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Author’s Note

 


A warm welcome to those readers who are new
to the Estilorians! Please note that the Firstborn trilogy serves
as a follow-up to the Daughters of Saraqael trilogy. For an
overview intended to bring new readers up to speed or refresh the
memories of those who have already enjoyed the Daughters of
Saraqael trilogy, please read the following Glossary. Happy
reading!

 



 


 


 Glossary

 


Estilorians (Things You Need to Know)

 


Daughters of Saraqael – Amber, Olivia,
and Skye, triplets born to the Corgloresti, Saraqael, and their
human mother, Kate, as a result of a ritual outlined in a powerful
scroll. They’re the first and only half-human Estilorians, which
allows them to carry children…something full Estilorian females
can’t do. Amber is avowed to the Gloresti elder, Gabriel; Olivia is
avowed to the Gloresti, James, and Skye is avowed to the Gloresti,
Caleb.

Estilorian – A being that physically
resembles a human, appearing no older than 40 human years old (most
look like humans in their late teens or early twenties).
Estilorians can fly, and have specific powers based on their class.
They can live forever without aging if they’re not mortally
wounded. Their eyes, wings and markings—if they have any—are always
the same color, and identify their class.

Estilorian Plane – About two millennia
ago, the nine Estilorian elders created a separate plane of
existence to remove themselves from humanity, making their kind the
objects of human myths and legends. All Estilorians live on this
plane, and humans cannot travel to it. Estilorian society hasn’t
evolved like human society, and doesn’t have such modern inventions
as electricity, vehicles or modern weaponry.

 


Estilorian Classes (Alphabetically)

 


Corgloresti – Soul Harvesters –
Identified by their silver eyes, wings and markings, these
Estilorians travel between the planes of existence to facilitate
the transfer of dying human souls to the Estilorian plane via The
Embrace…the only method full Estilorians have to reproduce.

Elphresti – Lords of Wisdom –
These Estilorians, identified by their black eyes, wings and
markings, maintain the highest levels of authority among their
kind. In human terms, they would be considered judges or beings in
similar positions of authority.

Gloresti – Defenders – Gloresti
bond with Corgloresti who are on the human plane to protect the
Corgloresti. Gloresti are highly trained to defend and are
identified by midnight blue eyes, wings and markings. Aside from
the Corgloresti, the Gloresti is the only class that can travel to
the human plane, but only in emergencies.

Kynzesti – Elementals – Having
half-human mothers, the Kynzesti are identified by deep blue-green
eyes, wings and markings. Unlike other classes, they are only
created through biological childbirth. The youngest of all
Estilorian classes, the extent of their powers and abilities is
largely unknown.

Lekwuesti – Hospitality
Ambassadors – The Lekwuesti are identified by lavender eyes,
wings and markings. Their primary focus is assisting their fellow
Estilorians. They form exclusive pairings with other Estilorians to
provide them items of “creature comfort,” such as food, clothing,
accessories, furniture, etc. All other Estilorians rely heavily on
this class.

Mercesti – The Dark Ones – Once
lauded for their skills in strategy and innovation, this class is
identified by red eyes, wings and markings. The nature of the
Mercesti changed dramatically when Grolkinei assumed power by
killing the class elder, Volarius, out of hatred and rage.
Estilorians now convert into Mercesti if they kill or intend to
kill another Estilorian for any reason other than defense. Because
they are formed largely of beings that used to belong to other
Estilorian classes, some Mercesti maintain remnants of their former
skills and abilities.

Orculesti – Advisors –
Identified by dark green eyes, wings and markings, the Orculesti
function as advisors regarding humankind. They work with paired
Corgloresti and Gloresti to provide a mental connection between
them when they are separated by the planes of existence. This class
can read the thoughts of other Estilorians who aren’t strong enough
or trained enough to prevent it, and use their mental powers to
suppress the thoughts and abilities of others.

Scultresti – Creators – The
Scultresti are identified by brown eyes, wings and markings. This
talented class creates all forms, including those that Corgloresti
assume on the human plane when they transition there. They also
create new Estilorian forms for human souls to inhabit when they
are Embraced by Corgloresti, and are responsible for producing new
animal and wildlife on the Estilorian plane.

Waresti – Warriors/Lords of the
Flame – Identified by burnt orange eyes, wings and markings,
the Waresti are dedicated to the overall protection of Estilorians
from the Mercesti and other dangers. The most physically strong of
all Estilorians, these warriors are markedly muscular and highly
skilled with weapons and all forms of attack.

Wymzesti – Intuits – Incredibly
charismatic, the Wymzesti have deep purple eyes, wings and
markings. With the ability to read body language and intuit actions
based upon past behavior, this class can predict events before they
happen. Like the Orculesti, this class has the ability to
manipulate thoughts and decision-making of those who aren’t strong
enough to resist them.

 


Kynzesti Family Tree

 


Parents: Amber and Gabriel

Children (in order of birth): Clara
Kate, Joshua, Zara, Corliss, Riley, Kiera

 


Parents: Olivia and James

Children (in order of birth): Sophia,
Keane, Leigh, Elle, Will, Paige

 


Parents: Skye and Caleb

Children (in order of birth): Tate and
Tiege (twins), Nicholas, Abigail and Adam (twins), Grace, Quaid,
Emma

 


Terms

 


adelfi – A term of respect
applied to Olivia and Skye, the sisters-in-law of the Gloresti
elder, Gabriel.

adelfos – A term of
respect applied to James and Caleb, the brothers-in-law of the
Gloresti elder, Gabriel.

archigos – A term of
respect reserved only for the class elders.

