michael.” Rosaria caught
his arm as he walked by her.

Reluctantly he found himself looking
right into her eyes. The very thing he wanted to avoid.

Many women before her tried to get him
to settle down throughout the ages and due to his lifestyle, which
usually consisted of one duty in the house or another, he was
distracted enough not to deal with settling down. Before his
change, he handled his business on the farm and lived life solely
with one foot in front of the other.

When the moon’s gaze turned his body
from a man’s into that of a Lycan, pure adrenaline flowed through
him and he could only think of running to relieve the urge. Rage
ran through his blood and for a long time he didn’t know what he’d
become. Neither his mother nor father could explain it. Instead
they insisted on shunning him to the outskirts of the
land.

Never again show
your face to us again, they had said to
him. Our son is dead. Killed by the beast!
You now, be gone!

A curse. That’s what they had called
it once the change took over.

He wished he had heeded their words.
Perhaps they would’ve had a chance to live out the rest of their
days.

The cold wind of that night still rang
in his ears, slamming the hard wood carved front door shut.
Splinters of the hard floor still stung his bent knees from memory.
The blood of his kin stained his hands, body and mouth as he sat in
his transformed human form.

Michael was sure his scream was heard
for miles.

That was the last time he saw his home
before traveling west across the green lined Moors to see his
sister. There he drowned himself in booze and various wenches in
his favorite taverns. It was all he could do to erase the memory of
his family away.

“Mike!”

Michael looked down at Rosaria who had
grabbed one of his long sleeved shirts. Her gaze was intense while
she buttoned it over her full bronze breasts. The sight would
normally warm his body and raise his desire for her, but he only
felt coldness.

“Julian’s waiting. You
better get going.”

Rich was the only person he confided
in. Women were there to pass the time and help him forget his
pains.

Now as he looked at the soft lines of
Rosaria’s concerned face, he didn’t want to leave. Perhaps she was
different than the others. The urge to tell her everything about
himself tugged at his heart. It was definitely something he had to
think about in the coming days.

Michael grabbed his shoes on the way
toward the door and stopped, turning to face her.

“I should be back soon if
you want to finish where we left off,” he said gruffly.

Rosaria brushed her hand across her
face and with the gesture, she wiped away a look of regret in the
process. Instead, she smiled and a nodded.

“I may be around. I’m
going to get some food in the mean time.”

“Don’t stray too far,” he
said with a smirk. “Until I can figure out what’s going on, it’s
best if you stay close. See you soon.”

With that, he swung the
door closed behind him and started toward the stairs.

 


***

 


“Sanctimonious waste of
flesh!” Michael yelled at the television set as he paced around it.
His large muscled body heaved and his hands formed into fists at
his side. Julian had informed him of the news shortly after he
walked in the door. After that, he hurled the shoes and socks he
was still carrying at the wall. Thankfully the wall stayed in tact
against his strength. “We should have left the country not just the
state!”

“It’s the same thing all
around the world,” Julian said keeping his eyes on the water
outside the window below. “They’ve declared a national dog hunt to
scour every nook and cranny in the cities.

“Dog hunt?”

He looked over his shoulder and
smirked. “So to speak. They’re afraid, as humans usually are, of
anything different from themselves.”

“So that leaves us on the
defense with a scattered house.”

“Unfortunately.” Julian
closed the vertical drapes to his patio and joined Michael in the
front room.

“What does Daoine have to
say?”

Julian shrugged. “Not sure. I’ve been
trying to get a hold of him but I don’t know where he
went.”

Michael frowned. “Seems strange he
would just up and leave like that.”

“He has his
way.”

“Yeah, he does. Stranger
than any of us know about.”

Julian stopped pacing and looked up.
“What exactly are you getting at?”

“I mean, there are things
about him that’s still a mystery. Don’t get me wrong. He’s a great
leader to us all, but we don’t know anything about his past, his
family, or his place of origin.”

Julian arched an eyebrow. “And this
has never been an issue before. Why now?”

“I don’t know.” Michael
shook his head, placing his hand on his narrow hips. “It’s
something that’s bothered me for a while now. He knows so much, has
so much power, but how?”

Julian’s exhaled heavily as his gaze
fell to the beige carpet. How indeed. When the strange Shifter Elf
came upon him as he was dying on the vast Highland fields after the
battle of the English, he knew nothing of the immortals and
especially not of Daoine’s kind. He never thought to question him
about his origins. How could he when he was left alone in the world
away from his family who would see him as a monster?

