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The story so far…


Hi. My name’s Rhys Olberman, and I’m a tattoo artist from the Midwest. Until a month ago, I thought I was a pretty normal guy. I had an ex-wife who hated my guts, a bunch of debt and no clue that everything was about to change.

When Margot and Sariah showed up on my doorstep, I wanted to help them. They were gorgeous and smart and, after some serious coaxing, revealed that I wasn’t who I thought I was. I learned my father, Belial, had sent them to protect me from an ancient enemy and that my little chihuahua was actually Cerberus, the three-headed guardian of hell.

Ok, cool, cool. That’s all, right?

Nope.

Dad decided I needed some more help, and sent Aurora, the goddess of dawn, to keep an eye on me during the day. She was downright devious and so hot that I couldn’t stand it. When I introduced Aurora to Margot and Sariah, things didn’t go as planned, and Sariah came down with a devastating illness. In the meantime, a mysterious white fox started following me around and I had to fire my long-time employee, Mikey, who I discovered was stealing from me.

Did I mention that my ex-receptionist Katie was also turned into a vampire? No? Well, there’s that and when I let her feed off of me, she nearly tore me apart. Thank God Margot was there to save me, but she ultimately couldn’t save me from my father’s enemy.

Lesander was huge, pissed and ready to fight. The confrontation didn’t go well, and as I fell to my death, I wondered if that was the end.

Little did I know it was only the beginning.
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Rude awakening


I have to warn Belial.

…

..

.

My breath caught as I inhaled sharply, consciousness hitting me like a brick to the head.

“Rhysy, baby, can you hear me?”

A familiar and entirely unwelcome voice accosted my ears. I attempted to ignore it; unfortunately, my eyes didn’t get the memo and involuntarily sprang open. I inhaled sharply, the stark scent of sterility invading my nose as my breaths came hard and fast. There was intense, almost unbearable pressure on my chest, and my head pounded from the bright lights directly above me, shining onto my face as I squinted and rolled my head to escape what felt like a nightmare.

“Where am I?” I croaked. I was so goddamn thirsty. I needed water, but was more concerned about the person speaking to me. She should not be there, and something was horribly wrong.

I just couldn’t figure out what that was.

“You were in a motorcycle accident, baby.” I was trying to focus, but it was difficult to piece together my disparate thoughts and everything felt distant.

That voice. I know it.

“I called your parents as soon as the doctor told me they were pulling you out of the coma, they should be here by tomorrow.”

Who is she?

I heard footsteps in the background, then a series of beeps as a figure wrapped in shadow moved closer.

Why the hell is everything so blurry?

Wait. I’m alive?

I don’t think I should be alive.

My last recollection was…I couldn’t remember. Something about falling, but as soon as the memory registered, it flitted away. I was in the clearing by the river, the one I went to when I needed to get away. I had been there, but someone else was with me — someone who made me happy.

I smiled.

“Yes, I’m here, Rhysy.”

I frowned.

The woman’s voice sounded so familiar. The way she said my name like an accusation, my feelings of distrust and annoyance amplified with every word. I knew her, but she shouldn’t have been there.

I shouldn’t be here.

“He looks good. I’ll call the doctor,” the other female voice said, and my gaze followed her blurred outline as she moved away. My vision sharpened slowly, objects coming into focus as a few more figures entered the room and I heard another familiar voice. This time it was a man, someone I knew and felt affection for, but he didn’t belong there, either.

“Can you hear me?”

I turned my head in his direction and smiled. He was there to help me.

“Good,” he said, and I heard him scratch something on a piece of paper. The sound was louder than I expected, and I focused on it. When he spoke to me, it took me a few frantic seconds to process the question. “Do you know your name?”

“Rhys Olberman,” I croaked, my mouth barely able to form the words as exhaustion overwhelmed me. “I’m thirsty.”

“Get him some water,” the man directed. The woman sitting next to me moved, shifting the mattress, and a few seconds later, smooth plastic pressed against my lower lip. I waited patiently for the cup to tip, and when cool water hit my tongue, it was the most incredible feeling I’d ever experienced. I tried to swallow and choked, coughing and spitting the water onto my chest.

“Oh baby, it’s ok. You’re fine.”

I didn’t want to hear that I was fine. I wanted to know what the hell was going on.

Something was very, very wrong.

“What happened?” I turned my head toward the voice I trusted. He was still a blur, but his hair was dark and the shape of his face so familiar. “I can’t see anything.”

“You were in an accident,” he replied as he aimed a bright light directly into my eye — the action causing my head to thrum faster.

I thought back, tried to summon the faint memory, but couldn’t. I remembered falling. That was all. I was positive there hadn’t been a motorcycle accident — maybe there had. I wanted to remember, but my memories were distant and fragmented, and I felt like they couldn’t be trusted.

There was a man — a large man. He was chasing me, and then…

“I fell,” I mumbled, remembering the absolute terror of helplessly hurtling towards the ground.

“No, Mr Olberman. Your bike skidded and overturned, then you slid a few hundred feet and into a ditch. You were likely attempting to avoid some sort of collision, but it’s hard to know without a witness.”

There was a witness…

“Lemmy. Where’s Lemmy?” I asked, suddenly terrified.

“He died, baby,” the female voice said, and I felt like someone had punched me in the gut. A dark void opened up inside of me, and I wanted to scream. That tiny, scrappy dog was my best friend, the one who was always there for me, and the thought of going on without him was almost more than I could bear.

“Christ,” I mumbled, unable to hold back the anger that was building inside of me. I squeezed my eyes shut and leaned back into the pillows, trying to block it all out. I wanted to go back to sleep, to get back to the incredible dream I was having. It may not have been real, but it was better than this.

I was in hell.

That thought triggered another memory, and I opened my eyes again, staring at the blurry silhouette of the woman on the bed next to me, forcing myself to focus. Her familiar features sharpened, and I squinted, willing myself to recognize her. I knew who she was, but a voice in my head insisted that her presence was impossible.

“I’m amazed that he’s doing as well as he is,” the doctor said in his gravelly voice, no longer speaking to me. “I was hesitant to induce the coma, due to the severity of the concussion, but it clearly benefited him. It’s a good thing he was wearing a helmet. We get some guys in here who are unrecognizable after an accident like that.”

“How long will he have to stay?” the woman asked as they continued their conversation without me, like I wasn’t there. I tried to pay attention, but my thoughts kept drifting, and after a few more minutes of struggling to stay awake, I fell back into the comfortable darkness, relishing its embrace as I slept again.
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Continuity issues


I awoke suddenly, but knew exactly where I was. The first thought that entered my mind was how much my extended stay was going to cost, and panic set in.

I tried to get up, grasping at the sheets as I flailed around in the small bed. After a few attempts, I quit and instead glared in frustration at the beeping monitors surrounding me. My body refused to cooperate, and even though I knew who I was and where I was, I couldn’t remember how I ended up there.

You were in a motorcycle accident, dumbass.

Wait, no, that wasn’t right. I tried to gather my thoughts, but they were fractured and frantic, interspersed with snippets of people and places that I didn’t recognize. I took a deep breath to push away the hopelessness welling up inside of me when I heard a pair of footsteps enter the room.

“Oh good, you’re awake, baby. Your parents are coming later today.”

I immediately froze. My brain refused to function as Trina casually tossed her jacket and purse on a nearby chair. Her dark hair fell in waves over her shoulders, softening her conventionally pretty features and, for some inexplicable reason, my brain refused to process the fact that she was standing there in front of me.

“Is that a problem?” she asked, resting her hands on her hips as she stared at me, waiting for a response. I blinked slowly, unable to come up with a suitable reply. She wasn’t supposed to be there — we were divorced — at least I thought we were divorced. I couldn’t remember; maybe it was just an irrational fantasy.

“No, yeah, uh…no problem,” I coughed, desperately thirsty as my mind raced and I tried to figure out what was wrong with me. She was my wife, the woman who had vowed to be with me in sickness, which I clearly was, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was terribly, horribly wrong with her presence.

She was wearing a white turtleneck, one that I remembered her buying at the mall when she dragged me along on a shopping trip. She couldn’t decide between a white one or a red one, and in the end, she bought both, even though she really couldn’t afford them…well, I couldn’t afford them. Something about her was absolutely repulsive, and I couldn’t fathom why I was with a woman like her.

You can do better.

Really?

Yes, tell her to fuck off; you don’t need her. She wants to hurt you.

What?

As the random conversation raged inside my head, her dark eyes narrowed, and she looked concerned.

“Aren’t you excited to see them?”

I forced a smile as I weakly grabbed the plastic cup next to the bed and brought it to my lips, tilting it and relaxing slightly as the cool water filled my mouth and I gulped it down like I’d been in the desert for weeks, then clumsily refilled and repeated, spilling water everywhere. It bought me a few precious seconds to figure out how to respond.

“Yeah, that’s…great.” I tried to maintain a smile, but it hurt, so I gave up. I loved my parents, and I wanted to see them, but they weren’t my parents.

What? Where did that come from?

“They’ve been wanting to visit, but you know how much they hate driving after dark. I told them they could stay with us.” Trina perched on the bed next to me and took my hand in hers. She was so fucking hot, and I relaxed slightly, hoping that I was just feeling disoriented from the accident, that everything was fine and I’d get back to normal soon. She was there for me, I should’ve been thrilled, especially since the past few months had been so rough.

“Thanks,” I replied hesitantly. Trina hated my folks and had never let them stay with us. The feeling was extremely mutual, and I couldn’t believe they were actually communicating, even under the dire circumstances of my hospitalization. “I’m exhausted. I think I need to sleep.”

“Ok, baby,” she leaned down to kiss me, and I tried to reconcile the woman who was suddenly being so nice with the one who was lodged in my memory. They were like two completely different people. “I’ll run out to the store for a few hours; get some rest and I love you.”

The Trina I knew complained non-stop about how much she hated hospitals and would do anything to get out of visiting her sick friends. Hell, she even made up a bunch of sorry excuses to avoid visiting her mom when she was getting a hysterectomy.

This Trina seemed to actually care about me, and I wondered if the accident had somehow fixed the persistent problems we had been experiencing in our relationship. Maybe everything would change now and she’d become the partner I’d always wanted.

It was a lot to consider, but the nagging feeling that I was way off base just wouldn’t go away.

I leaned back, my head nestled in the pillow, and tried to remember something, anything, about the accident. The incident itself and the events immediately preceding it were like a black hole in my mind, but I knew that something important had happened, like everything had changed. The memories were like scenes from a movie that I’d seen twenty years ago and forgotten; only the impression remained, and I desperately wished I could get what was missing back.

I drifted off again, retreating into a series of jumbled dreams and waking when I heard footsteps approaching. It took me a few seconds to orient myself again, and when I saw who entered the room, a name teased the tip of my tongue, but it fled as soon as I was about to grasp it.

The nurse gave me a friendly wave accompanied by a smile that was like a warm hug on a frigid day. Her nearly black hair was pulled into a sleek ponytail, and thick, dark bangs stopped right above her arched eyebrows. She was wearing an old-fashioned white uniform dress that buttoned down the front, hugging her tight curves, and was a sharp contrast to the sloppy, scrub-clad nurses who had been taking my vitals and checking my IV.

“How are you feeling today, Mr Olberman?”

The velvety tone of her voice caused my skin to tingle pleasantly, and I was suddenly wide awake. Her dark eyes locked with mine, and her inappropriately red lips curled into a smile as she waited patiently for my response. Something about her was so familiar, and as her eyes locked with mine, I desperately wanted to pull her into bed with me and wrap my arms around her thin, cool body.

“Do I…know you?” I asked, narrowing my eyes as I tried to recall if we’d met before. I flushed as I thought about the way her lips would feel against mine, and something else, something to do with blood, even though I hated blood.

“I’ve been working on you since the accident,” she replied, her voice velvety smooth, and even though I resisted the urge, I wanted to touch her so badly. Her body would be cool and soft and she loved when I sucked on her little pink nipples. “I drew your blood when you first arrived. You were in pretty awful shape.”

The dirty thoughts wouldn’t stop, and I swallowed, embarrassed as I pulled the thin blanket over me, attempting to hide the early stages of a raging erection. She noticed and smiled, biting her lip with sharpened canines, and her dark eyes held mine, freezing time for a few intense seconds before she spoke again.

“The healing process can be strange,” she purred as her cool hand rested on my arm and she winked. “Don’t worry about it, I’ll take care of you.”

I wanted to crawl under the bed and die of embarrassment. I was married and having absolutely filthy thoughts about this strange woman, who had no interest in me as anything other than a patient. Trina would be back soon, and I was married, and I loved my wife — well, I knew I was supposed to love her. Overwhelming panic gripped me, and I took a few deep breaths as I tried to calm the fuck down.

She set her tray on the table next to the bed and picked up a length of rubber tubing, then wrapped it around my upper arm. Her painted black fingernail slid over the sensitive skin in the crevice of my elbow, and I watched, holding my breath as she located a vein and let out a triumphant gasp. She took the needle from the tray and checked the rubber tube again before pushing the tip gently against the vein, each movement so confident and sexy that I wondered if I was having some sort of mental breakdown.

“You have nice veins, Mr Olberman. They always open right up and don’t give me any problems,” she whispered softly as I felt the needle prick my arm and blood poured into the attached vial. I’d always hated blood, but I was suddenly irrationally turned on and told myself to relax, but my body was absolutely not going to listen.

“Thanks, I guess,” I laughed as she repositioned the needle slightly, her pink tongue pushing against her red lower lip as the rest of the receptacle filled quickly. Once it was full, she pulled it out, positioning a piece of gauze over the puncture wound, then pressing firmly as she placed the sample on the tray.

“You have an appointment with the physical therapist later this afternoon. I know you’ll be happy to finally get out of here.” She spoke absently as she labelled the vial and placed it into a plastic bag, then returned her attention to my arm.

“I feel fine. Why do I need physical therapy?” I croaked, trying to distract myself as she removed the gauze and unwrapped a bandage. As she leaned over to place it onto the puncture wound, I realized she wasn’t wearing a bra and I could clearly see the curve of one of her tight breasts as the fabric of her dress separated from her body.

“You were in a coma for six months, Mr Olberman. Even though your broken leg healed, your muscles have atrophied significantly.”

“Six months?” My mind refused to accept what she told me. I thought maybe I was out for a week or two, but six months? Everything started to spin, and the monitor I was attached to beeped furiously. The nurse turned her attention to the monitors, pressing a few buttons as she removed her stethoscope from around her neck and listened to my heart.

When she was satisfied with what she heard, she rested her hand on my shoulder and smiled at me, her dark gaze easing the shock as the reality of my situation slowly sank in. I had no clue what was going to happen next, but I knew that the nurse wouldn’t be a part of it.

The thought made me intensely sad.

I heard footsteps racing down the hall, and the nurse took a step back as Trina rushed in, her eyes filled with anger. I knew my few seconds of happiness with this stranger would cause hours of arguments.

This is my life; I need to get over it.

“Is everything alright?” Trina rushed to my side, panicked as she gripped my hand, then stared accusingly at the nurse. “I was outside speaking with Jill and heard beeping.”

“Yes, he’s fine. His blood pressure went through the roof for a few seconds, but that’s a normal reaction when drawing blood.” The nurse then turned her attention to me as she peeled off her latex gloves and made a note on my chart. “It’s good to see you doing so well, Mr Olberman, we weren’t sure you’d make it when you arrived.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled. I needed to get to the truth about my condition. If I had been in a coma for six months, the accident must have been much worse than I originally thought.

“I don’t like her,” Trina murmured, wrinkling her nose in distaste as her gaze followed the nurse through the door. My wife had always been jealous, we both had, but I couldn’t figure out why she would be upset with a nurse who was just doing her job. I changed the subject to something significantly more important than her petty jealousy.

“Why didn’t you tell me how long I was in the coma?” I asked. There was no reason for me to be annoyed, but I felt like she had been hiding the truth from me, the way she had hidden so much from me in the past. We needed to start over, and that meant not keeping things from each other.

“I was worried it would upset you,” she whispered, and I felt bad about being annoyed. She was being supportive and caring instead of completely flying off the handle about the nurse, and I wondered if she had changed, or if it was me.

Maybe I’m the asshole?