Avowed – The strongest connection two
beings can have. An avowed pairing is made when two beings exchange
heartfelt vows of love. It results in shared thoughts and feelings
and can never be undone.

Central – The primary area where most
Estilorians live, similar to a capitol city. Floating above the
ocean and surrounded by heavy enchantments, Central is inaccessible
to Mercesti. Also called home base.

Elder – The oldest and most powerful
member of an Estilorian class; an elder must have inherent
abilities that blend cohesively with the other elders.

Kragen – A beast that crossed over to
the Estilorian plane when it was formed; humans called these
creatures “dragons.”

kyria – A term of respect
applied to Amber, the wife of the Gloresti elder, Gabriel.

Mainland – All of the area outside of
Central/home base. This area is not protected like Central, and as
such is sparsely populated by Estilorians other than the
Mercesti.

Markings – Estilorians develop
markings on their skin, similar to tattoos, when significant events
occur. For example, Gloresti develop a midnight blue marking when
they pair with a Corgloresti, and the Corgloresti receives an
identical silver marking. Also, Estilorians may have markings
around their eyes, indicating they have a second ability.

 



Prologue

 


Donald, lieutenant of the Waresti, heard the
moan first. He wasn’t as knowledgeable about emotions as his two
commanders and class elder, archigos Uriel, yet even he
recognized the suffering conveyed by that sound.

He and a patrol of twenty Waresti were
conducting a sweep of some caves within an ocean-side cliff,
intending to rout out any Mercesti residing in them. A Corgloresti
transition point was located not too far away. Thus, Donald needed
to secure a mile-wide perimeter, clearing it of the Dark Ones. No
sense risking the Mercesti finding a Corgloresti’s vulnerable form
and attempting to destroy it, after all.

Glancing at Isaiah, the Waresti in the group
with the keenest hearing, Donald used hand signals to
communicate.

Did you catch the origin of that noise?

Yes, sir. North tunnel.

Donald nodded. Signaling that the warriors
all move in silence, he took the lead and treaded carefully into
the tunnel, his sword drawn. Although the moan sounded feminine,
Mercesti weren’t above using trickery to try and lead others into a
trap.

The tunnels were dark. Donald didn’t conjure
a light, not wanting to alert anyone to their presence. Mercesti
could see in the dark, giving them an advantage in this
environment. Waresti, however, had also developed good night vision
over the centuries. Donald progressed with quiet confidence through
the inky tunnel.

He heard another muffled groan and the
sliding of a body along a gritty surface. When he rounded the next
bend, he spied a huddled form on the ground. All he could make out
was a glimpse of white skin and a long length of dark hair.

Fan out. Check the tunnels, he
communicated to his warriors. He wasn’t about to risk being taken
unawares by skulking Mercesti.

When they moved to obey the order, Donald
focused again on the small being crouched before him. He realized
that his initial impression of a female had been correct. From what
he could determine, she was unclothed and shaking violently.

Even these observations didn’t prompt him to
lower his defenses. He decided to introduce himself, hoping to put
the female at ease.

“I am—”

She screeched as though he had sliced off one
of her limbs. Her hair covering her face like a dark web, she flung
her arms out as though warding him off and scrambled to press
herself against the closest cave wall.

He tried to explain that he and his warriors
meant her no harm, but her screaming drowned him out. The horrible
sounds careened crazily off the rock.

“We will not harm you, female,” he declared
in a loud voice.

By then, most of his soldiers had returned,
giving the all-clear. They also stared at the demented being on the
floor as though unsure what to make of her.

“I am Donald, lieutenant of the Waresti,” he
continued. “We will help you if you have been injured or require
assistance.”

Her next wail wasn’t quite as piercing. He
took that as a positive sign. Over the next several minutes, he
spoke to her in a calm voice, explaining that they would take her
to Central and that someone there would ensure she was well tended.
Eventually, the screaming stopped.

“Would you be more comfortable in clothing?”
he asked.

Slowly, the female lifted herself, causing
her hair to fall away from her face. Donald saw that much of her
head, neck and upper body were caked in dried blood and dirt. A
noticeable stench clung to her and it wafted closer to them when
she moved. Bruising along her sides indicated that her ribs had
been broken. He wondered if she fell down the cliff and crawled
into the cave for shelter. Whatever had happened, her form had been
severely mistreated. It seemed a miracle she survived.

But that wasn’t what had Donald’s normally
impassive face falling into stunned lines. He lowered his sword and
noticed his warriors doing the same with their weapons. They
exchanged looks of bafflement.

The female on the ground was Kanika, the
leader of the Mercesti.

 



Part I:

SHIFT

Shift [v. shift]: To put something
aside and replace it by another or others; change or exchange:
to shift friends; to shift ideas.

 



Chapter 1

 


In the form of the panther, Sophia stalked
her target. The forest provided many shaded and grassy nooks, and
Domino was an admirable opponent. The three-year-old panther could
remain still for hours. His spotted fur also gave him excellent
camouflage, so Sophia used her heightened sense of smell to find
him.

When she got within springing distance, she
lowered into a crouch, her back legs digging into the ground for
better purchase. Then she pounced.