It took him a while to trust and not
hate Daoine after their change in his life. True he saved a dying
man but the man he would become came at a price. One he finally
come to accept…until he found out his only son was still alive and
was a Nightwalker himself.

Julian swallowed deeply, pushing the
lump down in his throat. He tried to push the thought out of his
mind and focus on the greater task at hand.

“They’re calling it
Doomsday,” Julian said folding his arms, consciously changing the
subject. “Some mortals are calling for a ‘cleansing’ of the
Earth.”

“Of immortals?” Michael
asked raising an eyebrow.

“Of Others,” Daoine said
stepping into the room. His usual robes were replaced by a dark
suit matching the blackness of his eyes. His long ebony hair was
pulled back in a ponytail and Julian had to even blink a few times
to get used to the Shifter Elf’s new style. For a moment, the aged
Nightwalker tried to figure out when and exactly how Daoine stepped
in as he hadn’t heard the door to his condo open or close. Looking
at Michael, Julian felt his own slack jawed expression reflected on
the Lycan’s face. He quickly righted himself.

“The mortals are afraid
they are no longer at the top. Their response was to be
expected.”

“So, now what do we do?”
Michael said leaning against the wall, finally gaining his own
grim, stoic composure once again.

“We still have some
missing,” Julian said. “Everyone’s spread out from here to Arizona.
A few haven’t arrived, some may still be on their way.
Nevertheless, we need to get back together again before any more
harm comes to us.”

“Any word from Jace and
Ariya?” Daoine asked.

Julian shook his head. “None. I can’t
reach them across the realm.” He turned toward the bright pale moon
rising over the dark ocean in the night sky. “All we can do now is
hope.”

 


***

 


The roar of the engine blared into the
night. Ariya hugged stared into the darkness ahead, clutching her
knees close together. She shifted a little so she didn’t crush her
wings against the seat. In her peripheral vision, she watched Jace
drive. He leaned back as he commanded the vehicle. His eyes focused
on the road ahead. At first she couldn’t’ sense any thoughts from
him. After a moment of silence, his mind filled with questions,
curiosities and worries.

Runin’s words then
returned to her. Walking between two
worlds. She rocked her body slowly back
and forth, thinking about their recent ordeal. The weapons, the
biting, the screaming and the chaos.

“There was no other way
that could’ve ended, Ariya,” Jace said, gripping the wheel. “I had
to work fast for both of us to survive.”

“Who were
they?”

His jaw tensed. “You were right. They
were hunters. Mortals.”

She shifted her body a little to face
him. “Hunters. As in vampire hunters?”

“Something like
that.”

Ariya inhaled sharply. How
could this be? She once read about them in her studies and there
were tidbits of people throughout history who killed others simply
on suspicion of vampirism and lycanthropy. But these were real
organized hunters.

She wasn’t used to all of this. Even
as she learned about Jace’s world, she didn’t experience the high
intensity and edginess of war. It wasn’t a part of her culture.
Jace was the hunter and in essence she had become his assistant,
his companion. Now they were the hunted and she didn’t know how to
handle the fact.

“Is it really so strange
to believe?” The shadows of the road lights accentuated the strong
angles of Jace’s face.

Ariya shrugged. “It seems strange
they’d appear out of nowhere ready to attack and take us all
down.”

“That’s what worried me.
How did they discover us? Our weaknesses.”

“Think someone told him? A
member from the house—” Her words were cut short as she heard the
deep growl in his voice. “Or not.”

“I don’t think a member of
the house would sell us out.” He pulled off the freeway and
continued on the side streets. “Not after all we’ve been
through.”

“Maybe one of the Rens,
then.”

She watched him drive as he cocked his
head in thought. “Maybe.”

Ariya looked out the window as the
rush of houses painted the cozy community. “Are we
here?”

“Almost. If I can remember
correctly, his house shouldn’t be too far away.”

“Who is he
anyway?”

“An old friend of mine
from way back. He’s a quiet, bookish kind of guy. Mostly kept to
himself. Homebody and all.”

Jace turned down a long stretch of
road. Ariya gazed at the large Southwest style houses of gravel and
rock lined with driveways. She immediately thought of the first
time she arrived in Phoenix and met Jace and the house. She didn’t
think it would happen but she already missed Joanna, Rich, Gael and
everyone she had come to meet and like at the Ashen Twilight House.
Even Vex. Were they safe wherever they were? What did they do the
whole time she and Jace were away?

“That’s what we’re aiming
to find out.”

He turned the corner again and slowed
down in front of a large square house.

“This is it.” He reached
for the keys in the ignition then stopped. He arched his head
upward toward her when he realized the key was missing. “Any way
you can stop this beast?”