The thought sent me into a spiral, and memories of all the stupid fights we had over the absolutely stupidest shit came rushing back. Those were real, but they felt off, like I was watching a clip show, not remembering how things had really happened. I saw myself flying off the handle over minor annoyances — late dinner, not cleaning, coming home a few minutes late — stuff that I had never really cared about, but I remembered myself losing control, screaming and throwing things as she sobbed broken apologies.

That’s not what happened. Fuck, what’s wrong with me?

“You’re scheduled for therapy this afternoon. If you’re not feeling up to it, the doctor said we could hold off a few days.” Trina’s voice was soft as she cupped my cheek, a tender smile affixed to her full lips, and I realized I wanted to do better — I wanted to make our marriage work.

“No, uh, I’m fine. I want to get out of here as soon as possible,” I muttered. I had no clue how much of my life had disappeared while I was in the coma, and I was determined to get out of the hospital and move on.

“Good, I knew you’d be up for it. The therapist looks nice; I requested a man, but the doctor said that this woman has an excellent reputation.” She hadn’t changed completely, but if it made her more comfortable for me not to be alone with women, I’d do it. Whatever fantasies I was having were just that, but Trina was real and by my side and trying to make my life easier.

“Do you want to come?” I asked, and she shook her head as an orderly walked into the room with a wheelchair.

“No, I’ll just distract you,” she said with a self-deprecating smile as she tilted her head slightly. “I’ll be in the cafe downstairs if you need anything. Your folks should be here any time, but I’ll wait until after you’re done to bring them in.”

“Thanks, for everything.” I meant it, and as the orderly helped me into the wheelchair, her eyes glistened and she waved me off.


3
[image: image-placeholder]
Baby steps


The orderly wheeled me into a large room filled with weights and tables and workout equipment, and I looked around, hoping that the healing process would be less arduous than I feared. A woman with beautiful auburn hair pulled back into a high ponytail approached me. Her blue eyes sparkled, and her rosy lips curled into a smile. Like the nurse, she was intensely familiar, but I couldn’t place her.

“Good afternoon, Mr Olberman. It’s good to see you again. My name is Dawn and I’ll be your guide on your road to recovery.” She extended her hand, and I shook it, trying to get up, but she motioned for me to stay seated as the orderly moved to help me. “We’ll get to that, just be patient. I’ve got him. Thank you.”

“Ok,” I said, flushing with embarrassment. I hated the helplessness that overwhelmed me, and at that moment, I felt completely useless. I couldn’t even stand upright and frustration washed through me. “We’ve met before?”

“I visited you several times while you were in your coma, so the meeting wasn’t exactly mutual, but it is good to see you again. Let’s get you walking!” Her tone was more enthusiastic than I expected, but she smiled brilliantly, then put her clipboard down after making a few more notes. “How are you feeling today? Do you have any pain?”

I forced myself to stop thinking about her and did an assessment. Despite the minor aches from not moving for so long, everything felt relatively normal.

“No, I feel pretty good, all things considered. I guess six months of sleep will do that.”

“Coma’s aren’t exactly restful, but that’s good to hear,” she said as she reached out and motioned for me to take her hands. “I want you to try to stand. Use my hands to steady yourself and don’t get frustrated if you’re not able to do it. Physical therapy is a process that will take a few months.”

I appreciated her saying that, but I wanted to be better now. I wanted everything to be back to normal. I wanted the life that I thought I had, not the one that I had and as I tried to reconcile all of that, I gripped her soft hands and lifted myself a few inches out of my chair, hovering for a few seconds before my legs gave out and I collapsed back into the soft vinyl.

“Not too bad,” she said. Her flawless tanned skin glowed even under the harsh fluorescent lights, and she brushed a few of the auburn ringlets that had escaped her high ponytail behind her ear. “I’ve definitely seen worse.”

The way she smiled reminded me of something I’d lost, and I hated the fact that I felt like my brain was made of Swiss cheese, filled with so many holes that contained important information that was missing. I shook off the frustration and concentrated on the simple leg exercises that were more difficult than anything I’d ever done. Twenty minutes later, we moved on, strengthening my grip, which was embarrassingly weak, and my forehead was coated in a thin layer of sweat.

By the time the session ended, I was exhausted and hated life, but felt like maybe there was some light at the end of the tunnel. I was feeling stronger and realized that things could’ve been far worse than they were.

“Good work, Mr Olberman,” she said with a grin as she scribbled a few notes on her clipboard.

“Call me Rhys,” I said, suddenly feeling older than my dad, a thought that triggered a certain amount of panic deep down inside of me.

“You got it,” she replied, and I wondered what was hiding under her perfect smile. Who was she, and why did I feel like she couldn’t be trusted? My mind was playing cruel tricks on me, and I needed to get over whatever was happening. “Want me to wheel you back to your room?”

“Yeah, that would be nice. Thanks.”

I didn’t want to leave her, didn’t want to go back to Trina and didn’t want to return to the life that was waiting for me. There was something else, something on the edge of my consciousness, and I felt like it had been ripped away.

“So, do you live around here?” I asked.

“Yes,” she replied, then continued. “I went to school here and liked it, so I stayed. What about you?”

“I run a tattoo shop on Talbot.”

“Oh really?” Her voice became more serious as we strolled down the hall and into the elevator. She set the brake, then pressed the button for my floor. “I’ve been thinking about getting something small, just a memorial piece.”

“Come by any time and I’ll work something out,” I said, not wanting to sound too eager, but hoping that I’d see her again once we were done with physical therapy. As I thought that, I saw her in the field by the river, her copper hair falling over her naked shoulders as she mounted me, her round, soft breasts bouncing as she rode me, throwing her head back as she cried out in ecstasy.

Why are you being such a goddamn prick, Rhys? This isn’t like you.

I’d never cheated on Trina, but in the space of the last few hours, I’d had completely inappropriate thoughts about two different women. It was absolutely unacceptable, and I wondered if there had been more trauma from the accident than the doctor realized.

“Be careful, I’ll take you up on your offer. Room five-eighty-three, right?” She teased as we rounded the corner, and I didn’t want to go back. As soon as I heard Trina’s voice and my father’s belly laugh, I wanted her to keep going, to take me somewhere else where we could start over and leave everything behind.

Stop it!

“Uh, yeah. Definitely. Come by any time,” I stuttered, and we smoothly entered the room where Trina and my parents were waiting. Trina’s eyes sharpened when she saw Dawn and I hoped that she’d be able to control herself. She’d lost her shit for much less, so I decided to get out in front of it. “Everyone, this is Dawn, my physical therapist. Dawn, this is Trina, my wife, and my parents, Martin and Grace Olberman.”

“Nice to meet you,” Trina said flatly, and my parents nodded and waved. They were seated on the small sofa next to the bed, and the room suddenly felt crowded as my body grew hot. Dawn locked the wheels on the chair and helped me up, then into the bed, adjusting my feet and drawing the sheet over me as Trina glared daggers and I hoped she wouldn’t explode into an outburst of irrational rage like she always did.

“Ok, I’ll see you tomorrow and it was very nice to meet you all.” Fortunately, Dawn appeared to be completely oblivious to Trina’s anger, and my parents murmured their goodbyes pleasantly as she left the room.

“Well, she seems like a very capable young woman,” my mom finally said, and Trina glared at me, clearly unaware that the female physical therapist would also be totally hot. I shrugged discreetly and returned my attention to my parents. I knew that was who they were, but something nagged at me, something that insisted I wasn’t who I thought I was and that all of this was some sort of grand illusion.

“When I was at Walter Reid, the therapists were all men. Women just don’t have the strength to handle this type of job,” Dad said, and I rolled my eyes. I should’ve been happy that I survived, that I came out of the accident relatively intact, but everything felt wrong. I needed to discuss it with the doctor, but couldn’t imagine having a conversation like that with Trina listening in.

“She’s very good,’ I said defensively and Trina narrowed her eyes. I was exhausted and didn’t feel like dealing with her shit, but sucked it up and shifted my attention to my parents. “How are you two?”

“We’re fine. How are you?” Mom asked. I shrugged. My parents had never been overly affectionate, and I wasn’t surprised by the lack of hugs, but they seemed standoffish, even for them. My mother’s large lavender glasses glinted in the bright lights from above, and I swallowed, trying to stay focused; trying to be the obedient son that they had always wanted, but it was painful, and I wished I was anywhere else.

“I knew this would happen.” Dad finally said it, and relief flooded through me. They both hated the motorcycle and had been lecturing me for years, with Trina piling on for good measure, and I was glad that they had finally mentioned the enormous elephant casually hanging out in the room, trying to mind its own business. “Maybe now you’ll get some real transportation.”

“Well, he won’t be driving the Indian,” Trina said triumphantly. “It was totalled after it was run over by the semi that found him. I sent it to the junkyard.”

I cringed. I loved that bike, and thinking about it being smashed into a cube of metal, then shipped off for recycling was almost the worst part of the entire situation.

Almost.

My thoughts shifted to Lemmy, and I nearly broke down.

“Good,” my mom piled on with her clipped midwestern voice, and I just sat there and took it, remembering how many times this exact scenario had played out before. Usually it was over my choice of profession or the fact that I never finished grad school, but this was also a favorite topic of conversation. Even though I was an adult man, I always felt like every choice was an opportunity for scrutiny, and nothing was ever good enough for these people who claimed they loved me. Mom looked like she’d had enough and moved on, and for that, I was grateful. “When do they expect you to get out of here?”

“Maybe another week,” I said, thrilled to change the subject. “It depends on how well physical therapy goes.”

I was happy that the stilted conversation was finally interrupted by my doctor entering the room, his presence completely derailing the mindless chatter. His head was down as he stared at my charts, but his smug expression and slightly graying hair were so familiar that I felt my body go numb. I knew I was looking at someone important, but objectively, the only notable things about him were his white coat and stethoscope and the confidence of a man who was never, ever questioned.

“Rhys, it’s good to see you up and mobile,” he said in a deep, gravelly voice that was at once off-putting and reassuring in its gravitas. “I’m not normally a negative guy, but when you came in, I didn’t give you more than a five percent chance of coming out of this alive.” His voice boomed above the steady hum and beeps of the monitors, and his demeanor was completely unprofessional — he didn’t belong there.

This guy is no doctor.

“Let’s take a look at the old ticker, okay?” he said as he pulled off his stethoscope and placed the cup against my chest. It was then that I noticed a long scar on his cheek and a layer of scruff that was strikingly casual. “Sounds good,” he announced, slurring his words slightly, and everyone’s attention was focused squarely on him as he pulled out a half-empty pack of cigarettes and lit one up.

I was the only person present who appeared to be shocked at the action, and as he started speaking to Trina and my parents, I tried to rationalize it. Maybe the hospital had changed its smoking policy? Maybe I was misremembering things?

Why wouldn’t this doctor be standing here smoking like it’s the most natural thing in the world?

“He looks good. I’m going to tentatively plan on discharging him this weekend.” The doctor returned his attention to me, blowing a cloud of smoke in my direction, and I coughed loudly. I couldn’t take it anymore; I had to say something.

“Why the fuck are you smoking?”

“Rhys! Don’t talk to the doctor like that,” my mom scolded, and I waved my hand in front of my face as I kept my eyes locked on him and spoke to my mother in the most incredulous tone I’d ever conjured.

“He’s a fucking doctor who is smoking in a goddamn hospital, Mom. Don’t any of you see a problem with this?” I stared at my family, who maintained straight faces, as if what he was doing was completely okay. “There are laws against this, like a lot of them, not to mention the fact that there’s oxygen that could explode.”

Still nothing. I felt like I was going insane.

“Well, everyone smokes, son,” Dad finally said, and I relented, even though it was getting increasingly difficult to brush everything off. “Just calm down and listen to the doctor.”

“I understand your concern, son,” the doctor continued, and I had a flashback to a smoky bar and a man who looked strikingly similar to him calling me son. “Coming out of a coma can be a traumatic experience, even if it’s medically induced.” His voice boomed, and he exhaled into my face again. “Sometimes the patient can feel disassociated from reality, feel like the real world is false and vice versa. This is extremely common, but only in rare cases does it result in psychosis.” He leaned against the bedrail and inhaled deeply, staring at me as the cigarette sizzled between his fingers.

“Is this one of those cases, Mr Olberman?”

The question felt like a threat, and even though everything inside of me told me that this was a dangerous man, I wanted to trust him. I swallowed and thought, glanced at Trina, then back at him, taking a deep breath before answering.

“No, everything’s fine.”

“Well, that’s good to hear, now isn’t it?” the doctor said, and my parents smiled and nodded and the tension in the small room dissipated. Everything about the scene was wrong, but I didn’t know exactly why or how to fix it, so I answered his questions, trying to stay calm and hoping that I wasn’t having some sort of mental breakdown.
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Time to relax


“You’re doing great, Rhys.” Dawn watched as I gripped the handrails of the parallel bars and carefully walked down the path between them. It had only been a few days since my first session, and I was actually walking again. Even though the bars were doing a lot of the work, I was proud of myself. “Ok, turn around and come back.”

I did as she said, concentrating as I placed one foot carefully in front of the other and did something that should’ve come as naturally to me as breathing.

“I’m actually having to think about it,” I said as I reached the midpoint and glanced over at her for an approving nod. “It’ll get easier, right?” My primary concern was that I’d never be the same as before the accident, and that thought crushed my confidence. She kept reminding me that recovery was a process, but it’s easy to say shit like that when it’s not you going through it.

“From what I’ve been told, yes. You need to re-form the connection between your brain and your legs. It will take time, but I think you’ll mostly get back to normal.” Her gorgeous smile propelled me forward, and as I reached the end, I lowered myself into the wheelchair as she held it in place. “Well done. I think you’re ready to ditch the wheelchair and upgrade to a walker.”

“Yay,” I said blithely, trying to feign enthusiasm over the less than exciting update.

“Don’t knock it, you’ve come a long way in a short time.” Her voice was soft and had a slight lilt that was disarming. As she filled out my chart, she tilted her head in a way that elongated her smooth neck, and I had the intense urge to brush my lips against it and inhale her dewy scent.

“Do you want a massage?” She asked, knocking me out of my fantasy, and I froze, unsure how to respond. “I usually end sessions with a quick stretch, but you’ve been going long, so I haven’t had the chance. We have a few extra minutes, so I can try to work out some of that tension.”

She put down her clipboard and released the elastic holding up her hair, causing the auburn curls to fall down over her shoulders, and I knew I should say no. I was worried Trina would find out about it and lose her mind; things had been going well, but I knew that could end at any moment.

“I don’t know.” It sounded so nice, and I knew it would be strictly professional, but the thoughts I’d been having about Dawn were so wildly inappropriate that I worried her touching me would make me absolutely lose it.

“Come on,” she pushed. “It’s the best part of therapy.”

Trina was at work, so I was pretty sure I didn’t have to worry about her walking in on us, which was a major deciding factor in any interactions I had with women. I hated that I was worried about something so stupid, but fights with Trina were on another level, and I would do whatever it took to avoid pissing her off.

“Yeah, let’s go for it.” I said, and she gave me a victorious smile, then motioned towards the table in the corner. We were lucky that no one else was using the facility. It was quiet, and I immediately felt uncomfortable as I lay down and tried to relax. She washed her hands in the nearby sink and removed the white jacket she always wore, and I finally got a look at her body in the curve-hugging yoga pants and tank top that were normally covered up.

I realized too late that I’d made a terrible decision.

“Roll over, I’ll do your calves first,” she said, cocking her eyebrow as she approached me. I rolled over obediently, trying to think about anything else as she rested her soft hands on my calf. The first squeeze felt so incredible, and her hands were so warm, almost inhumanly so. I tried to relax, but felt myself becoming tense as she worked her way up my calf and towards my hamstring.

“So, I hear you’re leaving tomorrow,” she murmured, and I was actually sorry that I had to go.

“Yeah. Will I still see you once I’m discharged?” I asked, melting into the table as she worked on my inner thigh.

“No, you’ll be going to an outpatient facility.” That wasn’t what I wanted to hear, but I pushed down my disappointment. I was a married man, and even though she was a great therapist, there was no reason I couldn’t move on to someone else. The thought lingered as her hands gripped and stroked my aching muscles, and I let my mind wander into places it shouldn’t have gone.