Domino sensed her the moment she left the
ground. He shifted to accept her weight as she tackled him. Her
paws wrapped around his torso. Then she opened her powerful jaw and
went for the soft part of his neck.

He quickly flipped their positions, using his
greater strength to dump her onto her back. Her feline instincts
had her wrenching herself to right her center of gravity. This
resulted in them taking a long, tangled tumble down the side of a
grassy hill.

At the base of the hill rested several of
Domino’s siblings. They watched for only a moment before leaping
into the fray.

“Sophia!”

She froze, her ear caught between Domino’s
teeth. Rolling her eyes in the direction of her mother’s voice, she
tried to ignore the heavy weight of Domino’s haunches where they
rested on her right side. The panthers around her also grew still,
hearing the maternal censuring tone and paying it heed.

Busted, Sophia thought.

She rolled out from under Domino and rose
gracefully onto all four paws. Her mother stopped at the edge of
the walkway leading from their home into the surrounding forest.
The rose-colored sundress she wore swelled over her very pregnant
belly and stopped just short of her bare feet. Her long, curling
brown hair, worn with just a few loose daises tucked into it, gave
her the look of a woodland goddess from the human fairytales she
used to read Sophia as a child. Her lime green eyes held a warning
that her curving lips belied.

Knowing she would get a lecture, Sophia
padded closer. When she spotted Quincy watching in the distance,
sunlight gleaming on his wavy blond hair and the many silver
markings tattooing his muscular arms, she wanted to sink into the
earth. Thank goodness panthers didn’t blush, she mused, ignoring
the racing of her heart that she considered normal when Quincy was
involved.

She obligingly sat near her mother’s feet and
looked up. The light green and dark blue leaves decorating the
outside of her mom’s eyes gave her beautiful face a gentle
appearance, but Sophia was only too aware of the fierceness of
which her mother was capable.

Fortunately, her mother was a sucker for
animals.

Even as her mom opened her mouth to speak,
Sophia leaned forward and nudged her hand with her muzzle, urging
it to the top of her head. She paired the nudge with a blink of her
wide, panther eyes. As she intended, she succeeded in distracting
her mother, who lowered herself to her knees and rubbed Sophia’s
head.

“Don’t think this gets you out of a tongue
lashing,” her mother said in her soft, pleasing voice. “You ditched
your training session again.”

Figuring it couldn’t hurt, Sophia licked her
mom’s cheek. That provoked a laugh.

“Look, sweetie…”

Sophia huffed, knowing what was coming.

“I know you prefer to spend your time in your
laboratory or here with the panthers,” her mother continued, “but
weapons training is so important. Not so long ago, you saw just how
important.”

She referred to the recent experience that
shook their usually uneventful lives. About two months before,
Sophia’s cousin Tate snuck away from the protected area
encompassing their homes and ended up getting snatched by the
kragen, Nyx. It took almost two weeks—and a battle against some
truly scary Mercesti—to get her back.

Sophia had been among those who left in
search of Tate. She didn’t think it would help matters to point out
that she fared just fine without a weapon of any kind. Her mother
probably wouldn’t take kindly to the reminder of the danger she’d
been in, regardless of the outcome.

“I know that there will be things that happen
outside of our control,” her mother said. “Tate didn’t plan to get
herself stranded so far from home, but she was able to rely on the
skills we taught her to survive. I want you to be able to do the
same, and that includes having the ability to wield weapons
effectively to defend yourself and others.”

Sophia huffed again. In her mind, there was
more than one way to defend against threats. Weapons were the most
archaic way and of no interest to her. She felt that she could
solve any number of issues through the equipment in her lab much
better than could be resolved on a battlefield.

In point of fact, she was working on
developing a serum to combat the effects of Nyx’s toxin, a serum
that could be administered to anyone who would be around the kragen
on a regular basis. Now that Nyx was a seemingly permanent resident
in the area, Sophia worried about one of her younger siblings or
cousins—all of whom loved to play with the large
creature—accidentally coming into contact with her paralyzing
toxin.

Unfortunately, she recently realized that she
wasn’t progressing much with her efforts. She decided that she
needed more information from Nyx’s Estilorian friend, Zachariah.
The enigmatic Mercesti male had developed an antitoxin that could
be administered after the toxin had been introduced. Sophia hoped
to extend his efforts to develop something more proactive. In
effect, a vaccine.

“I’ll never get a moment’s rest if I don’t
think you can protect yourself if anything ever happens to you,”
her mom said.

Guilt rushed through Sophia at the words. She
could only imagine how much stress she had put her parents through
during her absence while rescuing Tate. Hanging her head, she gave
her mom an apologetic look.

Her mother shook her head in response. “Just
don’t forget again, okay?”

Sophia nodded, causing her mother’s hand to
lift up and down.

“Now, since it’s surprisingly warm today
considering autumn has arrived, those of your cousins who
did participate in today’s training are going to head over
to the waterfall for a swim. Why don’t you go get changed and join
them? It’s probably the last swim you’ll have until late
spring.”

The idea of a swim with her family sounded
enjoyable, and it might give her a chance to chat with Zachariah
about the antitoxin. She nodded again.

Her mother got awkwardly to her feet and
winced as she stretched, rubbing her belly with one hand as she
pressed against her lower back with the other. “Phew. I’m ready for
this baby to arrive. My back is killing me.”

Sophia debated shifting back so she could
help her mother, even though she’d be naked when she did. Then her
mom smiled and caught her gaze.