Ariya jumped forward. “Oh, yeah.” She
placed her hands on the dashboard and absorbed the energy until the
car finally died down. She turned her head to the side, noting the
gas gauge. “We’re going to need some gas soon.”

Jace checked the meter and gently
tapped it. “You’re right. We’ll have to ditch this car after we
leave here anyway.”

They climbed out and she followed him
to the front door.

“There’s a sign here,”
Jace said. He froze a few feet away as he read it.

“Away at the
Lounge.”

Ariya looked around the quiet
neighborhood as she listened to him. In the following silence she
faced him again. “That’s it?”

“That’s all it
says.”

“The Lounge. Some kind of
gathering place like the Torch maybe?”

Jace walked over to the mailbox and
flipped through the thin stack of mail. He smiled as he pulled out
a small postcard and held it up under the shade of the streetlight.
On the picture side was a brightly lit building against the deep
blue evening sky. Across the top were the words: Platinum
Lounge.

“Off Palm Canyon Drive.”
Jace said walking back to the car. “I know exactly where that
is.”

Ariya followed and as she looked at
the dead vehicle. She sighed, remembering she would have to start
the car again. She silently made a promise. This was the last time
they would ‘borrow’ a car without a key.

 


***

The Platinum Lounge was a large club
on the edge of the city of Palms, California. A shopping center was
the only thing near the wide city block that housed the modest
sized structure. A group of cars sat parked all around the building
and loud heart pumping music filtered across the parking
lot.

Ariya turned the car off and joined
Jace. She watched him straighten his jacket as he led her to the
front door where two young women were talking. The one at the door
had dark brown hair and a peaches and cream complexion while the
other was a lighter brunette with gold streaks and a lightly
tanned, somewhat orange tone.

She looked up at Jace who immediately
flashed the charm on with a smile and a smoldering look in his blue
eyes. The girls must’ve sensed him since they stopped their
chattering. Each centered their gaze on him. The darker haired girl
smiled, smacking her gum in a slow seductive manner as she twisted
a strand of hair around her finger.

Ariya suddenly felt sick. Was this
some kind of attraction ritual between mortal females to get male’s
attention? The young women were definitely mortals. Their body
temperature was 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit and their skin had a
healthy tan glow. She couldn’t sense any illnesses within them. She
did wonder if they could be any more obvious with their
interest.

“Hello dark and handsome,”
the dark haired one said. “Are you here for the free drink night
special for vampires? I was just going to switch my shift if you
need company.” She stepped forward and grabbed his hand still
stained with dried blood. The girl raised his fingers to her mouth,
looking up at him with long, dark eyelashes. Slowly she wrapped her
lips around two of his fingers, the index and middle, gently
sucking on them.

“Jace cleared his throat
and tried to keep the smile from his lips. “Not my
blood.”

The girl jolted as if she was about to
gag. She turned her head to the side and spit out
repeatedly.

Jace chuckled then tried
to remove the smile that finally made its way to his face. He wiped
his hand on his jacket. “I appreciate the offer but I already have
my company tonight.” He slipped his arm around Ariya’s waist and
pulled her close. “I’m looking for someone.”

The girl flashed a look of disgust at
Ariya before rolling her eyes to turn back to Jace. She quickly
wiped her mouth.

Ariya raised her hand, ready to zap
the girl but was caught in a flash by Jace’s quick movement. He
gripped her wrist and gently placed it at her side as a nervous
chuckle left his lips.

“I see,” the girl said
with bitter dripping from her lips. “Well, girl or guy?”

“Excuse me?”

“Is it a girl or guy you
are looking for?”

“Guy. And it’s rather
urgent.”

“Well, I hope you find
him,” the other finally spoke up. If you need any extra help we can
give you two for the price of one for that drink. If I’m not
mistaken, you like variety and we’re two different blood
types.”

Ariya raised her eyebrow and struggled
underneath Jace’s steel grip.

He flashed them another pearly smile,
this time revealing his extracted fangs. He didn’t stop to see them
react as he pulled Ariya past the two vampire groupies and toward
the blood red curtain sitting in place of a front door. “Thank you,
ladies. We’re good.”

Just as quick as they laid on the
charm, it disappeared once they gave Ariya one last look. If only
she could shoot lasers from her eyes.

The dark haired one scoffed as she
flipped her hair once again. “Suit yourself.”

Jace froze at the door and turned to
face them. “Perhaps you can tell me if he’s here tonight. He may be
a regular.”