“Ok, time to roll over.”

Oh no.

There was no way I could do that. When I started physical therapy, I was allowed to change out of the hospital gown and into shorts and a t-shirt, but they were too thin to hide the massive hard on that was absolutely going to mortify me and make her never want to see me again.

“I’m, uh, actually feeling pretty good,” I mumbled, trying to think about anything else — my dead grandmother, my third-grade teacher Mrs Klimp, Trina — but nothing was working and she wouldn’t let it go.

“You’re going to feel weird if I don’t get your thighs and we’ve still got about five minutes,” she said as she tilted her head and gave me a sexy smile. She knew. I knew she knew, but nothing was helping to calm my raging erection, and the stress was only making the situation worse.

“Yeah, uh…” I stalled, then remembered that she was a medical professional and had probably seen this a million times. The human body was strange and wonderful, and I had nothing to be ashamed of, so I took a deep breath and awkwardly rolled onto my back.

“Very nice,” she murmured as her warm hands gripped my thighs and worked their way up. I closed my eyes, squeezing them shut as I gave in and relaxed, feeling like I was going to melt into the table.

She hummed a familiar song, and I imagined being in my house, walking down the hall, hitting the creaky board as I rounded into the kitchen and saw her standing at my sink. Late afternoon light broke through the window and bathed her body in a golden glow as she turned and smiled, happy to see me. I leaned down to give her a kiss, wrapping my hands around her thin waist, and…

“Rhys!”

My eyes flew open, and I immediately went soft as silence flooded the room. Dawn froze, turning slowly towards the door, and my heart pounded in my chest.

Fuck.

****

“Nothing happened, Trina. She’s my physical therapist and massage is part of the cool down.” I was right, but I felt guilty. It wasn’t just a massage, for me anyway, and I’d have to pay the price.

The price was Trina going overboard in the way that she always did when another woman was involved. I felt the vein in my head throb insistently and was willing to say whatever was necessary to stop the argument before it started. I pushed myself out of the wheelchair and stood next to her, pride vanishing when I saw the absolutely insane expression on her face.

“You had a fucking erection, Rhys,” she sobbed, and I exhaled in frustration.

“I don’t, you know, always have control of that, baby. Blood was flowing and it just happens sometimes.” My jumbled explanation wasn’t helping the situation, and Trina scoffed and jerked away as I tried to hug her.

“Mr Olberman.” A familiar voice interrupted the current breakdown, and as a plume of smoke drifted towards us, I was actually relieved to see my doctor walk in. “Is everything alright here?”

“Yeah, there was an issue in physical therapy while I was getting a massage and Trina’s pissed.” That I told him what was going on annoyed her even more, and she pursed her lips and gave me a look that could burn a hole through concrete.

“You got a stiffy didn’t you? Yeah, it happens all the time, don’t worry about it, darling.” He squeezed her shoulder, and the way he said darling made my skin crawl, but I brushed it off, happy that at least he was defending me. “Anyway, it looks like you’re being discharged today. The nurse will be here in a few minutes so you can sign some paperwork…”

“Today? I thought I was leaving tomorrow.”

“Well, the insurance company had a change of heart. That’s why we contacted your lovely bride here,” he motioned towards Trina, giving her a painful smile as he produced a pen out of the pocket of his white coat, then started flipping through a few hundred sheets of paper that were attached to a straining clipboard. “I’ll need you to sign, uh, hold on…”

The sound of the paper flipping was ominous, and I couldn’t believe what I was seeing as he handed the entire document over to me and pointed towards a line at the bottom. Above it was a number I’d never seen in real life, a number so large that it made me faint as my head spun and I had to grip the edge of the bed to steady myself.

“This is, uh…the bill?” I asked, my mouth so dry that I could barely croak out the words. The eight-figure number was the only thing I could focus on, and I couldn’t believe that he was the one bringing it to me. “Isn’t this the job of the billing department or the nurse or something?”

“They’re all busy so they asked me to bring it over since you and I have a sort of…rapport, you know?” He laughed stiffly and continued. “You were here for six months and honestly, renting the top floor of the Waldorf-Astoria for the same amount of time would be way less expensive, but it is what it is and you’re all better now, so not a bad price to pay for your life, am I right?”

He smiled, then pulled a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket and offered me one. I was tempted to take it, but remembered the last time I smoked and how I almost hacked up a lung and declined. The memory was stark and clear, and he was in it, and I glanced at him suspiciously as he lit up and blew a cloud of smoke directly in my face.

“I, uh…wow. I need to sit down for a minute.” That amount of money was absolutely something that I would never, ever see in my lifetime, even if I worked every second of every day for the rest of my life. I was ruined, and part of me wished I had just died in the crash. “Fuck.”

“It can’t be that bad,” Trina said, grabbing the clipboard from my death grip and going pale as soon as she saw the figure. “Jesus Christ.”

“Well, it was a genuine pleasure,” the doctor said with a casual wave as he turned to leave. “An orderly will be here in a few minutes with a wheelchair. Don’t forget anything; we burn whatever is left behind in the incinerator.”

The doctor laughed as he said that and walked through the open door and into the busy hallway, leaving nothing behind but a thick cloud of smoke.

“Trina. This is bad.”

She had apparently gotten over the earlier argument and handed me the clipboard, crossing her arms and pursing her lips as much as she could with the amount of collagen that was injected into them. Her foot started tapping, indicating that she was thinking, and I knew implicitly that I would not like the next words that came out of her mouth.

“You need to give up Good Ink. There’s no way you can pay this off if you don’t have a proper job.” Trina arched her eyebrows as she handed down her judgement, and I felt like I was standing in front of a firing squad with no hope for a reprieve.

A proper job. The words echoed in my ears. How many times had she said that? She knew it made me crazy, and she was going for the jugular.

“Your dad offered to help you get your CPA and open up an office here in town. You’d be making so much more money. You could pay this debt off and give me the life I deserve. Maybe we could even start a family.”

Those words were my sentence, now I waited for the trigger to be pulled.
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Reality is relative


It was early afternoon two days later, and I still hadn’t been to Good Ink.

I’d promised Trina that I would give up the job I loved. The pain from that decision was excruciating, but I knew that avoiding it would just make the situation worse. I needed to go over the books to see if selling out was even an option. No one wanted to buy a failing business, and if I was losing too much money, I’d have to liquidate my equipment and shut down completely.

Jack had come back and filled in for the past few months, but the financial situation was dire. I needed to come to grips with the fact that even though I did well enough when things were normal, things were no longer normal.

Trina had come home to make me lunch, and I stood at the sink, washing the dishes, thinking about how disturbingly fragile my life had become. My thoughts drifted as I stared through the large window over the sink and noticed a white fox sitting at the edge of the woods. Its gaze locked with mine and I shivered, my skin prickling as its eyes studied me, and I realized it was absolutely not what it appeared to be.

“If you drive me to work, you can use my car today,” Trina said as she walked up behind me, my attention shifting to her as she wrapped her arms around my waist and squeezed.

“Uh, yeah. Thanks,” I murmured as she pressed her body against mine and I looked towards the treeline again, but the fox was gone.

Had I imagined it?

“Do you think you’ll be in the mood tonight?” She asked as she nuzzled my neck and my stomach churned uncomfortably. “I’m feeling like there’s something wrong with me.”

She had tried initiating sex with me a few times, but I told her I was still too injured to handle it. The truth was that I wanted to fuck, just not her, and the guilt from that realization made it almost impossible for me to feel anything towards her other than contempt. I tried to hide it, but I was pretty sure she knew and that made the situation even worse.

“Are you ready to go?” I asked as I dried my hands and leaned down to kiss her. It felt good but so many memories were missing and the ones that remained made me ashamed. I knew things had been difficult, but I was also certain that I'd never mistreated her.

“I like the new and improved Rhys,” she murmured as she pressed her lips against my neck and I tried not to shrink away. “I wish you’d let me show you how much.”

I couldn’t hold off forever, but it felt wrong and I couldn't force myself to do something I wasn’t into. She peeled herself away from me to get ready and I casually slapped her ass. We left a few minutes later, and I dropped her at her office. Her boss was waiting outside, and she gave me a rushed goodbye before joining him and walking into the suburban office block.

I drove towards Good Ink, taking the long route, not wanting to arrive and tell everyone that it was all over. That I was selling and going into the accounting business. The thought caused my stomach to churn relentlessly and panic gripped me.

As I stepped out of Trina’s late model sedan, the afternoon sun warmed me and a light breeze drifted across my skin. I took a deep breath, steeling myself for what I’d find inside. I retrieved my cane from the back seat and tried not to limp too badly as I casually sauntered through the front door.

“Rhys!” Katie squealed and ran towards me, wrapping her arms around me as her tits pressed uncomfortably against my chest. I instinctively covered my neck with my hand, but released it when I realized what I was doing. The feeling that something had happened between us intensified, but I had no clue what it was.

“You’ve gone back to blonde,” I said as I stepped away. I distinctly remembered her being a brunette, and she shook her head and shrugged.

“I’ve always been a blonde, Rhys. It’s natural,” she said with a wink and we both laughed. I couldn’t figure out why I thought she’d changed her hair color, but brushed it off and moved on. Her recent stylistic choices were the least of my problems and I looked around for my other missing employee.

A few seconds later, Mikey strolled casually out of the back room, a smug smile affixed to his face and gave me a wave before coming closer and extending his hand. I returned the shake, and he pulled me into a friendly half hug, clearly trying to distract me from a woman pulling down her skirt and emerging from behind the partition. I felt myself getting annoyed, then stepped back as I stared at my former apprentice, certain that something shady was happening.

“I’ll see you later Mikey,” the girl said as she slinked out through the front door. Mikey shook his head and slapped my back.

“So, you’ve returned at last. It’s good to see you, man.”

“Yeah, same,” I replied hesitantly, unsure why I was feeling so hostile towards Mikey. He was a dick, but he’d always been a pretty good employee. I’d been through a lot and chalked it up to that as I leaned my cane against the wall and shrugged off my jacket, hanging it on the coat rack as I tried to orient myself.

“How’s everything been?” Neither of them visited me in the hospital, but I wasn’t pissed. I didn’t want them to see me so fucked up and I’d been unconscious most of the time, anyway.

“Not bad. Jack just went out for lunch. He’s been here since a few weeks after the accident, and has been keeping the business afloat.” Katie said, and I smiled. Thank God for Jack. He was a good guy.

“Is he around?” I asked, hating that I was so disconnected from my business.

“Yeah, he stepped out for lunch. He should be back soon,” Mikey said, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Maybe things wouldn’t be as bad as I had feared; maybe there was some way I could salvage it. The thought energized me and I pointed towards my office.

“Great, I’m going to look at the books. I’ll be in my office if you need anything.” Katie smiled and nodded and Mikey stepped aside as I limped past. My legs were stiff and walking was still a problem, but things were looking up and I hoped maybe I could work it out, even if my life was still in absolute chaos.

Lemmy’s little bed sat in the workroom and I made a mental note to tell Katie to get rid of it. Losing him was the worst part of the entire situation — worse than the hospital bills, worse than the grim state of my business and worse than almost dying. I didn’t want to think about him, and forced myself to focus on the things I could fix.

I dropped the heavy logbook on the table and flipped it open, searching for the last day I’d come in. I winced when I saw it and shook my head as I tried to get over the fact that I’d been unconscious for six months. It was almost April, and missing such a huge chunk of my life was incomprehensible. After taking a few deep breaths to calm down, I ran through the list of numbers.

Things weren’t just bad, they were abysmal. Most of my regular clients were missing and most of the recent jobs had been small stuff. As I ran through the numbers, my stomach churned like it was about to fall out of my body and onto the floor beneath me. We were barely covering rent and salaries and even if Jack was working for free; the losses were unsustainable.

Trina was right. I needed to move on.

That felt like a punch to the gut, but the numbers weren’t lying and I couldn’t stop thinking about that massive hospital bill and the fact that I’d never be able to pay it off on an income like this. Each flip of the page yielded grimmer results, and I was so distracted that I didn’t hear the light knock as the door of my office opened and someone walked in.

“Rhys, how are you doing, man?”

I looked up, my eyes fixed on a face I knew, but he was not the person I expected. He was so familiar; the features etched into my mind, but not in this place, not here.

Jesus Christ.

“You ok, man? You don’t look so good.”

“Who are you?” I closed the book in front of me and sat bolt upright as I studied the glowing rune tattoos on the man’s muscled arms. My gaze drifted upwards, over his bulging biceps and his massive chest to the grinning face whose eyes were not echoing the friendly expression contorting his twisted mouth.

“It’s Jack, buddy. Don’t you recognize me? That accident must’ve been worse than we thought.” The behemoth standing in front of me, who definitely wasn’t Jack, crossed his massive arms and even though I wasn’t exactly sure who he was, I knew I needed to get away from him as quickly as I could. I stalled, hoping that I could talk my way out of the situation and escape.

“Yeah. Hi, Jack. Sorry, I don’t know where my head’s at — things have been weird.” The excuse was lame, but this guy was not my friend and I needed to get the hell out of there.

“So, I’ve taken over some of your clients, but I’m sure they’re ready to get back to you. Your line work is way better than mine and you always had a way with the ladies.” His eyes had an inhuman glow, and a vague recollection of an encounter resurfaced. I was outdoors… Dawn was there…

Why would Dawn be there?

He was rambling and knew exactly what he was doing; he wanted to hurt me. That much I knew. Suddenly my head filled with scenes that felt like they were from another life. Each recollection slid into my thoughts seamlessly, filling my mind, the events of the past few months unfolding like falling dominoes and I had to close my eyes to keep from feeling like the world was spinning out of control around me.

“Sariah!” I shouted out and the image of a beautiful blonde burst through the jumble of thoughts. She was hurt, and I needed to help her. “Where are they?”

I stood, suddenly consumed by fury and the absolute certainty that none of this was real. Whatever the hell was going on, it wasn’t my life. The man laughed. The sound was hollow and cruel and I fell back into my chair, almost as if I had been pushed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Rhys. Are you feeling alright? Maybe we should call someone.” His massively square jaw fixed into a smirk as he stared at me, deriving pleasure from my disorientation as more information was revealed to me and I started piecing it all together.

“Where’s Belial? Does he know what’s happening to me?”

“They all know, Rhys, they don’t give a shit. They left you here to rot. You’re in my world now.” He stood up, resting his fists on my desk as he leaned forward, his face only inches from mine as I struggled to work myself free. His dark eyes were like pools of death and glowed menacingly as my mind raced, trying to figure out a way to extricate myself. “Welcome to hell.”

“Katie, could you come in here, please?” he called out, moving away as he morphed back into the Jack I knew, the one who had mentored me and I loved like a father. Was I going insane?

“What’s up, Jack?” Katie asked as she cracked open the office door and peered inside. She was brunette, like I remembered, and when she smiled, I was painfully aware of her pointed canines glinting menacingly in the dim light.

“I think Rhys is tired. Could you drive him home?”

“Yeah, of course,” she said with a sweet smile as she walked towards me and helped me stand. I couldn’t trust myself, but I knew I didn’t want to be alone with her.

She was dangerous.

The sudden rush of incoherent memories made me faint. Some were real, but others weren’t. I realized that, but knew I couldn't trust my mind. I saw myself shooting my parents, throwing Trina off a building, doing things that made my skin crawl and I had no clue if they were real or if the man who definitely wasn’t Jack was causing me to hallucinate.

“I’m fine,” I said, twisting my arm from Katie’s surprisingly forceful grip. “I’m fine. I need to go home and rest.”

I flashed them a feeble smile and grabbed my cane, hobbling out of my office as quickly as I could as memories continued to assault me. When I finally made it into the car, slamming the door before screeching out of the parking lot, I hoped the distance would give me some relief, but my mind was absolutely wrecked and there was no way out.
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Taking control


Trina was still at work and I slammed the front door behind me, leaning against it as I tried to catch my breath. I’d never had a panic attack before, but as I struggled to breathe, my mind refused to focus and deep dread filled me. I was in his realm; he was in control of everything around me and there was absolutely nothing I could do to escape.

I thought about the snippets of memories that had flooded my mind. Had those things actually happened? Had this happened before, would it happen again? How long had I been in this place? Each question yielded more frustration and my head throbbed as I struggled to regain control.