“I’ll be fine, sweetie. You can wait to shift
until you get to your room. Besides, Quincy is still watching.”

Despite her concerns about her mother, that
gentle reminder was enough to have Sophia dashing in her panther
form into the house. Being seen naked by Quincy was the very last
thing she needed.

 


Quincy started down the hill as soon as
Sophia loped away. He had seen Olivia’s grimace when she stood up
after speaking with her daughter. As both a friend and the
Estilorian who served as the obstetrician for Olivia and her
sisters, Amber and Skye, he was concerned by her obvious
discomfort.

“Do you need any assistance, Olivia?” he
asked.

He stopped a couple of feet from her,
studying her for physiological indicators of how she felt. He knew
that these last days before the projected due date were
particularly wearying on the expectant mother. Her energy and
abilities weakened as she prepared for the birth. It was one of the
reasons that Olivia and her sisters had remained behind when their
firstborn children recently ventured away from the protected
homeland.

Her pupils and breathing were normal now, he
was pleased to note.

“I sure do,” she answered with a grin. “Can
you get Sophia to quit skipping out on her training sessions?"

His lips twitched. “Are you sure you don’t
have something less challenging for me? Maybe a previously unknown
pain, or a dire threat to your person I could possibly avert?”

“I can hear you,” Sophia called out.

The irritation in her voice had Quincy
grimacing. “Sorry,” he said loudly toward the open door of the
house. Then, more quietly, he said, “Oops.”

Olivia smiled and waved it off. “Sophia
deserves the knock. She’s terrible about participating in the
training sessions and she knows it.” Her voice rose in volume when
she added, “I’ll never let her leave home again if she doesn’t
start taking this more seriously.”

“Yeah, yeah…I get it,” Sophia replied in a
grumble.

Quincy shook his head. “Well, let me know if
you experience any signs of the baby’s impending arrival, okay? If
you’d be more comfortable with me sticking around here instead of
joining the others at the waterfall, I’d be happy to.”

“You’re very sweet, Quincy. Thanks.” She once
again ran a hand over her belly. “But I think we’re still okay for
now.”

“All right. Then I’ll go wait for Sophia and
the others near the training paddock. You know how to find me if
you need me.”

“Absolutely.” Olivia smiled and turned to
walk back into the house. “And if you happen to give Sophia another
lecture on the importance of learning to defend herself in hopes it
might penetrate her hard head, I wouldn’t mind a bit.”

“Sure thing,” he said.

As he walked toward the training paddock, he
considered Olivia’s concern for Sophia’s well-being. It very
closely mirrored his own. He clearly remembered the challenges he
and Sophia faced together in their pursuit of Tate all those weeks
ago. Sophia had nearly been killed. The fear and anguish he’d
experienced while treating her injuries surely reflected what
Olivia would have felt in his place.

Why wouldn’t it? he mused now. After
all, they both loved her.

He supposed the biggest difference was that
Sophia didn’t have any idea how he felt about her. And he had yet
to figure out how to change that.

 



Chapter 2

 


When Quincy reached the training paddock
located geographically central to the homes occupied by Olivia,
Amber, Skye and their families, he spotted Zachariah. The large
Mercesti male was alone, leaning against one of the wooden fence
posts surrounding the paddock. Dressed in his usual ensemble of a
black tank, black pants and black boots, he looked like a
perfectly-honed human military soldier. Of course, Quincy knew
after spending a great deal of time among humans that Zachariah’s
wild-looking blond hair would never make the military cut. He stood
with his arms crossed over his chest, his sharp red eyes not
missing a thing.

When Quincy came to a stop and said, “Good
afternoon,” Zachariah nodded in return. It was as cordial a
greeting as the unemotional and ornery Mercesti ever issued.

It was hard to know how to relate to
Zachariah. Once the Gloresti second commander, he had been mentally
assaulted and forced to kill the Gloresti he supervised, causing
him to convert to a Mercesti. The experience sent him into
seclusion for more than fifty years. Only when he encountered Tate
and got involved in saving her life almost two months ago did he
decide to rejoin Estilorian society.

Despite the fact that Zachariah had paired
with Tate as her protector in a Gloresti-Corgloresti style pairing,
he wasn’t going out of his way to integrate himself into the family
dynamics that existed before his arrival. In fact, he did very
little at all to make others comfortable.

Still, Quincy knew that Zachariah was
dedicated to Tate’s safety. If nothing else, in light of his own
feelings for Sophia, this gave Quincy a sort of affinity with
him.

Even as that thought entered his mind, Quincy
spotted Tate emerging from her family’s home. She was hard to miss
with her mass of colorful curls. They spiraled in shades of brown,
light blue, deep blue-green and glittering dark blue all the way to
the middle of her back. She currently wore it down since they were
going swimming, rather than in its usual high ponytail bedecked
with colorful beads and feathers.

Unlike Sophia’s graceful stride, Tate bounced
when she walked. She also nearly always wore a smile, and her
dimple peeked at them now as she neared. Her enthusiasm and
positive energy were contagious. Quincy grinned back at her.

“Hiya, Quincy,” she said cheerfully. “Coming
swimming with us?”

“What the bloody hell are you wearing?”

The question came from Zachariah. Quincy
realized the Mercesti had moved away from the fence post and
uncrossed his arms. He glowered at Tate, not an unusual expression
for him.

“A bathing suit,” she said, glancing down at
herself and shrugging as if she didn’t understand the question.
“And sandals.”