The lighter haired one folded her
arms. “I know everyone here. It’s a pretty exclusive club but you
probably knew that already. Only ‘others’ are allowed along with
their suppliers.”

“Suppliers,” Jace
whispered partly to himself. He looked at Ariya with a raised
eyebrow. It was the same word the men who attacked them had called
her. Was this a club for Nightwalkers? Or immortals in
general?

“All Nightwalkers and
night lovers are welcome here,” the girl said as if reading Ariya’s
mind. “Aaron wouldn’t have it any other way.”

“Aaron. Aaron
Daal?”

“The very one. Is that who
you were looking for?”

Jace nodded. “Yes, we go way
back.”

“Can you tell me about it
sometime?”

Jace turned to Ariya and gave her a
little smile before turning back to the girl. “If you tell me where
we can find him.”

“Where he always is. Right
in the VIP section in the back.”

“Thanks.” He ushered Ariya
through the curtain with his hand on her lower back. He followed
behind her into the long stretch of dark hallway illuminated by dim
purple lights.

“Wait! I didn’t get your
name!” The girl must’ve poked her head through the curtain because
her voice seemed clearer.

Jace waved her off over his shoulder
and continued toward the main area.

“I almost thought you’d
fall for that,” Ariya mumbled.

“Fall for what?”

“You didn’t notice those two staring you down? I thought they were
going to jump you right there.”

“Hardly. I imagine some
are rather turned on by the undead.”

Ariya raised an eyebrow.
“Seriously?”

He leaned down and gently caressed her
ear with his lips. His breath was hot against her skin while his
hand moved down her back. “You, my dear, are no exception I
see.”

Ariya scoffed. “Not even the same
thing.”

“You’ll have to tell me
the difference sometime.”

As they walked through the dark
hallway leading to the main hall, Ariya shook her head. Of course
he had noticed. During his time, women like that probably threw
themselves at him on a daily basis especially before he became a
Nightwalker. There was something otherworldly about Jace the moment
she laid eyes on him. Sure he was physically handsome on his own
but something else illuminated from him in his nature. It was
ethereal and coupled with the confidence at being comfortable with
who he was, she knew exactly why women were immediately drawn to
him.

“Of course that was then
and times have changed,” Jace said over the music. He slipped his
arm around her shoulders, resting his hand under her dark curls.
“Now is a whole other story and world.”

“That’ll never get old
with you, will it?”

“What?”

“The mind
reading.”

He laughed and shook his head. “Not
with you, baby.”

Ariya followed him to the open floor
where various dancers took up the main floor. Thin strobe lights of
pink, purple, and blue broke into the darkness grazing the bodies
of men and women clutching each other in upscale dresses and suits
as they gyrated to the beat. The outer areas surrounding the dance
floor were sectioned off to booths filled with lounge chairs, soft
loveseats and tables with crisp white tablecloth. Upstairs was a
balcony lined with black opaque glass that connected to the stairs
where a main in a white suit stood guard.

“Looks like that’s our
destination.”

Ariya followed him along the crowd
past the moving bodies. In one booth she spotted a few men and
women behind a black curtain. Soft moans escaped the female. She
was mortal. Her body belonged to the Nightwalkers that fed on her
neck and other various parts of her. A few more booths housed other
occupants doing the same while others shared glasses filled dark
liquid. From the smell of it, Ariya was sure it was
blood.

Jace stopped at the man in a white
suit guarding the stairs. A flash of recognition crossed his face
before he grinned widely.

“No way. Jace! I thought
that was you.” He pulled him in for a hug and patted his back. “The
houses have been up in arms, I’m sure.”

“Tem, good to see you. You
remember Ariya?”

She stepped to the side into his view
and smiled at the tall Maori man. His deep New Zealand accent was
music to her ears.

Tem returned the smile and gave a
small nod. “Good to see you again, Ariya. Hey, you two need to get
in touch with Julian.”

“I know there’s a lot
going on. I need to see Aaron first.”

Tem looked down, noting the blood in
his hand. “Everything All right, man?”

“Small tussle with some
guys I suspect to be mortals.”

Tem’s smile faded. “Hunters. They—They
got you?”

Jace nodded. “Yes. You know about
them, hmm?”

“Unfortunately. Look, I
think you better talk to Julian soon about it. A lot has happened
since you left weeks ago.”

“I’m beginning to notice,”
Jace muttered. The first time he crossed over into Ariya’s realm it
felt like so many days passed by in their blissful state. They
didn’t have a care in the world and he figured it was just the
state of his mind. Ariya told him that a months in the Aziza realm
equaled mere weeks in the mortal realm. He didn’t know how she kept
up with the time changes because it made his head spin just
thinking about it.