I gripped the edge of the kitchen table before lowering myself into a chair. Everything looked normal, real, but what was real? Which of my newly recovered memories could I trust?

Belial.

I remembered Belial. He was my father…or was he? He was the doctor. Had I imagined all of it? Sariah. I cringed as I remembered her cold and lifeless body curled in my arms. Was she okay? Was she even sick?

I rested my elbows on the table and lowered my head into my hands. Everything felt so fucked and I didn’t know where to begin to fix it. My attention rested on the block of knives on the counter and I refused to entertain the idea. If I ended it, what would happen? Would I really die?

I stood carefully, using the chair to steady myself as I took a few hesitant steps towards the counter. Once the idea planted itself in my mind, it wouldn’t go away. This life would be over, but maybe it would begin again. Maybe it wouldn’t. Was death worse than what was happening to me?

My finger slid over the wooden handle as I entertained the possibilities, each layer growing thick and sticky in my mind. Would all of this reset? Would it start over again?

Is any of this real?

I surprised myself with the sudden heft of the knife in my grip. I didn’t want to do it, even at the lowest point in my life, I’d never considered killing myself, but was this my life? The stainless steel glinted in the orange rays of the setting sun as I studied the blade and a memory of a sword came back. I squeezed my eyes shut, positioning the sharp edge against my wrist, the battle inside of me raging as my vision contracted and I desperately wanted to feel some semblance of control.

“Rhys!” A voice interrupted me and my eyes sprang open.

Trina stared at me, her mouth agape as her dark eyes rested on the smooth blade positioned against my wrist, a light trickle of blood seeping from the shallow cut in my skin.

“Jesus Christ, what are you doing?” She took a few steps towards me, holding out her hands, and I carefully lowered the blade.

“I…I don’t know.” That wasn't true. The swirl of tangled thoughts suddenly disappeared and it was just me and her and the silence of the kitchen. I dropped the knife on the counter as she grabbed my arm and pulled me closer.

Had I imagined what happened with Jack at Good Ink? Was I losing my mind completely?

“What’s going on, Rhys?” Her voice was strained and I couldn't believe how close I'd come to actually going through with it, to ending it all. I was insane, delusional, but the cut on my wrist was absolutely real and I needed help.

“I think there’s something wrong with me.”

*****

It was the same doctor, the one with the scar, the one who looked like Belial. He was smoking and not taking any of what I told him seriously. His office was like a cell — dim, confined and cold with a large, chipped metal desk taking up most of the space and concrete walls that were painted an intensely disturbing shade of mint green.

A single fluorescent light flickered overhead, giving me the feeling that I was about to endure an uncomfortable interrogation regardless of the fact that I’d done nothing wrong.

“I thought you were a surgeon,” I said flatly as he dropped a thick file on the desk and took a seat in the squeaky chair behind it.

“Budget cuts mean that we’re getting shifted around between departments,” he replied with a shrug as he lit up another of his tar-heavy cigarettes, filling the room with thick smoke. I didn’t care. “Today it’s psych, tomorrow it’s pediatrics. This type of schedule really keeps me on my toes.”

His smile was flippant and familiar and I wanted him to tell me he knew what was happening, that he was working on getting me out, and that the living nightmare I was enduring would be over soon. Then I remembered what Lesander said and wondered if I was deluding myself. I had been captured and was worthless to Belial.

The doctor sat behind the desk, casually looking through my charts, oblivious to my current state of mind. He wasn't who I thought he was, and I tried to rationalize what he said, even though it didn’t address the underlying problem.

“Honey,” he said to Trina, excluding me completely from the conversation. “I think your husband needs to be committed. This suicide shit is just the tip of the iceberg. He could go postal and take you with him.”

“Is that your professional opinion?” I asked, narrowing my eyes as he scribbled something on a notepad in front of him.

“Yes,” he replied after a few minutes of relatively deep thought. I knew this man, knew what he was capable of, but none of that mattered. I was either insane or Lesander's prisoner and the person seated in front of me was not who I wanted him to be.

I’m on my own and no one is coming to rescue me.

On my own…

The realization was oddly liberating, and I knew I wanted to stay alive, wanted to escape and make that asshole pay for what he’d done.

“None of this is real,” I finally said. The sudden clarity was absolutely overwhelming, and I decided to stop fighting it, to accept what was really happening to me. I was a prisoner and I would need to find a way out, whatever the cost. Trina gasped, clasping her hands over her mouth as her dark eyes probed me.

“I’m real, baby, and I love you.” Her words were like candy that was too sweet and I felt nauseous.

“No you don’t,” I replied. “You’re cheating on me with your boss and the only reason you stayed with me is because you're afraid of being alone.” The words shocked me almost as much as her and she returned her gaze to the doctor, not bothering to deny the accusation.

“And you,” I stared at Belial, waiting for the orderlies to burst through the door and drag me off to the padded cell. “You’re the master of the underworld. You decide men’s fate. You led a rebellion against God and were cast out. Your power knows no bounds, and you’re my father.”

It felt good to say that and Belial leaned back in the squeaky wooden chair, crossing his arms as he shook his head, my words meaning nothing to him. He was simply a projection, not the man I knew.

None of them are real and I’m on my own.

“You’re not helping yourself out here, Mr Olberman,” he said, his eyes glimmering as the door opened behind me and a pair of rough hands yanked me out of my chair. I only had a few seconds to stare at the muscled, tattooed arms before a heavy slap sent me reeling and the last thing I saw was Lesander's smug grin as the doctor’s words echoed in my ear. “Maybe some time alone, to reflect, will help you figure out how you want to proceed.”
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Foxy lady


“Wake up.”

It was barely a whisper, a beacon in the darkness surrounding me. The voice was light, almost like a notion, not real, simply the impression of a thought that slid effortlessly through my mind.

God, my head hurts so fucking bad.

Sleep, I wanted to go back to sleep; I was having the best dream. I had a huge fucking cock and these two sexy vampire chicks were obsessed with me and my blood and Trina was actually a succubus, then some goddess who looked like that gorgeous physical therapist came along and she was so fucking hot and wanted me so bad, but…

“Wake up, Rhys!” A sharp slap accompanied that directive and my eyes flew open. I couldn’t move and my head pounded incessantly, exacerbated by the bright fluorescent lights flickering overhead.

“Aahhhh,” I groaned. My arms were pinned to my body, and I was cold — freezing fucking cold. Was there someone in the room with me? I was dragged out of the doctor’s office and into another part of the hospital, then tossed into a padded cell. The last thing I remembered was Lesander's cruel laugh and a reminder that I was his to do with as he pleased before he sucker punched me and knocked me out.

Maybe he sent this person to pick up where he left off. Maybe I could convince them to kill me. Would everything start over again? What fresh hell would Lesander conjure next?

I should just go back to sleep…

“Wake UP!” That accompanying slap irritated me and I attempted to retaliate, but my arms wouldn't cooperate.

“Fuck! What?”

“You need to get out of here,” the voice replied, and I tried to focus, but my head was pounding so hard that it was virtually impossible.

“Fuck off. I’m staying here.”

I didn’t want to go anywhere. I wanted to lay there and stew in my misery. Lesander returning my memory was the worst act of torture imaginable and I deserved it — I deserved to be locked up for allowing him to capture me. I should've fought and died and gone straight to hell where I belonged.

“We have to escape before he resets the world, come on.” A pair of small hands tugged at me, surprisingly strong for their size. I could feel the buckles on the jacket being loosened and the numb tingling sensation in my arms intensifying before subsiding as I tried to move them.

“I don’t care,” I mumbled, opening my eyes again and staring at the dark gray concrete floor beneath me. The bumps and ridges came into sharp focus and I blinked, then turned my head to look at my liberator. “Who are you?”

She released the straps on my back and once I was completely free; I sat up, rubbing my temples as I tried to massage the pounding sensation away.

“I’m here to help, that’s all you need to know right now. I'll explain the rest later.” She stared at me, her inhumanly green eyes the only thing I could focus on as I tried to figure out who she was. She was a few years younger than me, but her snow white hair was pulled into a messy bun, with tendrils falling out and framing her heart-shaped face. My eyes drifted lower, and I laughed when I noticed her bright pink scrubs with gray kittens in various stages of a maniacal dance.

“Are you another patient? Do I know you?” I finally asked, not trusting that this wasn’t some sort of test and that Lesander was waiting outside, ready to force me into some fresh hell.

“You do, you just don’t remember. This isn’t the first time this has happened and if we don’t get out of here right now, it won’t be the last.”

“Just go. I’m not interested in whatever bullshit you’re trying to pull. I’m fine here, honestly….” As I said that, I stared at the padded walls and scowled. What waited for me outside was worse than the small cell I occupied and I was tired of fighting — giving in would be so much easier. Lesander would win and I would lose and my life as I knew it was over.

“No, you have to come with me,” she said as frustration filled her voice. She pulled on my arm, knocking me off balance and causing me to fall back onto the hard floor.

“Ouch! Could you give me a few minutes?” She exhaled in frustration, then squatted on the floor next to me, her intense gaze boring into me as she considered her options to convince me to cooperate.

“Rhys, he’s going to kill you, but I promise it won’t be a peaceful death,” she said, frantically whispering into my ear. “I’m your only chance for survival. I can get you back to your world.”

That statement changed everything, and I looked at her again, trying to figure out if I knew her. All of my memories were so fragmented and I couldn’t trust myself.

“You know who I am?”

“Yes,” she said, biting her full lip as she stared at me, concern filling her strikingly green eyes. “You’re Rhys Olberman. You have a tattoo shop and a dog and your life has gotten way more interesting over the past few months and you make the most incomprehensibly stupid decisions of any person alive.”

All of that was said matter-of-factly and I couldn’t refute any of it, even though I wanted to.

“Who are you?”

“I was the general of your grandfather’s armies and I’m here to bring you home. You’ve seen me before, you just don’t know it.” As she said that, a pair of furry white ears extended from her head.

“My grandfather?” My thoughts drifted, and I remembered the fox staring at me from across the ravine. “Holy shit, you’ve been tracking me this whole time? Why didn’t you say something before?”

“It was too dangerous. I’ll explain everything once we're back home.” Her gaze drifted towards the door as footsteps echoed through the corridor outside and I sifted through everything she told me.

“Home? Where’s home?” I asked, and she exhaled in frustration, crossing her arms as she stood to her full height. She was disarmingly slight, but stunningly beautiful and I made a note of the small scar beneath her left eye and the light dusting of freckles across her slightly upturned nose.

“You’re aware that you’re not human, right?” She asked, breaking my scattered thoughts and jerking me back into the reality of my current situation. I didn’t want to go anywhere with her, but staying there, with Lesander, wasn’t an option either. She offered a glimmer of hope, even if that hope felt like it was too far away to reach.

“That’s what I've been told,” I replied, trying and failing to keep my sarcasm in check. As far as I knew, she had nothing to do with my current situation and being rude wouldn’t help me get back to my life any faster. “Sorry, I’m not feeling great right now.”

“Don’t worry about it. I need you to change.” She tossed a pair of teal scrubs towards me and returned her attention to the door. “We don’t have much time. Lesander has a rest cycle where he’s less aware of what’s happening. If he wakes up, he’ll know that you’re trying to escape.”

I’d made a lot of bad decisions, but felt like trusting her wouldn’t be one of them.

“So, what are you?” I asked. She looked like a human, a stunningly beautiful human, but her eyes, not to mention the fox ears that slowly retracted into her head, tipped me off that there was nothing human about her.

“I’m fae. You’re also fae. Can we please go?”

“I’m a fairy?” The revelation wasn't as earth shattering as it should’ve been. I blamed the lack of surprise on the concussion.

“Yes, well half. I can tell you all about it, but we have to go. We always get tripped up here because you won’t stop asking so many fucking questions.”

“Tripped up here? What do you mean?”

“I mean that this has happened before and it’s going to happen again if you don’t just trust me.” I tried not to freak out, but it was a lot to take in and my brain still wasn't back at full functionality.

“I’m a curious guy,” I mumbled as I stood up and shrugged the straightjacket off, mumbling incoherently to myself as I did it. “I didn’t think they used these anymore.”

“Are we good? Can we go now?” She was annoyed, and I had a hard time blaming her.

“Yes, uh, where are we going? Can you just take me home?”

“That’s impossible, it’s the first place he’ll look. We’re going to your real home, Narraan.” I let that settle in, then realized that there was still a piece of information that would probably be helpful to know.

“What’s your name?” I asked, cocking my eyebrow as I decided to go for it. She was my only option and unless I wanted to spend the rest of eternity being tormented by Lesander, I needed to follow her.

“Lyra. Can we please go now?” She held out her hand, and I grabbed it, hoping I was making the right decision.

She opened the door slowly and looked out, checking to make sure that no one was in the hallway, then stared at me. “Come on,” she hissed, and I moved closer. “Stay close to me. The portal is outside of the hospital, so we’ll need to leave the building and head into the surrounding woods.”

“Portal?” I whispered, and she shook her head in frustration, not in the mood to answer my endless questions.

“We’re able to create portals that link worlds together. Fae are one of the few species who have control over time and space, but we have to be very careful about using that power — enemies can follow us through. If one of Lesander’s goons follow us, he’ll be able to hold the portal open.”

“Okay.” It was too much information and I needed to just go along with it. She looked like she knew what she was doing and all I wanted was to get back to my life.

“Are we set? I can’t answer questions while we’re on the move, you need to look like you’re part of the simulation. Don’t run unless I tell you to and no more fucking questions until we’re through the portal.”

“Got it,” I replied, staring at my noticeably bare feet, and she nodded, opening the door and walking through once she was satisfied that the coast was clear. The walls of the hospital were clad in filthy white tiles and the broken linoleum beneath my feet was sticky and disgusting. My heart was beating furiously in my chest and Lyra grabbed a couple of masks off a cart we passed, then handed one to me.

“Put this on,” she said, sliding the elastic over her ears, then stopping as she stared around a corner. Silence surrounded us, but that didn’t reassure me. If what she said was true, we had tried this before and failed. I tried not to think about it, tried to not think about anything but getting the fuck out of there, but with everything that had happened, that was difficult.

She moved forward, motioning for me to follow her and when we saw a couple of orderlies in the distance, she veered off into an adjacent hallway, keeping up her brisk pace as I followed her and hoped that I’d made the right decision.

My leg was still sore and even though I tried to keep from limping, pain seared through my body, peppering each movement. I hoped we wouldn’t be forced to run; I wouldn’t be able to get very far. We turned another corner and saw some other hospital personnel. I wanted to ask her if they were real, but remembered her instructions. If we actually got out of this place, there would be plenty of time to ask questions later.

She held up her hand, signalling for me to stop and I saw a pair of glass doors at the end of the hallway. As we began the long walk down the grimy corridor, I heard voices behind us, moving closer, and realized that we’d been discovered.

“Stop!” One man shouted and Lyra turned to look, panic filling her eyes as she pulled down the mask and grabbed my hand.

“Can you run?” she asked, and didn’t give me the chance to answer as she took off, pulling me behind her and I tried to ignore the pain that ripped through my body with every step. A memory of running through the woods resurfaced, and as we reached the door, it swung open and she pointed ahead. “Keep going, I’ll catch up. The portal is in the forest over there.”

I had more than a few questions, but knew it wasn’t the time, so I did as instructed and dashed out into the bright daylight, glancing behind me for a second as I hobbled across the broken pavement. I turned around for a second, watching as she held out her hands, a flash of light coming from her and the men who ran towards us collapsed. There were more shouts, and she turned, racing towards me, then grabbed my hand as she pulled me into the woods.

In the distance I saw a swirling tempest of light suspended between two large oak trees. I hobbled towards it, my leg threatening to give out as I moved closer, branches breaking beneath my feet as each step felt like an insurmountable test of strength.

Only ten more feet, nine, six, so close…

“Go through, I’ll make sure they don’t follow us,” she shouted. I stared at the object in front of me, still uncertain if I could trust her, but knowing that the alternative was definitely worse. I couldn’t go through that again.

My hesitation dissipated as the men following us moved closer and as I reached the swirling orb, I hoped that choosing to go through wasn’t a massive mistake.