Zachariah strode over to her and grabbed the
towel she wore over one shoulder. Tate’s swimsuit consisted of a
green halter-style top that stopped a few inches beneath her
breasts and a pair of striped, low-waisted boy shorts. When
Zachariah paused for a moment after removing the towel and gave
Tate’s curvy, well-toned form a longer study than was proper,
Quincy almost laughed. The other male was still unused to the human
wardrobe choices often worn by the Kynzesti and their half-human
mothers.

The sound of voices turned his attention as
others emerged from the nearby homes and headed toward the paddock.
Quincy spotted Tate’s twin brother, Tiege, and the Lekwuesti,
Ariana, cutting across the flower garden beside the twins’ home.
From the other direction came archigos Ini-herit, who was
staying with archigos Gabriel’s family for a while. His
presence right now surprised Quincy. The emotionless Corgloresti
elder wasn’t normally one who engaged in something like swimming
for entertainment.

When Quincy heard Clara Kate’s voice coming
from the direction of Sophia’s home and watched the two cousins
walk together out of the forest, he suddenly understood.

No one knew exactly what occurred when
Gabriel’s firstborn daughter transitioned to the human plane a few
months ago and spent time with Ini-herit while he was in his human
form. But it was clear there had been more to their relationship
than the Corgloresti elder now remembered. The fact that Ini-herit
hadn’t retained any of his human memories had definitely affected
Clara Kate’s behavior since their return.

Now, Quincy’s class elder watched C.K. as if
trying to analyze her. Quincy knew that Ini-herit’s lack of emotion
was particularly ingrained due to his millennia of existence. Yet
the elder seemed to be trying to move beyond it.

“You will not be going anywhere in
this—outfit,” Zachariah said, once again drawing Quincy’s
attention.

The Mercesti whipped the towel around Tate,
wrapping her upper body in the cloth. Then he put a hand on her
shoulder and began ushering her bodily toward her home.

“I’m going swimming, Sparky,” Tate argued,
trying to twist away from his grip. “We wear bathing suits to
swim.”

“You are practically naked. You should not be
walking around others like this.”

Tate rolled her eyes. “Since when have
Estilorians ever given much concern to modesty? By all that’s
holy—this is my family you’re talking about here. Well…and
Quincy. But he’s practically family, and he’s seen me naked lots of
times.”

Quincy’s eyebrows shot up. When Zachariah
flashed a lethal glare at him, he cleared his throat and held his
hands up in the universal sign of peace. “I’m their physician,” he
explained.

Turning his gaze back to Tate, Zachariah
shook his head. “The others are all wearing more fabric than this,”
he ground out, striding toward the house with Tate’s arm in his
grasp.

Their argumentative words were cut off when
Zachariah opened the door to her home, thrust her inside and then
followed her in, closing the door behind them. Quincy could only
imagine the words they exchanged. As he considered Tate a close
friend and loved her dearly, he inwardly winced over her
position.

“I don’t know why Tate puts up with him,”
Ariana said. “She’s a fully grown female. She can wear whatever she
wants.”

Quincy refrained from comment. Tiege reached
out and rubbed her shoulder, as did Sophia. Ariana had suffered a
great deal at the hands of the Mercesti class a couple of months
ago. She was still recovering. Zachariah hadn’t been one of those
who abused her, but Ariana wasn’t yet at a place where she could
separate him from his class. She gave him a wide berth and viewed
him in a notably harsh light.

“I just hope they finish this particular
argument soon,” Sophia said, adjusting her towel so it rested more
firmly on her shoulder.

Quincy took care not to stare at her too
long, though it was a hard thing. She wore a blue one-piece
swimsuit that flattered her petite and feminine form and
highlighted her deep blue-green eyes. Her long, straight blonde
hair was unbound, softening her appearance to a point that made his
chest ache.

“Me, too,” Clara Kate said. “I’m ready to
swim.”

She avoided standing near Ini-herit, Quincy
noticed, and she had yet to meet the elder’s gaze. It was very
unlike her usual forthright and confident demeanor, which concerned
Quincy.

“Here they come,” Tiege observed.

Everyone watched as Tate walked out of the
castle first, followed by Zachariah. She now wore some kind of robe
that ended mid-calf. Quincy choked back a laugh when Tate caught
his gaze and rolled her eyes again. Still, her smile was wide and
he knew she didn’t really mind the wardrobe update.

A few more Kynzesti who were old enough to do
so also made their way to the paddock, and then they all headed
into the forest. Quincy walked a few feet behind Sophia, not
wanting her to figure out that the only reason he was going was to
keep an eye on her. The waterfall and spring were within the
protected area of the homeland, but after what had happened to
Tate, he didn’t want to take any chances of Sophia coming to
harm.

As if she read his thoughts, Sophia glanced
over her shoulder. The sunlight glimmered on the deep blue-green
butterfly-wing markings around her enchanting eyes. His heart rate
sped up as he tried to think of something to say when she looked at
him. Nothing remotely appropriate came to mind. Panic started to
set in.

Then, much to his surprise, her gaze latched
onto Zachariah.

He watched with further bafflement as she
slowed her pace to walk beside the Mercesti. Zachariah’s expression
didn’t change when he glanced down at Sophia, whose head didn’t
even reach his shoulders. He did lift a questioning eyebrow,
though.