“Good to see you again,
man,” Jace said. “Take care.”

They exchanged goodbyes and Jace
headed up to the balcony level. The black glass doors opened to
reveal a large room with thick cushioned chairs, a bar area and an
open dance floor. A small group crowded toward the back where a
cluster of women attended to a man sitting in a chair. One woman
kneeled before him giving his feet a massage while the other
giggling women leaned in front of him, blocking his
view.

Jace cleared his throat and caught
their attention.

The man peeked out from the group. His
face lit up right away when he saw them. “Jace? Is that
you?”

“Good to see you again,
Aaron.”

Aaron laughed loudly before turning to
the women. “Hey, can you ladies give us a moment here?”

The woman filed out toward the door as
Aaron left to bid them goodbye one by one.

The tall charismatic Nightwalker
wasn’t anything like Ariya imagined from Jace’s description. He
wore a sleek dark coal designer suit with an unbuttoned shirt over
his well muscled form. His unconventionally handsome face lit up
with an upward curve of his lips which always seemed to be in a
smile. Dark smoldering eyes brightened and were every bit the
description women would usually use as “sexy”.

Once the women were gone, Aaron
focused on Jace and Ariya once again. “Jace, always good to see you
and your lady friend. Please come.”

He led them to a door in the opposite
side of the room.

“Quiet, bookish and keeps
to himself, huh?” Ariya said in a whisper.

Jace shrugged. “Could have fooled
me,”

They followed Aaron into the darkened
room which illuminated with a bright blue glow. He flipped the
light switch on and ushered them inside.

“Can I offer you a drink
or something, Ariya?”

“No thanks, I’m good.” She
focused her attention on the cozy deep brown décor around the room
which appeared like an old style study. Then her gaze fell ahead on
the largest aquarium she had ever seen in her life. But this one
didn’t house fish within the water. Inside the massive blue
ethereally lit water, two women swam around. Their long flowing
hair floated behind them: a fair skinned woman with dark ebony
black hair and a dark skinned woman with fair golden hair. Instead
of legs they had shimmery tails and gills like that of a fish. They
floated all around the water watching them with intense
interest.

Aaron slipped off his jacket as he
went to his office chair and threw it over the back. “What are you
doing here, Jace?” He asked buttoning up his shirt again. “Not a
good time for kickin’ back with the house heading west and
all.”

“We took a break on the
way there.” Jace eyed the open area on the desk devoid of papers
and usual office knick knacks. He turned around and sat down on the
edge. “Bad time to come back, huh?”

“Things are just fine
here. I have no idea how the house is doing but I know Julian must
be going out of his mind to find you.”

“You haven’t been in
contact with them?”

Aaron shrugged. “I stopped keeping up
with all those rules and stuff a while ago. I saw no reason to hide
since mortals knew about us.”

“So
they have realized our existence?”

Aaron stuffed his
hands in his pockets as he laughed. “Oh boy. You
have been away awhile,
haven’t you? Look around, my friend. If they don’t fear us, they
worship us. I can charge whatever I want, put a sign up outside the
door that says ‘bloodsuckers galore’ and they come running, begging
to be bitten or, better yet, turned. Who knew mortals would act
like this? We hid all that time for nothing! Look at their
entertainment. They’re practically begging to be one of us. They
see us as some sort of gods or something. It’s
wonderful!”

“Are they…real?” Ariya ran
her hand along the tank glass and smiled as the woman inside placed
her palm in front of Ariya’s hand.

“Oh yeah.” Aaron walked
over to her. The fair haired woman poked her head out of the water
and leaned on the edge. Her long gold tinted hair covered her round
dark breasts and Ariya found herself wrapping her own hands around
her body self-consciously.

Aaron walked over to her and gently
kissed the woman, massaging his lips against hers. He moaned
softly.

Ariya turned to Jace who merely rolled
his eyes. Her sentiments exactly. Finally, after what seemed like a
lifetime, Aaron broke the kiss. The woman brushed her finger
against the tip of his nose and once again submerged underwater.
“As real as mermaids can be.”

“Why do you keep them?”
Ariya asked.

He focused his attention on her and
smiled as he leaned in toward her, brushing his hand against the
side of her face. “I like admiring beautiful things.”

“Tell me, Aaron,” Jace
started as he picked up a small crystal glass paperweight from
Aaron’s desk. He held it up and admired the object, suddenly
intensely interested in the intricate creation of each part of the
design. “Do you value your hands?”
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