“We have to go, now,” she ordered, and I held my breath, taking one last look at the men crashing through the forest towards us and jumped into the swirling field of energy with no clue about what to expect.

It didn’t hurt and a few seconds later I emerged in a flash onto a green hill and collapsed onto soft grass that felt like velvet beneath my battered body. Two suns shone brightly overhead, and I squinted into the intense light as it kissed my skin. The sensation was divine, and I took a deep breath, drawing the sweet air that surrounded me deep into my lungs.

As I rolled onto my back, suddenly feeling whole, my racing heartbeat slowed and I frantically looked for Lyra, hoping that she hadn’t been caught. She emerged through the portal moments later as it closed behind her and she fell onto the grass next to me, exhaling as she rolled onto her stomach.

“We’re safe,” Lyra said as she stood, dusting herself off as she stared at me. Those words were the most satisfying I’d ever heard, and I wanted to lay there forever, letting the sun scorch my skin, then I remembered I wasn't home yet and as nice as wherever we were was, it wasn't my final destination.

“When can you take me back home?” I asked as I pulled myself into a sitting position and stared ahead. The landscape was lush and green and the temperature so perfect that I felt like I’d be completely comfortable naked. The sky was deep aquamarine and two suns blazed above me as I squinted, surveying the surrounding hills and forests.

“Not yet,” she said with a slight annoyance in her voice and her tone rubbed me the wrong way. The only reason I left with her was because I thought she could get me back to my life. Her expression softened, and she apologized. “Sorry, rescuing you has been extremely stressful. Please be patient and understand that I want to help you.”

She held out her hand, and I grabbed it, then pulled myself up. I felt incredible, like my body had healed completely. The painful limp was gone and my constant pounding headache had disappeared — it was almost as though the air itself was a balm and I felt rejuvenated. I watched as she ran her hands over her ears and the tops shifted into dull points, realizing that was the least weird thing that had happened in the last few days, so I let it go.

“Welcome to Narraan, Rhys. It’s amazing, isn’t it?” Lyra closed her eyes and stood still as a satisfied smile curled her rosy lips. “I can survive in the human realm, but this is where I…we belong.”

She was right, something about it was absolutely perfect, like I was born to occupy the lands that surrounded me, but I knew I couldn’t stay. I had to get back.

“Come, I’ll show you to your palace.”
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Welcome, your highness


Whenever I pictured a palace, which admittedly wasn’t often, I’d probably conjure up something like you’d see in Europe — a big stone house with a moat or maybe the castle at Disneyland, but the thing she pointed at was more like a city. Enormous, elegant spires rose out of the pastoral countryside, capped with gleaming gold tips that caught the radiant light from the suns and burst forth like miniature supernovas. The central structure was surrounded by smaller buildings with gleaming golden roofs. The entire compound was encircled by a stone wall that was at least twelve feet tall and as we walked closer, appeared increasingly more imposing.

“That’s it?” I asked, still feeling mildly disoriented as we strolled down the grassy hill that sloped towards the sprawling complex.

“What were you expecting, exactly? Because I've seen your house and it’s not like you’re living in something nicer.” Lyra scoffed, then stomped grumpily towards a large wooden gate, shouting loudly. I paused, watching as the doors creaked open, trying to take it all in, but the enormity of what was being presented to me was almost too much.

“No, it’s amazing. I didn’t mean that in a bad way,” I said as I jogged to catch up with her. Even though I was bone tired, I felt like I could run for miles without getting winded. My bare feet sank into the soft grass that covered the hillside like carpet and when we reached the gravel path that led into an exquisitely manicured garden, I braced myself, expecting the small, jagged stones to pierce the soles of my feet, instead they radiated a pleasant heat and the sensation was calming.

“There was some damage during the wars, but we’re slowly bringing the palace back to its former glory.” She held up her hand and a second gate creaked open, allowing us entry into the interior and I gawked at the lush green gardens surrounding me. Birdsong rang out from every corner and I tried to remember if I’d ever been in a place this beautiful. “These are the king’s personal gardens.”

“So, where is he?” I wanted to meet this person, my grandfather, the king and tell him that I’d love to return and get to know him better once I’d neutralized the threat from Lesander.

“He’s dead,” Lyra said, sadness filling her brilliant green eyes as she wiped a few tears away. I wondered how close they had been, but as she pulled herself together and continued the tour, pointing out features of the garden, the question slipped from my mind. A nagging voice inside of my head kept telling me it was all very nice, but I had people who were depending on me and I didn’t have time to take the full-day tour.

“Your great-great-great-grandfather designed and built the gardens, ensuring that the maze was optimized for its contemplative properties. It was said that he conceived the idea of walking meditation, but the concept is more widely credited to the mountain monks of Ur,” she rambled, not allowing me to interrupt as we moved closer to the castle proper.

“Of course, it was your fifth-great grandfather, Josel, who improved the royal complex, designing the immense library to house his substantial collection of books, and earning him the title Josel the Learned.” Lyra rattled off my genealogy proudly, almost as though it was her own.

“And you were my grandfather’s general?” I asked, having a hard time believing the woman standing in front of me could lead anyone into battle. The question clearly bothered her, and I immediately regretted bringing it up, feeling like a complete and total dick for phrasing it the way I did. She kept going, the tone of her voice changing as she let me towards the entrance of the castle.

“Is that so hard to believe? Your grandfather never doubted my abilities and I promised him before he died that I would find you and bring you home. I am your protector and I will stay loyal to you and your progeny as long as I breathe.” She paused, folding her arms as she stared at me, obviously annoyed at my dumb question, but unable to chew me out about it. I absolutely believed her, but it was hard to take any of what was happening seriously as I stared at the playful kittens batting yarn and dancing effervescently on her jaunty scrubs.

“So you’re my godmother?” The thought hit me suddenly and once it settled into my mind, I couldn’t let it go. I laughed for the first time in a while and it felt good. “My, uh…my fairy godmother?”

“No. I’m your protector, your counselor and I will guide you as you become the next sovereign of Narraan.” She crossed her arms and looked at me, ready to move on, but I was exhausted and giddy and didn’t feel like letting it go.

“That’s what a godmother is, right? You protect me and ensure that I’m taken care of and that I’m prepared to go out into the world.” I was amusing myself at her expense, but I just couldn’t help it. I’d watched too many cartoons when I was a kid and the idea of actually having a fairy godmother was more than I could handle.

“Ok, fine, if that’s how you want to think of it,” she exhaled sharply in frustration and pointed towards a door that led inside. “I’ll show you to your quarters, but first we’ll visit the Ora so you can have some company. Take some time to bathe and rest. Once you’re ready, I’ll give you a tour of the castle proper. I need to change as well.” She ran her fingers over the gaudy material and I tried to process all the information she had given me. I didn’t want to be a king, but this place seemed safe and that was what I needed for the time being.

“Ora? What’s that?”

“Your harem, highness,” Lyra replied casually as she turned and motioned for me to follow her. “Ladies drawn from the noblest families, trained and ready to give their bodies to their beloved king in the greatest act of service. Your grandmother was your grandfather’s most beloved concubine, his prima consort.” She motioned for me to follow her and the information sank in as she led me up a flight of stairs and down a long hall that looked like it stretched for miles.

“What?” I asked, wanting some clarification, but she ignored me, walking ahead and pointing out details that I otherwise wouldn’t have noticed on the heavy stone walls.

Our footsteps were silent as we made our way through the elegantly carpeted hallway. I stayed behind her, staring at the paintings, suits of armor and tapestries that filled the endless corridor. After what felt like an eternity, we turned into another hallway and she opened a heavy door that led to a massive open space. Water flowed from several fountains and heat emanated from the floor beneath my bare feet.

I stared up as light flooded the room from beautifully crafted stained glass windows. The scenes were shockingly erotic, and I stared at the details until Lyra cleared her throat, requesting my attention. Quiet voices surrounded us, and when I finally noticed the crowd gathered around me, I was surprised to see a few dozen women in various stages of undress staring like they were going to eat me alive. Lyra glanced at me expectantly and crossed her arms.

“You may choose as many as you like. They will escort you to your room, bathe you and whatever else you desire…”

I didn’t know what to say. Each was more gorgeous than the last and I was flattered, but I didn’t even know where to begin.

“Well?” she asked impatiently.

“Well what?” I responded, and she rolled her eyes.

“You’ve had relations with a woman before, correct?”

“Yeah, but…look, this is all totally normal to you — the castle, a full-on harem, fucking…fairies — but this is a lot for me to get used to.” I waited, sincerely hoping she would drop it and let me get some much needed sleep.

“Saints,” she swore and looked over the women that had approached. “Uh, Erina and Chalise, escort the king to his quarters. Summon Azlina to perform the ritual first.” Once the instructions were given, Lyra turned to face me.

“I’m going to change,” she said. “The shit you people wear is intolerable. Chalise and Erina will care for you. They are quite skilled and should be able to properly service you, but if they cannot perform their duties, send them back and replacements will be provided. Understand?”

“Yeah, uh…” I said as the two women approached me. One was dark and sensual, the other bright and innocent, both absolutely desirable to any man in his right mind, but at that moment, I was absolutely not in my right mind, and I hoped they weren't expecting too much. The pair sidled up to me wrapping their hands around my arms as Chalise stroked my chest.

“I’m Erina,” the lighter one murmured as she put her finger under my chin and brushed her lips against mine. Her voluptuous body was barely covered by a gauzy dress and I could see the clear outline of her breasts through the thin material. “I am honored to be of service to my king.” My skin prickled as she took a step back for an elaborate curtsey, and Chalise did the same. Her skin was darker, like milky coffee, and her dark eyes drifted over me as she bit her full lip, holding back a sensual smile. She was lean and gorgeous and I couldn’t stop staring at her taut body. Lyra looked on, pleased, and I grinned like a dumbass as she gave instructions to an older woman.

Life is a goddamn fountain, Rhys.

“This is all really fantastic, but I need to get back home. People are depending on me and I can’t let them down…” My voice trailed off and Lyra sighed.

“Bathe, rest, drain your balls, then we’ll talk. I need to change and meditate,” Lyra said, clearly exhausted, and I suddenly realized how much she’d gone through to rescue me. I knew I should be more grateful, but I felt like I’d only jumped out of the pot and into the fire.

“Thank you for getting me out of there,” I said, wishing there was a way to let her know how much I meant it. She smiled and snapped her fingers, causing Chalise and Erina to walk me through another set of large doors on the other side of the room as her gaze followed me, then she turned and left, satisfied that she had accomplished her goal.
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Intermezzo


“Doesn’t he remind you of Lancer the Bold,” Chalise murmured as we wandered down another hallway, this one lit by candles, a sweet fragrance drifting past us and I suddenly realized how tired I actually was. All I wanted to do was eat and crash out, then figure out how I was going to get back home.

“No, I think he looks more like Creel the Carnal. I hope he’s as talented,” Erina purred and they both let out a loud giggle that echoed through the corridor.

“Where are we going?” I asked, and they laughed softly as we turned another corner and a door opened before us. We entered a large bedroom suite and Chalise ran ahead, ringing a bell and I stared at her body, every curve visible beneath the gauzy dress she was wearing and her dark hair fell in silky waves to the curve of her back.

The massive four-poster bed in the corner was large enough for at least five people and I glanced around as Erina and Chalise began undressing me, sliding my shirt over my head and releasing the knot holding the dirty turquoise scrub pants around my waist.

“This is so exciting,” Erina purred as several women carrying large pots of water entered the room, then emptied them into the oval-shaped tub in an alcove that was surrounded by beautiful stained glass windows.

“What are you doing?” I asked as Erina pulled the tie on her dress, causing it to slide down her voluptuous body and pool on the floor. She was blonde and pale and her creamy skin absolutely flawless as my tired thoughts lingered on her plump ass and round tits, the swollen mounds absolutely captivating me as she leaned over, checking the temperature of the water in the deep tub.

“We’re going to bathe you, then fuck you senseless, your highness, but first the high priestess must complete the purification ritual,” Chalise cooed as she slid her fingers down my chest, gripping my cock as she brushed her lips against my neck.

Floral incense burned in the corners of the room, smoke drifting through the hazy space as I tried to justify what was about to happen. I couldn’t tell them no, this was something they’d trained to do and the eager expressions on their pretty faces told me that sending them away would be cruel.

“I’m exhausted. I’m also not actually your king, well, I am, but I’m not sure how long I’ll be here and I’ll probably never…uh…” I said it louder than I meant and Erina turned to me, squeezing her tits together as she stared at me in disbelief.

“You don’t want us?” Chalise’s eyes widened, and I immediately felt guilty. “If you don’t find us desirable, perhaps another woman from the Ora could satisfy your needs.”

“Christ, no, you’re great,” I mumbled as Erina grabbed my hand and led me towards the bath, pressing her soft body against mine as she kissed me. It felt like a dream and I wondered if this was an illusion that Lesander had conjured.

“It feels so nice to be with a man,” Erina breathed dramatically as she pressed her lips against my pectoral muscle and Chalise kneeled down in front of me, sliding her finger down my shaft and pressing her lips against the sensitive skin as the servants continued to fill the tub, their eyes discreetly avoiding the proceedings.

“Not yet,” Erina hissed, “we have to be blessed, first.” Chalise rolled her eyes and stood, sliding her fingernail across my lower lip as my skin prickled. I knew I shouldn’t be responding to them, I had Margot and Sariah and Aurora and even fucking Katie waiting for me, I shouldn’t be enjoying myself, I needed to help them.

“This is great, but I need to get out of here,” I said as Chalise’s warm hand gripped me and started stroking. “Fuck…”

“Where would you go?” Erina asked as she walked towards Chalise and pulled aside her hair, pressing her lips against the soft skin of her neck.

“Back to Earth, the human realm, where I come from…you know…” Erina pulled down the strap of Chalise’s skimpy dress, exposing the other woman’s firm, teardrop shaped breast and squeezed her taut brown nipple, causing Chalise to gasp.

“But you come from Narraan, you’re one of us,” Erina purred as she stepped into the steaming bath, then grabbed my hand, pulling me closer.

“Maybe,” I didn’t know how to explain, then another thought pushed everything else aside, something I hadn’t even considered. “How do you know English?”

“English, what’s that?” Chalise asked innocently, her dark hazel eyes wide, as she gripped my hand and motioned for me to join Erina in the steaming water.

“Uh…” I lifted my leg and stepped into the large bath. “Christ…” It felt so good and as I lowered myself into the divine warmth, my mind went blank.

Chalise joined us in the tub, easing her naked body into the bath across from me, grabbing a bar of soap from the table beside us as she approached me, her plump rosy lips smiling seductively.

“It’s the language we’re speaking now,” I finally croaked as Erina positioned herself behind me, spreading her thighs apart as she pulled me firmly against her soft body.

“We’re speaking Fikil,” Erina said with a laugh. “It’s the royal dialect. I started learning it when I was selected for the Ora. Of course, the royal line knows it implicitly, but the rest of us struggle with the complexities of such an elevated dialect. Is my accent so bad that you don’t recognize your own language.”

“Oh…no, it’s amazing…” I groaned as Erina pushed me into a sitting position and Chalise dumped a bucket of steaming water over my head, then began lathering my hair as Erina focused her attention on my body, soaping her hands and sliding them down my chest.

“Where are you from?” I asked absently, trying to distract myself as Erina gripped my cock and stroked me softly. Her lips brushed against my earlobe and I should've been telling them no, but there was no fight left in me.

“I come from the mountain tribes of the north,” Chalise murmured as she dumped another bucket of water over my head. “My father gifted me to the royal house, it was such an honor, all of my sisters were jealous.” She lifted my arm and sat on her knees as she scrubbed it, pushing one of her small tits into my face suggestively as she did it. My dick was like a fucking piece of rebar, but I figured that once I was bathed, I could dismiss them, rub one off and crash out, then try to figure out how to get back home when I woke up.

“So you want to do this?” I asked, intensely uncomfortable with the idea of duty fucking.

“Oh yes, life in the mountains is difficult. Here, I live in luxury and my only job is to pleasure his highness and give him an heir.” That revelation caused my eyes to spring open and before I could ask her to clarify, Erina started talking, her velvety voice wrapping around me as she absently stroked my cock.