“I wanted to chat with you about the
antitoxin you created using your blood,” she said. “I’ve been
concerned about the possibility that Nyx could poison one of
us—accidentally,” she tacked on when his eyes narrowed. “What if we
create a form of vaccine so that we could all become immune? That
way, there won’t be that risk.”

Quincy blinked. There was a time when Sophia
would have come to him regarding one of her experiments. They had
spent hours together in her laboratory or in his medical lab. Of
course, it had been a number of years since the last time he felt
that he had enough self-control to be alone with her for very
long.

Zachariah was quiet for a moment, his gaze
considering. “With the right equipment,” he said at last, “it could
probably be done.”

Sophia smiled. The sight of it had Quincy’s
gut clenching. She used to smile at him that way.

“Great,” she said. “Would you be willing to
work with me on it? I’ll need to retrace what you did and see how
we can adapt it to be effective on full Estilorians and those of us
who are mixed with human DNA.”

“Ooo…sounds fun!” Tate said. “I love watching
Soph in action during her experiments.” She gave her cousin a
wink.

Zachariah shrugged. “I can work with you on
it.”

Quincy waited for Sophia to turn to him,
figuring she would surely ask him for his assistance, too. After
all, no one knew the properties of human, Estilorian and combined
DNA structures like he did.

But she didn’t. She thanked Zachariah and
then moved up to continue her conversation with Clara Kate. She
never even looked at Quincy, a fact that brutally pained him.

He couldn’t help but feel in that moment that
her heart would be forever beyond his reach.

 



Chapter 3

 


Why didn’t Quincy offer to help?

That thought ran through Sophia’s mind as
they walked back home from the waterfall. She had been thinking
about it since she talked with Zachariah about the vaccine. There
was no doubt that she’d need Quincy’s assistance, as well. She
didn’t have nearly the knowledge he did when it came to anatomy and
genetics.

Yet he hadn’t said a word. She’d lingered
like a dolt next to Zachariah, thinking Quincy would ask if she’d
like his help. She had even mentally rehearsed a blasé response
that she thought made her sound less than pathetic when she
accepted his help.

All for nothing.

It just reiterated to her how much they had
grown apart over the years. Ever since she had assumed her fully
grown form at the age of thirteen, Quincy had distanced himself
from her. Sophia reasoned that it was because she was so
odd-looking compared to the rest of the Kynzesti. Unlike her kin,
she was rather small and fair in coloring. While she hadn’t ever
thought of Quincy as superficial, his reaction when he returned
from a transition to the human plane and saw her in her mature form
for the first time definitely spoke volumes. He had barely been
able to look at her. Things between them hadn’t been the same
since.

She tried to convince herself she didn’t
care. Just because she had begun to think he might be getting past
his disgust over her appearance didn’t mean she was right. Sure, he
gave her that quick kiss a few weeks ago, but he was probably just
trying to distract her.

“What are the elders doing here?” Ariana
asked in a nervous voice as they reached the training paddock.

Glancing around and blinking to clear her
thoughts, Sophia spotted all of the class elders—aside from
Ini-herit—walking toward her Uncle Gabriel and Aunt Amber’s home.
That was quite odd.

She couldn’t help but remember the last time
the elders visited. Then, it had been to deliver the news about
members of the Mercesti class prowling the mainland in search of
what they would later discover was the Elder Scroll. It had also
resulted in Tate sneaking away and getting snagged by Nyx.

Ini-herit’s silver eyes flashed, indicating
he had received a thought from his fellow elders. “They have
something important to discuss,” he said. He looked at Clara Kate
and added, “They have asked you to come.”

“Okay,” she replied with a nod.

It must be difficult for her cousin to be
around Ini-herit, Sophia thought, in light of what obviously sat
unresolved between them. Yet, true to C.K.’s personality, she
pushed aside her own feelings to focus on the bigger picture.

“I’m sure it’s just a check-in,” Tiege said.
He watched Ariana with concern.

Sophia realized that Ariana, someone she had
come to consider a good friend over the past six weeks, was worried
that the elders would demand that she take them to recover the
remaining two pieces of the Elder Scroll. One of the rare full
Estilorians with a second power, Ariana could find anything.
Because of this, she was the only Estilorian on the plane who could
identify the location of the Elder Scroll pieces. Such an endeavor
would require her leaving the area of protection, something Sophia
knew her friend was not prepared to do.

“They wish to speak with all of you, as
well,” Ini-herit said, his gaze sweeping over Ariana, Tiege, Tate,
Zachariah, Quincy and Sophia.

Sophia’s eyes widened. She exchanged glances
with her cousins, taking care to avoid Quincy’s gaze. They all
started toward Uncle Gabriel and Aunt Amber’s home while their
younger cousins and siblings broke away from their group to return
home.

Why would they possibly need me?
Sophia wondered as they walked. She could understand Clara Kate
being invited to the table as the eldest Kynzesti. And if the
elders had, indeed, come to discuss retrieving the two remaining
pieces of the Elder Scroll, it also made sense that they wanted
Ariana there. The rest of them, however, didn’t seem necessary for
such a meeting.

Aunt Amber’s paired Lekwuesti, Blue, stood
inside the front door of the castle where her aunt and uncle made
their home. Her aunts, as well as her mother, had invited their
paired Lekwuesti to come to the mainland to live with them in their
homes if they wanted to, rather than remain at Central. Each of the
Lekwuesti had gratefully agreed to do so.