“I’m from the south, from the merchant city of Ofil,” Erina said “My father was killed in the wars and my family enslaved. Our master gifted me to the Ora as a tribute.”

“That’s really fucking terrible,” I mumbled as I tried to ignore the soft brown nipple right in my line of sight as Chalise settled back into the water.

“Not at all. The day it happened, I cried with joy that such a blessing would be granted to me by the gods. Of course, when your grandfather died, it was a terrible thing, but Lyra assured us that there would be another to take his place.”

“But wasn’t that a long time ago?” I asked as Chalise’s lips found mine and she pulled my hand towards one of her firm tits, forming my fingers around her taut nipple and gasping as I pinched it.

“Not so long…” she purred as her soapy hand worked down my chest and slid along my thigh.

“You didn’t…you know…with my grandfather, did you?” I definitely wasn’t into that and Chalise shook her head and giggled.

“No, by the time I arrived, he was too ill, but we were told he had a grandson and offered the opportunity to stay. I’m glad we did.” Chalise cooed, and I wasn't sure if she was into me or my position, but as she kissed me, her soft lips lingering as she straddled me, I didn't really care.

Suddenly the side door slammed open, and an ancient, stooped woman shuffled through carrying a large staff. Chalise squealed with excitement and jumped out of the bath, retrieving a towel and wiping down her lithe, tanned body.

“Come, Azlina will bless our wombs, that our bellies will swell from your royal seed.” She held out her hand, and I took it, disappointed about being interrupted, but appreciating the opportunity to cool down.

“Who’s that?” I asked as Chalise helped me out of the tub, carefully drying me before Erina escorted me to the bed. The priestess appeared indifferent about the entire scene, but Erina and Chalise bowed their heads as the priestess lifted her hands and looked towards the ceiling. The room sizzled with electricity and the girls closed their eyes in reverence as the old woman began humming rhythmically. I kept my gaze glued on her movements as she began turning, chanting softly, the primal sounds growing louder as she raised her arms and her wrinkled eyes flew open.

“Gods, hear our prayers, that your beloved daughter’s wombs will open and receive the seed of your honored and blessed son.” There was a long pause, and I assumed that the ritual was complete. I expected her to leave, but she stood there for a few minutes longer before beginning again. “Allow their ripe, youthful bodies to become vessels for your blessing, that your kingdom will flourish and righteousness will once again spread across the land.”

The fire blazed in the corner of the room and I waited for any sign that I could move on, tell them I wasn’t in the mood to fuck and go to sleep.

“Your highness, I offer these women’s undefiled bodies to you for your pleasure and as a tool to continue your elevated lineage. May your seed find purchase within them.” Azlina bowed and my companions whispered a short phrase.

“Thanks, I’ll do my best,” I said, and the priestess gave me an odd look before shaking her head and leaving the room. “What did she mean when she said that your bodies were undefiled?”

“We’re virgins. Our wombs are for you alone, your highness.”

“But we’ve been fully trained in the many ways of pleasuring a man,” Chalise interjected, her lips finding mine as my resolve to tell them to leave faltered.

“Yes, very well trained, and we’ve waited so long to try out what we’ve learned.” Erina added, stroking my cock as she leaned over to kiss my chest.

“That’s really fucked up,” I mumbled annoyed by the revelation. “Have they kept you locked in that room just waiting to fuck me?”

“Yes, but it was worth the wait,” Chalise said as Erina’s warm hand stroked me and my hips shifted uncomfortably. I didn’t like the idea of them fucking me because it was expected. “Is that a problem?”

“No, I mean, where I come from, women choose to be with a guy, they don’t just have sex with him because they’re forced to.”

“You don’t desire us?” Erina’s eyes glistened with tears and I felt terrible. I had to remember that this wasn’t Earth, and these weren’t human women and as Chalise grabbed my hand and guided it between her thighs, it was easy to push the concern about it away.

“No, you’re great,” I murmured as Erina’s lips found my shaft and I was so stiff that it was embarrassing, but two gorgeous women were writhing on top of me and who knew how long it had been since I’d fucked. “I just don’t want you to feel you have to do this.”

“Oh, we want it, your highness,” Chalise moaned and Erina wrapped her hot mouth around me as I cupped Chalise’s small breast and I completely lost the will to fight.

What was the point?

“God, that feels good,” I moaned as Erina took me deeper into her mouth and I hit the back of her throat as Chalise leaned down to kiss me, then brushed her lips down my chest, meeting the other woman's mouth as Erina pulled away and Chalise took over.

“So I'm the first guy you've been with?”

“Yes milord,” Erina said as she lay down next to me, stroking my chest as she watched Chalise. “We've waited our whole lives for this moment.”

“Fuck,” I moaned as I entered Chalise’s throat. “That's a lot of pressure.”

“Why is that?” she asked innocently, and I moaned as Chalise enthusiastically ran her tongue up my seam and slid it around my crown.

“Well, I mean, I want your first time to be good for you, too.” Erina's expression shifted, and she looked confused.

“But that's irrelevant. Your pleasure is our primary goal. We can only be satisfied if you are.” Erina said and as Chalise took me into her warm mouth again, I tangled my fingers in her hair, guiding her as Erina slid her fingers down the other woman’s back and between her thighs. Chalise sat up, her nipples tight as Erina kissed her, caressing her small breasts as I watched, getting harder by the second. When they returned their attention to me, Chalise bit her lip and whispered innocently to her friend.

“He's so big, I don't think he's going to fit.” I burst into laughter.

“Did she say something wrong, your highness?” Erina asked. There was no way I could explain to them what porn was or how what she said sounded like it was straight from one.

“Nothing. I think you'll be fine.” I sat up, then kissed Erina, ready to do my duty for my kingdom. Chalise waited patiently as I pushed Erina onto her back and spread her legs apart. “I just need to make sure you’re ready.”

Erina’s large tits slid to the side, and I pinched one of her light pink nipples before turning my attention to the hot, wet flesh between her legs. Chalise lay next to her friend, watching intently as I bent over and tasted the glistening pink skin, the scent energizing me and I couldn’t wait to bury myself inside of her.

“What are you doing, my lord,” Chalise asked as I pushed a finger inside her friend’s impossibly tight hole, concerned that I wouldn’t be able to fit as she clenched around me.

“You’ll see,” I said as I licked the tiny nub and Erina’s body thrashed against me. Her eyes closed, and she moaned loudly as Chalise took one of her little nipples between her lips and sucked. The sight drove me crazy, and I was too tired to hold off. Erina was soaking wet and as I positioned myself between her thighs, trying my hardest not to force myself inside of her, I leaned down to kiss her soft lips.

The first inch was incredible and each subsequent one even better as her voluptuous body writhed beneath me. She was so tight that I worried I wouldn’t be able to go any further, but I somehow managed, bottoming out as her eyes flew open and she wrapped her legs around me, pulling me close. I could barely move, but as I found a rhythm, her body melted beneath me and her soft gasps let me know she was enjoying it.

“Are you ok?” I asked, and she nodded as Chalise pushed a few strands of hair away from her friend’s forehead and leaned over to kiss her, then me. It felt so good and holding off was going to be a massive issue. I definitely wasn’t at the top of my game, but they didn’t know any better, so after a few pathetic pumps, I let go, releasing buckets of cum inside of her, my body going completely limp as the stress and fear of everything that had happened dissipated and an indescribable calm washed over me.

“Gods, that was so hot,” Chalise said and I rolled off Erina, ready to go to sleep, but Chalise looked at me expectantly with her big doe eyes and I realized I couldn’t crash out yet. “You’re not going to sleep, are you?”

“I’m so tired,” I moaned as Chalise leaned over and took my wet cock into her mouth, sucking off Erina’s juices and coaxing me back to life. Her mouth worked me, sucking and swirling her tongue to get me hard again, and after she put in all of that work, I couldn’t tell her no.

“How did you get so good at that if you’ve never been with a guy?” I asked as she kissed my lips and I could taste Erina on her. Something about Chalise was captivating and even though Erina was the more beautiful of the two, the way Chalise looked at me made me want to know everything about her.

“We trained on false phalluses, your grace,” she purred, as I rolled off the bed and dragged her towards me.

“Well tell your trainer that she did an outstanding job,” I said as I pulled Chalise over my shoulder and she squealed loudly as I slapped her ass. I knew I wouldn’t be able to do what needed to be done if I stayed on the bed and I shoved everything off the sideboard and gently placed her on top of it, leaning down to kiss her hot lips as she wrapped her thin thighs around me and pulled me close.

My heart was racing and so was hers and I leaned over, taking one of her soft brown nipples between my lips and sucking it as I slowly pushed inside. She was so wet and just as tight as Erina, but her body relaxed as I eased in, the tightness pulling me deeper as she arched her back against the wall and I began to thrust.

I held off this time and I could tell she appreciated it as her cries grew louder and the sturdy furniture rocked beneath her. Erina joined us, placing her hand against the small of my back and pushing, urging me on. I remembered what the priestess said about filling their wombs and suddenly panicked, but couldn’t hold back as I came again, this time like an eruption as I fell against Chalise, kissing her before picking her up and carrying her back to the bed.

The need to sleep overwhelmed me and I fell back onto the pillows, finally relaxing as Chalise and Erina snuggled next to me on the soft mattress.

“So, why do you have pointed ears and Chalise has round ears?” I asked, suppressing a yawn as I felt myself drifting off. I’d never been so tired in my life and I wanted to sleep more than anything.

“Because my great-great-great grandmother came from the royal family,” Chalise said, sliding her finger over my chest as she spoke.

“We’re cousins?” I asked, then laughed, letting it slip from my mind completely as I drifted off, the knowledge that I was finally safe wrapped around me like a warm blanket.
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I had no clue how long I slept, but it felt like a lifetime. Bright light peeked through the heavy curtains, and even though I knew exactly where I was for once, it took me a few minutes to orient myself.

I rolled over in the soft sheets and the realization that I was alone hit me. Chalise and Erina were gone, and I smiled as I remembered what happened, then immediately felt guilty. Sariah was dying, and I was fucking strangers in some fairy land and absolutely pissed off at myself for enjoying it so much.

I sat up, working myself free from the tangle of silky sheets that held me captive in the gigantic bed and properly surveyed the room. It was dark, and I flung open a curtain, groaning as intense sunlight slapped me in the face.

The room was warm and even though it was large, the space itself was cozy. Flames licked the edges of the ancient stone fireplace in front of me and a soft floral scent permeated every inch of my surroundings. I desperately needed to take a leak and walked around, looking for a toilet before finding a small room tucked in the corner with a pounded copper receptacle that looked like it could work as a pisser.

“Uhhhhh, fuuuuck…” I groaned as I emptied my startlingly full bladder, filling the copper vessel and bracing myself against the rough stone wall. When the last few drops came out, I wondered if there was something I should do to flush it. I didn’t see any buttons and when I tried to pick it up, I realized it was affixed to the stone floor.

“Shit.”

I didn’t know what to do with it, so I left the small room, shutting the door firmly behind me as I walked back out and looked for some sort of wardrobe or closet. My old clothes had magically disappeared while I slept, likely incinerated, but I couldn't find the replacements.

After a few minutes of frustrated searching, I noticed a bell on a corner table and rang it. A woman emerged almost instantly from a side door, kneeling and averting her eyes discreetly.

“Yes, your highness, how may I assist you?” Her voice was hushed and reverent and I tried not to be annoyed. I wasn’t her king, I was a guy from the Midwest who had gotten caught up in a bunch of shit I couldn’t control.

“I need some clothes,” I said as she bowed her head, then stood and scurried out.

As I waited, I scratched my balls and poured myself a cup of water from the vessel on a nearby sideboard, then stood in front of the fire, enjoying the warmth, hoping someone was on their way with something to wear. A few minutes later, the door opened again and two women emerged, slightly older than the first and balancing stacks of fabric in their hands.

“Our sincerest apologies to your highness. The seamstress will visit with you today to be properly fitted. In the meantime, please accept these garments, which have been blessed by the high priestess.”

“Ok, thanks. You can look at me, it makes me uncomfortable when you bow your heads like that.” The kowtowing was excessive, and I needed to figure out how to get it to stop.

“Apologies, your highness,” the woman with bright red hair looked up and immediately averted her eyes when she noticed my nudity and fervently uttered additional apologies under her breath.

“I’ve got to get out of here,” I mumbled as I grabbed a shirt and a pair of pants and tugged them on. “I’m not…just, don’t worry about it ok? You’re doing a great job.”

The one with the red hair smiled at the other, then giggled as they curtsied again.

“Is there anything else you require, your highness?”

“No, thank you.” They stood to leave, and I decided I wanted to see my erstwhile liberator. “Do you know where Lyra is?”

“She is waiting for you in the map room, your highness,” the darker-haired one mumbled and the pair scurried out of the chambers as I took another drink of water, ventured through the door into the hallway and took a left.

“Directions would've been nice,” I mumbled as I walked down the endless corridor, staring at the identical heavy wooden doors that lined the walls. The place was silent, but sharp electricity crackled through the air, causing my skin to prickle, and as I turned into an adjacent hallway, I felt as if I knew exactly where I was, even though I’d seen nothing like it before.

I paused, then turned to face a door with a few symbols painted on a plaque in the center, and opened it without a second thought. As I stepped inside, I felt a rush of energy envelop me like a warm hug, and I looked around the open space, the walls lined with ancient books, and tables covered with maps of unfamiliar land masses.

I could only assume that I’d arrived in the map room.

“I’ve been informed that you had a very effective coupling yesterday,” Lyra’s confident voice rang out, tinged with innuendo and I rolled my eyes. “You need to get comfortable with the fact that every action you take will be monitored and evaluated by your aides.”

I couldn’t see her, but walked towards her voice, glancing at the various ephemera that I passed, completely clueless what functions most of the objects served.

“Are you going to get an update every time I fuck?” I shouted, a bit too loudly, the words echoing crassly against my elegant surroundings.

“Yes. Each time you stick your royal cock into anything, it’s a matter of state,” she said and I rounded a corner and found her leaning against a tall wooden bookshelf and smirking at me. Her sea foam green eyes sparkled and the tacky pink scrubs were gone, replaced by a flowing white linen shirt and brown leather leggings that hugged her thighs suggestively. Her mane of white hair cascaded over thin shoulders and everything about her screamed power and authority, even though her slight frame made her appear delicate and wan.

“Where am I?” I finally asked, and she smirked.

“You’re in the royal palace of Narraan, your hereditary kingdom.”

“Where is it in relation to Earth?” I asked and her expression shifted. It felt like a relatively banal question, but an impatient scoff told me otherwise.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “You’re here now. This is where you belong.”

Her response frustrated me. I didn’t belong in Narraan, I belonged on Earth and I needed to get back.

“I get it, but I’m currently having some problems at home, and I really should be there, so thanks for…everything,” I said, remembering Erina and Chalise and flushing furiously.

Lyra sighed heavily, then spun around, taking a few steps away from me before sliding her fingers through her thick white hair. I needed the truth, and she wasn’t exactly being forthcoming.

“You at least owe me an explanation,” I said. “I mean, I don’t even know why the fuck I’m here. Did you just pick some random guy to kidnap and force him to be king?”

“No! Absolutely not. You are of the royal lineage — we could not have this discussion if you weren’t.” I suddenly remembered the conversation about their language and let down my guard slightly. I believed she was telling me the truth, but that didn’t diminish my frustration.

“I’m sorry,” I said, holding up my hands as she motioned towards a large wooden table in the center of the room, pulled out one of the heavy chairs and motioned for me to sit. She whistled, then joined me, rubbing her temples as she attempted to gather her thoughts. As we waited in silence, a pair of soft footsteps approached, the sound barely audible in the vast silence of the room.

“Yes ma’am,” a soft voice interrupted, and I turned to face a small woman who bowed, averting her eyes the way my attendants had earlier. It was disconcerting, and I didn’t like it, but I tacked it to the bottom of my growing list of grievances and waited.

“Could you bring us some tea and sugar cookies, please. Rhys, is there anything you would like?”

“Uhhh…” I thought, then shook my head. I was pretty sure they wouldn’t be able to get me a cup of espresso and a bacon, egg and cheese biscuit. “I’m good.”

“That’s all, Cecile, thank you.” The woman scurried away, and a thought struck me.

“I’ve seen no men. What’s going on?” Lyra exhaled dramatically as she gathered her thoughts.

“The wars and the subsequent plague decimated the male population of Narraan and the ones who are left are shadows of their former selves. There are still men in the outer reaches of the kingdom and in neighboring tribes, but acquiring them as breeding stock has been difficult.” Lyra said, the explanation painfully stark, and I realized I wasn’t the only one dealing with a lot of shit. From what I’d seen, she seemed to be doing a perfectly fine job as leader and I couldn’t figure out why she needed me.

“Couldn’t you take over as a queen or president or something?” Her laugh told me that the question was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard.

“It’s not my job, it’s yours Rhys,” she said, her light green eyes locking onto mine and a chill raced through my body. “Finding you was difficult. We knew where your grandfather, Torus, left your mother, but she had moved on and the people who knew her were less than forthcoming with information about her whereabouts.”

“Could you start from the beginning? I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about and I need some context.”

“You’re right, I’m sorry,” she apologized, then sat for a moment as she considered my question.

“You are the sole remaining heir to the ancient house of Wren; your ancestors are descended from the gods themselves.” I suddenly remembered the conversation I’d had with Enoch, his version of creation and how all the realms we inhabited were merely sandboxes. “They ruled this kingdom since its founding, but another god appeared, with dark intentions, and sent his minions to defeat the rightful king. These are the wars that incited the chaos and plagues and almost destroyed everything your ancestors built.”

She paused dramatically, motioning around her as she let the words sink in. It sounded so good, and every fantasy book I’d ever read started with exactly this premise, but even with all the crazy shit that had happened to me, I was still having a hard time believing her story.

“There was a point where the wars looked unwinnable, and your grandfather, Torus, decided that his only option was to remove your mother from our realm. She was his heir and the only child born to the royal family in nearly a thousand years. The kingdom would not survive if she died. It was a terrible decision and one that was not made lightly,” Lyra said.

“But she had an awful life, she became a hooker and died. She probably would’ve been better off staying here.”

“What’s a hooker?”

“You know, a prostitute.” I lowered my voice and Lyra’s eyes widened.

“We don’t consider that detrimental in the least. In Narraan, prostitution is a profession that many women aspire to and can yield great power and influence. I’m happy to hear that she did so well in her adopted homeworld.” I didn’t want to shatter Lyra’s impression of my mom’s career choice and let her continue.

“The placement with humans was not uncommon. Several of your ancestors spent a significant amount of time in the human realm, and cross-realm trade was fairly common in the past. To protect your mother, your grandfather destroyed the last stable portal between the realms. His reasoning was sound, but it was a decision that made locating her once he declared victory extremely difficult.”

“You said that she was his only child. Why?” Our conversation was interrupted as Cecile returned, placing an ornate silver teapot on the table in front of us, then fluttering around with plates of cookies before pouring the tea into two delicate glass cups.

“Is there anything else you require?” Cecile asked and Lyra shook her head, dismissing her. Lyra took a sip of the tea and closed her eyes, a satisfied smile curling her plump, rosy lips as a light moan escaped her throat.

“Try it, the blend is absolutely sublime. The leaves come from the southern continent and are only picked during the third phase of the full moon,” Lyra explained and stared at me expectantly.

“I’m more of a coffee kind of guy,” I mumbled, but picked up the glass, trying to figure out how to hold the tiny handle and still effectively bring it to my mouth without spilling the contents all over myself. I succeeded and was surprised at how delicious it was.

“Wow, you’re right. It is good, like nothing I’ve tried before.” I took another sip, then carefully placed the cup back in the saucer before grabbing one of the sugar cookies. I was ravenously hungry and downed a few more as Lyra looked on approvingly.

“A blight had affected the bloodline for generations. Your grandmother was from a distant kingdom and was able to conceive, however she died shortly after your mother’s birth. Once the portal was closed, we could no longer track your mother. Regret over the decision caused your grandfather great pain,” Lyra continued. “By the time we located you, he was on his deathbed.”

“How did you find me?” I asked, conceding that what she told me actually made some sense.

“We knew that she had been left with a priest and followed her to the new world, but it wasn’t until we learned she had died that your existence was uncovered. Your grandfather trusted me implicitly and assigned me the task of locating you. He passed while I was searching and it was a terrible day for the kingdom. I regretted that I could not say farewell, but finding you was much more important.” Lyra sighed and stared at the books lining the walls. “I am tired, Rhys. I have completed my task and brought you home. It is the greatest achievement of my life.”

She smiled at me, satisfaction filling her eyes as she stared at me and I hated that I was going to disappoint her, but I absolutely couldn’t stay in Narraan.

“Lyra,” I paused, trying to gather my thoughts as what she told me sank in. “I appreciate you finding me, and helping me escape, but my life is on Earth and I’m needed there.”

“I understand your hesitation. It’s a lot to process at once, which is why I’m trying to ease you in.” She paused, and I knew I wouldn’t like what came next. “But you do not belong there. You belong here, and your people desperately need you. I believe you can offer them hope, and in return, I’ll train you so that you can fight Lesander and win.”

It was a tempting offer, but the basic facts of the situation remained.

“I’m not fully fae,” I said defensively. “I’m half angel, that can’t be what my…my subjects want.” The word sounded so strange coming out of my mouth and all the frustration from the past months came roaring back. The fear that I had no control over what was happening resurfaced and this conversation wasn’t easing my concerns.

“We believe it is an asset, Rhys. The line was cursed, that was the reason your mother was so precious. But this infusion into the bloodline will hopefully mean that you’ll be able to produce the heirs that your grandsires could not.” She finished her tea and poured herself some more, then topped off my cup with the fragrant liquid. The scent wafted around me, calming my thoughts and clearing my mind with its oddly familiar embrace.

“We will not keep you here against your will, if you decide to leave us, we will be heartbroken, but your wish will be honored,” she said, her eyes locking onto mine as I was pulled into the light green pools that appeared to shift. “But I ask you to keep in mind that time moves differently here. A few of your days is more than a month for us, so you have time to consider your choice.”

That revelation gave me some comfort. I needed to regroup if I was going to fight Lesander. He was too powerful for me to face in my current state and I remembered the hell he put me through, I couldn't go through it again. Lyra was offering to train me, to prepare me to face him and I nodded, relenting, at least for the time being.
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“Lyra has asked for you to join her in the armory, your highness.” The attendant bowed as she carefully averted her eyes, leaving behind a tray of food as she scurried away, leaving me alone again.

Bright sun shone through the large glass windows at the end of the room and I closed my eyes, letting the warm rays wash over me. Chalise had visited again the night before and I couldn’t remember the name of the woman she brought with her, but I was positive I’d get a full report from Lyra on the outcome of what transpired between the three of us.

The day before had been a swirl of activity, everything from an overview of the history of Narraan to a brief introduction of the branches of government to another purification ceremony, which I still was confused about. The entire situation was a lot to take in and even though I told Lyra repeatedly that I would leave at the earliest opportunity, she still insisted on the endless rituals, prayers and lectures.

I took a bite of the sweetbread on the plate in front of me and a sip of tea, then I dressed, putting on the loose linen shirt and finely tailored trousers that had been set out for me. A seamstress visited the day before, and I was surprised by how well everything fit as I tugged on the pair of buttery soft boots that hugged my feet like I'd been wearing them for years.

A leather jacket was laid across another chair and I shrugged it on, even though the temperature was perfect. I was getting used to the insane shit, but in all honesty, being a fairy king had been nowhere on my bingo card.

Whatever. I need to go home.

My strategy for finding Lyra was to walk for a few minutes, then pick a random door. It seemed to work most of the time and there was no reason to waste effort searching for a room that could be anywhere. Anything I wanted appeared at my whim and I assumed the armory wouldn’t be any different.

My hunch was correct and as I entered a cavernous room with vaulted ceilings and large, elaborately decorated windows, I realized I had arrived at my destination.

“Rhys, over here.” Lyra’s voice echoed through the space as soon as I entered. The walls were bare stone and covered with various weapons. Some I recognized, others I could figure out, some — like what she was holding — were a complete mystery.

“Ready to learn how to fight like a real man?” Lyra teased with a sexy wink and I rolled my eyes. In her hand was a round piece of leather. It flexed between her fingers as she walked towards me and before I realized what was happening, she casually tossed it into the air above her.

The soft leather formed into a solid object as it floated above her head, then began spinning like a table saw blade, terrifyingly sharp protrusions extending from the edges as it hurtled towards me. I barely ducked as it whistled by, then Lyra whispered and it returned to her outstretched hand.

“That’s not good, Rhys,” she said sternly, but a smile tugged at her lips as she said it and I could tell she was teasing me. I liked it, but wished that maybe she’d do it when my life wasn’t at stake. “I thought your fighting skills were bad, but it looks like we'll need to start your training from the beginning.”

The truth hurt, and I tried to soften the blow slightly.

“I killed a succubus…and a vampire — a really ancient one,” I replied smugly, arching my eyebrow as I peeled off the jacket and rolled up the sleeves of my shirt.

“That’s not bad,” she said as she placed the round piece of leather on a nearby table, then took a few steps closer. “I think my record is five hundred flarels in a single day. Of course, that was during the Battle of Hayford Gap, which turned the tide of war in our favor.”

The way she said it didn’t feel like bragging, simply a statement of fact and I smiled, wondering what it would be like to kill that many people or flarels or whatever. Then I realized I didn’t want to kill anyone and the gravity of what she said weighed down on me.

“But they aren’t exactly sentient so it wasn’t a huge deal,” she said, laughing off the achievement as I stared at the deadly weapons lining the walls. My gaze rested on the swords and I realized I had a lot to learn.

“What was that thing you threw at me?” My eyes were locked on the soft leather disc resting innocuously on the table.

“A loosie,” she said, and I laughed.

“What?” Her expression was serious, and I assumed it didn’t sound as amusing to her as it did to me. “That’s a funny name.”

“That’s not its official name, we call it that because it loosens a man’s head from his shoulders. You’ll learn how to use most of these weapons. Some, like the loosie, utilize magic, most don’t,” she said, motioning towards the glimmering instruments of death lining the wall. “We’re currently not at war, but that could change at any moment, and as our king, you need to be prepared.”

“Oh,” I said and swallowed. This was real and the weapons surrounding me were real and she was actually expecting me to learn how to use them. “I’m interested in sword training.”

She crossed her arms, clearly frustrated, and I realized she wasn’t going to make this easy.

“Swordplay comes later. You need to master the basics first: targeting, dodging and footwork. Then we’ll move on to anything requiring magical ability, then…”

“Magical ability?”

“Yes, well you have demonstrated some extremely basic skills, so you possess the gift. The next step is to determine where your strengths lie, then train towards that.”

“Look, I just need to beat this guy, Lesander. He looks like a bruiser, you know, the type of guy who wants to pound you. If you teach me some tricks with the sword, I can probably take him.” I swallowed nervously, sounding way more confident than I felt.

“Do you think he’ll be alone this time?” Lyra asked and her question was valid. “Even if you decide to leave, which I don’t recommend, he knows where you are and understands that you will become a more formidable opponent.”

“Fuck,” I said, feeling defeated. She was right; even if I trained for the next hundred years, he had the upper hand.

“Rhys, you’re going to have a difficult time. I began training as soon as I learned how to walk. A soothsayer told my father that I would become a great warrior and he never let me forget that. Every day was a struggle and I hated him so much.” Her voice softened, and she glanced at the far wall. “But I knew he did it because he cared for me and understood how difficult my path would be.”

I rested my hand on her shoulder, then leaned closer, she looked so vulnerable and hot and there was nothing I wanted more in life than to kiss her. Her eyes widened and my breath slowed and I could feel my heart racing as I leaned down, closing my eyes and thinking about her warm lips...

The intense, searing pain was totally unexpected as my head snapped backwards and I fell onto my ass on the cold stone floor.

“What the fuck!” I shouted as my vision blurred and I groaned in agony.

“Oh, shit. I’m so sorry, it was a spontaneous reaction,” Lyra said as she kneeled next to me and whistled. A servant scurried in and towards us as I tasted blood and my head spun furiously. “Call the mage!”

A few seconds later, everything went black.
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Not again


Not again.

“Saints, Rhys. I’m so sorry.”

I recognized Lyra’s voice and relaxed. Then, I remembered what she did to me and my eyes flew open.

“He’ll be fine.” I saw another woman out of the corner of my functioning eye and assumed that this was the mage Lyra had mentioned earlier. I was still in the armory, flat on my back, sprawled out on the cold stone floor. As I slowly eased into an upright position, the world spun around me and I lay back down, hoping I didn’t have a concussion.

“What the fuck did you do to me?” I asked as I rubbed my temples and groaned. My nose was swollen, and I had to breathe through my mouth. Everything throbbed. I tried to focus, but pain seared through my head with each breath.

“Lyra is one of Narraan’s most skilled warriors,” the other voice said and I squeezed my eyes shut. “Maybe try asking before you go for it next time.”

“Oh yeah,” I mumbled, remembering the failed kiss attempt with the humiliation I deserved. “Sorry, it just felt like the right thing to do.”

“How have you survived so long making such stupid decisions?” The other voice was curt and impatient and it was nice to be spoken to normally again, even if she was calling me out.

“You try going through what I have, then lecture me, ok?” I let out a groan as I focused on sitting upright, then gave up again. “Besides, guys who always do the right thing are boring. Who the fuck are you anyway?”

The other woman let out a huff and Lyra shushed her, but the hits kept coming.

“She’s not a member of your Ora, you know.” The lightly accented voice was unrelenting, and I wished she would go away. “Lyra has taken a vow of chastity and if you were any other man, you would be struck dead where you stand.”

“Rhys, this is Calle, the court mage,” Lyra said to me, then turned her attention to the other woman. “Everything is fine now, Calle, you can leave us.”

“I needed to meet with his highness anyway, remember? You told me he could teleport.” Calle’s voice was dripping with sarcasm and I was annoyed when she faced me, kneeling next to my prone body as she pried my eyelids apart and forced me to look at her. “Wake up, my lord. I have other things that need to be taken care of today.”

I mumbled something about how I didn’t want to be there, then nodded off again thinking about how much better my old life was. Maybe I could find a portal and get the hell out of Narraan myself.

“Hello!” Her hand made sharp contact with my face and I immediately sat upright, glaring at the woman sitting in front of me as she smiled smugly, clearly pleased with the positive outcome of her extremely unorthodox ministrations. “Fantastic.”

“What do you want?” I shouted and the familiar buzzing in my core intensified as the woman stared at me with a pair of dark feline eyes that cut straight through me. Her features came into focus, and I couldn’t stop staring, fascinated by her long dark hair, softly tanned skin and full red lips that smirked at my obvious discomfort.

“Ooooh, very good. I think we found his strength, Lyra,” Calle whispered and rested her hand against my chest. The buzzing intensified and after a few seconds, settled into my core like a warm hug. The sensation had always been unpleasant, but it suddenly felt as vital to my existence as breath.

“What are you doing?” I mumbled, not wanting her to stop.

“I’m drawing out your power. It’s unusual, not like the power here at all. It’s vengeful and without purpose,” she murmured, her eyes narrowing as she spoke. A few seconds later, she jerked away and looked at Lyra. “It’s dark.”

Lyra stared at me, shocked, then whispered something to Calle before standing and dusting herself off.

“That changes everything,” she said, glancing at the other woman as she rested the tip of her finger against her cheek and tapped distractedly.

“Is that a problem?” I asked as I rubbed my neck and tried to stand. I couldn’t believe how hard Lyra clocked me and even though I’d been on the losing end of more than a couple of fistfights, nothing even came close to that punch.

“We’ve got an issue,” Lyra said and the mood in the room suddenly soured as she held out her hand and helped me stand. It took me a minute to regain my footing, and I shook my head, regretting it instantly as the room began spinning and I squeezed my eyes shut. Lyra handed me a handkerchief, and I realized my nose was bleeding.

“It is a problem,” Calle agreed, and as she spoke to Lyra, they ignored me. Her dark hair cascaded over her shoulders and her flowing black robe made her appear shapeless and ethereal. She looked entirely human except for the feline slit of her dark eyes and the peak of a pointed ear that shot out of her hair. “But not insurmountable.”