“Please feel free to change before meeting
with everyone on the back terrace,” Blue said as they entered. “I
placed dry clothing for each of you in the guest rooms.”

“Thanks, Blue,” Tate said with a wink. “I
hope you picked something appropriate for me.”

The large Lekwuesti grinned. “I know you,
don’t I?” Then his smile faded. “I suspect they’d like y’all out
there sooner than later, so go on up now.”

Sophia trailed after Tate and Clara Kate to
the rooms upstairs. C.K. walked with purposeful strides to her
bedroom while Tate and Sophia went to the room beside hers. They
shared it whenever they stayed the night.

“What do you suppose this is all about?” Tate
asked as she closed the door and began disrobing.

“I have no idea,” Sophia said. She walked
over to the bed she usually used and found a russet-colored
sundress waiting for her, complete with undergarments. “I can’t
imagine why they’d need to meet with all of us.”

“It’s weird. I’m kind of nervous,
actually.”

Sophia nodded in agreement. Tate hung her
damp swimsuit over the footboard of her bed and used her towel to
finish drying off. Sophia did the same. She didn’t have any qualms
about her nakedness around her cousin, though she couldn’t deny the
flash of envy she experienced over her larger cousin’s much curvier
build…especially when she reached for her own two-cup-sizes-smaller
bra.

Sighing, she finished dressing and joined
Tate in exiting the room. Her cousin had also been provided a
sundress, Sophia realized. Unlike hers, however, Tate’s shimmering,
full-skirted sundress stopped above her knees, revealing the
amazing legs she had inherited from her mother.

When they stepped out into the hallway,
Sophia noticed that Zachariah glanced over from where he leaned
against the wall and focused immediately on Tate’s legs. His gaze
lingered for a long moment and then moved up…slowly. His expression
was hard to read, but Sophia thought he looked irritated.

“The Lekwuesti picked that for you to wear?”
he asked.

“Yes,” Tate said, sticking out one of her
legs and displaying the red strappy sandal that coordinated
perfectly with the dress. “Do you like it?”

“I do not,” he said in a tight voice. “We
need to discuss your wardrobe choices.”

“Again? Look, Sparky, we need to go and meet
with the elders—”

He moved away from the wall and took Tate’s
elbow. “They can wait a minute longer.”

They disappeared into the available bedroom
just as Clara Kate stepped out of hers. Her navy blue sundress was
tailored more like Sophia’s. The thin straps displayed her cousin’s
impeccably toned shoulders and biceps in a very flattering way. Her
dark brown hair framed her face and fell around her shoulders in
such beautiful, natural waves that they could have been painted
with a brush. Sophia smoothed her stick-straight hair and tried to
stop comparing herself to every other female around her, but it was
surprisingly difficult.

And when Quincy rounded the corner and caught
her eye, then looked away after only a brief glance, she knew
why.

“Where are Tate and Zachariah?” he asked.
“Tiege and Ariana are already downstairs.”

“They’re—” C.K. began.

“Here,” Zachariah interrupted, opening the
bedroom door. He strode out, followed by Tate. His face was an
expressionless mask.

Sophia fell into step beside Tate as the
males and Clara Kate took the lead. Her younger cousin grinned like
a simpleton. She attempted to tuck some of her seriously
out-of-control curls behind her ear without much success. If
possible, her hair seemed even more mussed than it had a few
minutes ago.

“Why do you endure Zachariah’s lectures about
your wardrobe?” Sophia asked her in a low voice, no longer able to
stop herself. “Any time you wear something he finds objectionable,
he gets all over you about it.”

“Oh, yes,” she agreed. “He sure does.”

Even more perplexed, Sophia pressed, “Why
don’t you tell him to leave you alone?” That was what Tate normally
told anyone who criticized her unique fashion sense.

“Why would I want to do that?” Tate
asked.

Before Sophia could pursue the baffling
conversation, they reached the outdoor terrace. The double
wood-and-glass doors leading out to the terrace both stood open, so
they walked out and headed toward the seats around the veranda. The
seating was arranged in a circular formation to promote
conversation. Tables between some of the chairs contained glasses
of colorful juice.

As the sun lowered and a breeze kicked up off
the neighboring sea, the temperature cooled considerably.
Fortunately, the Lekwuesti elder, archigos Sebastian, had
the ability to generate a form of energy to surround the terrace
that kept it from getting too cold.

“That will be all, Blue, thank you,”
Sebastian said as they took their seats.

Sophia watched Blue bow and close the doors
as he stepped out. She selected a chair beside her father, who was
seated beside her mother. It was a large, cushioned seat, so she
tucked her legs up beneath her. Quincy sat beside her. She hated
that her pulse thrummed over his nearness, especially when her
attention should have been on more important things.

“How are you feeling, Olivia?” he asked,
leaning forward to see around Sophia.

Of course he sat where he did so he could
keep a close eye on her mother, Sophia thought, grinding her back
teeth in frustration.

“Like a beached whale, quite frankly,” her
mother replied. Her father reached over and took her hand, giving
it a squeeze.

Quincy smiled, the expression causing
Sophia’s heart to race yet again. She cursed herself and
deliberately ignored him. Looking around, she realized the only one
who hadn’t taken a seat was Zachariah. He stood a couple of feet
behind Tate’s seat, leaning against the railing encircling the
terrace. No one told him to sit, knowing he wouldn’t.

At last, Jabari spoke. “We have some news
that we felt best to impart upon all of you at once,” the Elphresti
elder said. “In light of what occurred a few weeks ago, it seemed
only right to include all of you in this and all future discussions
related to the Elder Scroll.”

Sophia sat straighter. So this was
about the Elder Scroll. She noticed Ariana stiffen. Tiege started
to reach for her, then stopped himself, appearing uncertain.

This time, it was the Waresti elder,
archigos Uriel, who spoke. “We have discovered that the
Mercesti leader, Kanika, is alive.”

Silence followed the announcement. Sophia
felt her lips part over the unexpected news. They had been told
that Kanika died at the hands of Eirik and Deimos, two of the
Mercesti males who had captured Ariana and Tate. She survived the
attack?

“That can’t be.”

Everyone looked at Ariana. Her words barely
qualified as a whisper, but they all heard her. Sophia noticed
Quincy tense as he gave Ariana a careful study. When Sophia also
looked at her friend, she realized how pale she had become. Her
lavender eyes moved across the terrace but didn’t seem to focus on
anyone or anything. Her breathing was erratic. The pulse in her
neck indicated an accelerated heart rate.

Quincy leaned forward in his chair. Sophia’s
concern mounted over his expression. “Ariana—” he began.

“It can’t be!” Ariana interrupted in a
near-scream. “I’ve seen what Deimos can do. I’ve felt what
he can do. You don’t know. None of you know!”

She surged to her feet. Quincy hurriedly
stood up, as well. Sophia soon realized why.

He was just in time to keep Ariana from
hitting the ground in a dead faint.

 



Chapter 4

 


“You have kept me waiting long enough,
Metis,” Eirik growled.

“I do understand your annoyance, Eirik, but
the delay was unavoidable. You knew this plan would involve some
patience on your part. It is not exactly straightforward.”

Eirik watched the Estilorian he knew as Metis
walk past him with a hand extended. She reached for the
unpredictable and savage Mercesti male, Deimos, who had traveled
with Eirik in his recent search for the Elder Scroll. Deimos
flashed sharp teeth as Metis ran her hand over his long, dark hair,
but he wasn’t threatening her. In fact, his expression was as close
to adoration as Eirik had ever seen.

He didn’t know much about their odd
relationship. He had stumbled across the pair when he was hunting
the Mercesti leader, Kanika, with the intent of killing her and
taking her place. Their fates had been intertwined ever since.

“I am sorry to leave you out here, my sweet
Deimos,” she murmured. “I promise I will send you a special treat
to feast on this evening.”

“Never mind him,” Eirik snapped. He might be
forced to endure the wild male’s presence as he pursued his goal of
assuming the powers of an elder, but he didn’t have to like it. “I
want to know your plan to draw out Ariana and the Kynzesti female
who can dissolve illusions.”

The two females were the essential keys to
finding what remained of the Elder Scroll. If it hadn’t been for
the two of them, Eirik wouldn’t even now possess the first scroll
piece. Metis knew this and had implemented a plan to get the
females outside of the area of enchantment that currently protected
them. Unfortunately, she had yet to reveal the specifics of her
plan to him.

“Tate,” she said.

“What?”

“The Kynzesti female you seek. Her name is
Tate.”

He didn’t ask how she knew. She currently had
access to far more information than he could ever hope to gain.
Knowing this made him want to slay her with his cursed krises right
where she stood. Instead, he clenched his fists and nodded.

“Good to know,” he managed to say past his
clenched jaw. “And your plan?”

“Is already in action,” she said. “You will
have to hold onto your patience for a while longer. As I collect
more information, I will share it with you.” She gathered her cloak
more closely to her body. “Now, if you will excuse me, I must
return before those with me become suspicious. They believe I am
resting.”

Fury lashed through him when he realized she
didn’t intend to tell him anything new. “I do not appreciate being
left out here awaiting your whim to visit with updates.”

“Well, we both know there is no avoiding
that, now, is there?” she said with a taunting lift of her
chin.

He reached out and grabbed her around her
slender throat, ignoring the animalistic response it provoked from
Deimos. He met her red gaze with his own, making sure she read him
clearly.

“You may be in a position of leverage right
now,” he said, squeezing to the point she gasped for breath. “But
never doubt what will happen should you cross me.

“Bring the females to me.”

 


Quincy tried not to look as surprised as he
felt when Sophia entered the bedroom he was using to treat Ariana.
His surprise intensified when he realized she was alone.

The bedroom, which seemed spacious a moment
ago, suddenly felt much too small. As Sophia stepped in and drifted
closer to the bed, her beautiful eyes focused on Ariana. They were
filled with concern. Her scent, which always reminded him of a
fragrant, moonlit night, floated up to him. He felt his thoughts
abandoning him.

Well, except the one where he wanted to grab
her and kiss the frown from her spectacular mouth.

“She just had quite the shock,” she said
softly, reaching down and picking up Ariana’s hand. “The poor
thing. She’s so cold.”

He knew that she and Ariana had become
friends over the past few weeks. The Lekwuesti female had been
rather distant with others following her ordeal, but she had opened
up with Sophia. Quincy figured that she perceived Sophia to be the
least intimidating of everyone due to her petite size and overall
unruffled demeanor. The irony of that misconception certainly
wasn’t lost to him.

Words flew through his head as he tried to
think of a response that didn’t involve him making a fool of
himself by rambling on about his feelings for her. He was saved
when Ariana’s eyelids fluttered open.
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