They continued to chat as Lyra motioned for me to follow her. We left the armory and walked down the hallway, the two of them leading as I held the handkerchief to my nose. I caught bits and pieces of their conversation, but they spoke in hushed whispers, looking back at me every few minutes as the corridor stretched to infinity in front of us. I felt like I should be told what was going on since I was their king, but they didn’t seem to consider my participation overly important.

We turned into another room as they talked, and I looked around. The space was like the rest of the castle, with stone walls and vaulted ceilings, but a long table stretched across the length of the space and delicious looking food covered the surface, the scent of freshly baked bread and roasted meat wafting towards us.

I was famished, still dizzy and desperately wanting a drink.

“Have a seat, your highness,” Lyra said, smiling demurely as she pulled out a chair and I sat. She took the space beside me, then glanced at Calle before fixing her gaze back on me. “Apologies again for what happened. It was unexpected and I am aware that I should submit to your will in all things.”

She looked chastened, and I was completely confused. Calle wasn’t having it and rolled her feline eyes, before snapping her fingers to summon a serving girl.

“I don’t want you to submit,” I said, then lowered my voice, hoping that I could avoid Calle hearing my apology. “I just, you know, thought it was the right thing to do. I promise it won't happen again.”

Lyra tried to suppress a smile. She knew exactly what she had done and didn’t regret it at all, but if she really wasn’t interested, then I deserved it.

“It’s fine, let’s move on. What were you talking about in there? What’s dark?” Whenever I got some answers, more questions popped up.

A serving wench filled my goblet, and I took a deep drink of the sweet wine, watching as Calle piled food onto her plate. I appreciated she didn’t bow to ceremony, but I could tell that she was actively avoiding my questions.

“Eat, my lord; you must be hungry,” Lyra said as she nervously chewed on her lip and I scooped a few things onto my plate, then returned my attention to the mage as she shoved a piece of fatty meat between her full lips.

“Is there something wrong with me?” I asked and Lyra avoided my gaze, picking at a few vegetables on her plate and deferring to Calle.

“You have dark power,” Calle mumbled between bites, then took a drink of wine. “Your grandfather fought a similar magic and, frankly, I’m concerned that you could do more harm than good by staying here.”

“Fantastic,” I said, suddenly excited by the prospect of finding a way out. I wanted to get back to Margot and Sariah, and once we found a cure and reunited with Aurora, I was certain that we could take on Lesander. “So I can leave?”

“It’s not that simple,” Calle said as she grabbed a comically large drumstick and brought it to her mouth, tearing a huge chunk of flesh away from the bone with her sharp, white teeth. It would be absolutely disgusting if she wasn’t so hot, but she actually made gluttony look sexy. “We’re technically supposed to kill you.”

“What?” Panic rushed through me as she said that and Lyra held out her hands diplomatically.

“No!” she said, staring at Calle then back at me. “Well, she’s right, but I’m almost certain there’s something wrong with Calle's assessment. You’re not fully fae and there could be some issue with how she's interpreting your power.”

“No, he’s dark — really dark,” Calle interjected and I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

“But I’m not like, a bad guy. I give to charity and try to help people out. I mean my dad is not the best person, but I don’t see what that would have to do with anything.”

“What is your father again?” Lyra asked.

“An angel.”

“What’s that?” she asked, then looked at Calle, who shrugged between bites, meat juices dripping down her chin. Watching her eat was both repulsive and absolutely captivating, and I couldn’t look away.

“It’s like a, uh…” I tried to remember how Enoch explained the hierarchy to me, but wasn’t sure it would translate. “He’s like a demigod, I guess.”

“A lesser god,” Calle mumbled and Lyra nodded as she thought about what I’d told her.

“Is he chaotic or lawful?” Lyra asked, and it was like she was speaking another language.

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Does he follow rules or do whatever he wants?” Calle shouted, then let out a loud belch before shoveling something that looked like mashed potatoes into her mouth with a three-pronged fork. She was tiny, and I had no clue where all the food was going.

I thought about the question. He had helped instigate the heavenly wars, but seemed to adhere to some sort of rules in hell.

“Both, I don’t know.” I mumbled, wanting to go back to my room and fuck something and as soon as the thought formed in my mind, Calle let out a laugh.

“Typical man,” she snorted, and I realized she was reading my thoughts as she took a drink of wine and belched loudly.

“I hate that. Don’t read my thoughts,” I growled. She took a break from stuffing her face and narrowed her eyes, glaring at me defiantly.

“What are you going to do about it?”

I hated her, hated this place and was ready to leave. I could figure out how to defeat Lesander on my own, I didn’t need their help.

“You’ll die if you go back,” Lyra said softly and my frustration peaked. I didn’t want any of what I was being offered and felt just as trapped as I was when I was being held by Lesander.

“I’m out of here,” I said as I stood up and pushed my plate of food away. “Can you take me back to the portal or whatever? I don’t need this bullshit.”

Calle laughed, then took another sip from the goblet in front of her. She grabbed a napkin, wiping her hands as she said something to Lyra in a language I didn’t understand. Her golden eyes narrowed, and I felt my body shake with rage.

“Sit down, you’re not going anywhere.”

The way she said that absolutely infuriated me and I faced the mage, wiping my hands before making my way around the table and straight towards her. Silence echoed in the room and my ears rang as intense and uncontrollable rage suddenly consumed me. I didn’t know what I was going to do, but there was no way she was going to talk to me like that. She didn’t seem overly concerned and continued eating as I got closer, unbothered by my presence as each step moved me in her direction.

She casually held up her hand, and I suddenly felt like an eighteen wheeler rammed into me as I flew backwards.

“Calle!” Lyra shouted and my head started throbbing again.

“What the fuck was I supposed to do, Lyra? This man is not my king. My king died and his daughter, the princess, should be here to assume the throne, not some half breed who can’t even control his magic. He needs to leave before things get bad. You know exactly what will happen, you've seen it before.”

Lyra took a few steps back, then turned, the sound of her boots echoing softly against the stone floor as she stormed out, frustrated with both of us.

“What the fuck are the two of you talking about?” I asked as I narrowed my eyes menacingly. Calle exhaled, leaning back in her chair and closing her eyes as she attempted to regain control of the situation.

“What do you think the wars were about?” Calle asked as she wiped her hands and casually crossed her legs, staring down at me with disgust from her seat at the table.

“I don't know. I'm not from here, remember?”

“Dark forces entered the kingdom through a portal and ravaged Narraan. You are a dark force, ergo we'd be insane to trust that you'll do the right thing. There's only one ending to this story, Rhys, and it's not the one where you make it out of here alive.”

Calle stood, wiping her greasy hands on the tablecloth and exiting through the same door Lyra had used moments earlier, leaving me alone and confused.
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Patience, grasshopper


I spent the rest of the day with Chalise and by the next morning, I was feeling slightly better. The swelling had gone down, thanks to a poultice that Lyra sent over and I returned to training, a decision I regretted as I faced off with Lyra over which weapons we’d be using.

“Swords, I want to learn to use swords,” I insisted as Lyra handed me a length of sinew joined in the center by a shallow leather cup, and a handful of round, smooth stones. “What the fuck is this?”

“Calm down. We have time,” she said as she motioned for me to follow her to a range outside the armory. The suns were magnificent and the breeze warm and languid, and I inhaled the sweet air, relaxing almost immediately. “I want you to practice targeting, then we’ll work on hand to hand combat.”

“But I don’t need to know how to do either of those things to use a sword,” I said, holding the objects in my hand as she pulled her own out of her pocket, then retrieved a few small stones from the ground. “I need to learn how to properly use a sword.”

“How’s charging into things been working out for you so far?” The question was a challenge, and she cocked her eyebrow, not expecting a response.

“Well, I…I mean I guess pretty well.” I thought about Cyrus and Trina, they were both dead and I had killed them. “It doesn’t really matter how it’s done, right? The goal is to beat the opponent.”

“Yes, but who did you defeat, exactly? A minor demon and an ancient vampire who could barely move?” She laughed, and it annoyed the shit out of me. Who was she to judge my past victories? I wasn’t judging the fact that those five hundred flarels she killed weren’t sentient.

“Calm down,” she said, holding out her hand as she smiled. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have downplayed your achievements. I simply believe that you put yourself at unnecessary risk when you fought your opponents. You should’ve been more prepared, learned how to break them first, then strike the final blow. Either of those encounters could have easily resulted in your defeat.”

I thought back and realized that she was right. I’d gone into every situation swinging, with no plan and zero clue. Even though it had mostly worked out, there was no reason to think that fighting Lesander would result in a victory for me.

“I don’t see how these,” I started, holding up the stones Lyra had given me, “are going to help me beat him.” As I said that, Lyra placed one of the small pebbles into her sling, then wound it up and released, knocking over a large pile of rocks placed on a column about twenty feet away. “Jesus.”

She gave me a radiant smile, then pointed towards another pile of stones next to the one she knocked over.

“If you can weaken your opponent before striking, it will make the ensuing battle easier. Swordplay is tiring and difficult and it’s better to go into a fight with any advantage.” She shoved the sling back into her pocket, then crossed her arms and turned to face me. “An expert can use it to pierce armor and bring down a man more discreetly than with an arrow.”

She crossed her arms and stared at me expectantly. “Now you do it.”

“I don’t know how this thing works,” I said with an embarrassed laugh. I had a slingshot as a kid and had tried target practice in my backyard, but after a few dozen failed attempts, I’d given up. I had no reason to believe that this would end any better.

“It’s easy. This is something we learn when we’re children,” Lyra said as she tucked her sling into her waistband and grabbed mine. She was wearing an outfit similar to the day before, but the thin fabric of her shirt clung to her body and a few silver chains around her neck glinted against her pale skin. Her white hair was pulled back into a low ponytail and the scent of wildflowers surrounded us. She was primally sexy and even though I knew she wasn’t interested in me that way, exceptionally dirty fantasies about her continued to plague my mind.

She grabbed my hand and positioned the sticky sinew between my fingers, forming a loop, then moved my arm behind my back awkwardly.

“I like to wind from a low position, but everyone is different,” she said as she pressed the smooth, cool stone into my palm. “The stone will stay in the cup as you spin the sling. Once you’ve determined the trajectory, release the string with the knot and the object will shoot out at velocity.”

It was a lot to remember and as she braced her hand against my lower back, then moved my arm to mimic the motion arc to throw the stone, I tried to concentrate on the pile of rocks in front of me, but her presence was making it difficult. She repeated the sequence a few times, and I was reminded of the time my dad tried to teach me to play golf. That ended in disaster and I wasn’t much more optimistic about this training session.

“Maintain a nice spin and release when the sling is at its peak.” She moved from behind me and I realized that this was much more enjoyable than learning to play golf — largely because of her — and I nodded, even though I didn’t really get any of it and expected a complete and total failure.

I didn’t disappoint myself and as the stone flew at a ninety-degree angle from the target; I cringed.

“That was bad,” Lyra said with a laugh and I suddenly felt defensive. “At least you didn’t break anything.”

“What? It was my first try. Don’t tell me you killed something the first time you did it.”

“Well…” she started, and I exhaled. “I didn’t kill anything, but I at least hit the target. I swear it’s easy once you get the hang of it.”

“I’ll take your word,” I said as I loaded up the next stone and tried again with a similar result. The next few attempts weren’t any better, and I was actually happy to be interrupted by Calle a few minutes later. She floated in, her full robes completely obscuring the shape of her body, and her dark eyes that were flecked with gold resting on me.

“How’s he doing?” she asked, and Lyra shook her head and rolled her eyes.

“Not great.”

“I’d like to see you do better,” I said to Calle, fairly certain that my combat skills were at least better than hers.

“I don’t need to,” Calle replied coyly, and I watched as a stone on the nearby table rose a few feet into the air, then hurtled towards the target, scattering the pile of rocks as she smiled smugly. “Anyway, I spoke with Tamar about the trade agreement with the south and she said we could move ahead. They’re willing to supply soldiers to us in exchange for a new fleet of fishing ships and unrestricted access to the Gerala Straits.”

“Good,” Lyra said. “We’ll train for a few more hours, then meet you in the throne room. Have you told our emissaries about his arrival.”

Lyra motioned towards me, and I could feel my frustration building. I was the goddamn king, and they were talking about me like I wasn’t even there.

“I’m right here, if you want me to do this, maybe include me in your conversation,” I said and Calle exhaled with annoyance, very much aware that I was being a petty twat.

“Apologies, your highness. We’ll shift to matters of state this afternoon, with your permission, of course.” Lyra’s eyes gleamed with excitement, but I worried Calle was ultimately right and my presence in Narraan would do more harm than good.

“Fantastic. It’s been a pleasure, as always, your highness,” Calle said, dropping a passive aggressive curtsey to me as she turned to leave.

The rest of the morning went as expected and even though I was missing the target by less, I still hadn’t knocked over any of the goddamn stones and I wasn’t feeling great about my prospects for improvement.

“Several magistrates from neighboring districts have already arrived and they’re eager to meet you,” Lyra said as we walked into a small room lined with stone cubbies and she pulled a towel down from a shelf and handed it to me, then grabbed one for herself and started undressing. “We’ll steam, then get lunch, then go to the throne room. If you’re going to stay, you need to learn more about your kingdom.”

I wanted to confess that I had no intention of staying, and that my earlier outburst was just annoyance. As she peeled off her shirt, that thought, along with everything else, exited my mind.

“We’re planning on officially announcing your return in the next few weeks,” she said as she unbuttoned her pants and wriggled out, standing in front of me completely naked. Her small muscular body was pale and lithe and her tits were way bigger than they were in my fantasies, perfectly round with soft pink nipples that blended into her ivory flesh. A few scars dotted her skin and I wanted to know where they came from, but I tried not to stare as she wrapped the towel around her petite frame. “Coming?”

“Yeah, uh, yeah…” I mumbled as I undressed and secured a towel around my waist. She continued talking, telling me about ancient alliances and truces that my grand sires negotiated and long simmering conflicts that were still unresolved.

“Of course, we’ll get more into the details,” she said as we walked into a smaller stone room and she dumped a ladle of water onto the rocks in the corner, causing them to sizzle and release a cloud of steam. “Even though Calle has been resistant to the idea, I think having an outside perspective will be helpful in resolving some issues that we’ve been facing.”

“Why is that?” I asked, swallowing as she pulled her long hair into a high ponytail, then removed the towel, reclining on one of the wooden benches jutting out from the wall. Her pale skin glimmered with sweat as her pink nipples softened from the heat.

“All of us have ingrained prejudices that make it difficult for us to act in the best interest of the kingdom as a whole. It’s possible that, as an outsider, you can see beyond these and propose reasonable solutions. Calle says that I’m being overly optimistic, that things are fine the way they are, but I believe we could do better.”

“We also need a figurehead, someone for the common people to rally around. They have fond memories of your grandfather and would likely transfer that affection to you.”

As she said that, she parted her thighs, and I forced myself to look away. She was so hot, but totally not interested in me sexually and I needed to get over the crush that was slowly developing.

“Was he a good man?”

“Who? Your grandfather?” Lyra asked, and I nodded. “Yes, he was a shining beacon and I loved him.”

I scrunched my face, and she laughed.

“Not like that. I admired him, he was like a father to me. He listened to my advice without prejudice. Learning how to give council was difficult, even more so to a man like your grandfather, but he appreciated the fact that I wasn’t from the royal line and could offer a different perspective that the others, who had been raised in the royal ecosystem, couldn’t fathom.”

I was finally understanding why she was such a hardass.

“How did he die? It seems like fae live a long time.”

“It was the wasting sickness, the same thing that affected many after the war. The prevailing belief is that it was brought by troops from one of the eastern kingdoms, but there’s no evidence for that. It decimated the population, though, and we’re still trying to recover.”

“But you ultimately won the war, right?” I still wasn’t entirely confident about my understanding of the timeline, but from what I gathered, my grandfather survived the war then lived a bit longer — long enough to regret his decision to take my mother to Earth.

“Yes, but in this case, the aftermath was almost as terrible as the war itself. I watched friends die, people I had known since I was a little girl. It took my parents and brothers. I emerged unscathed, even though I was repeatedly exposed, so did Calle, but our losses were still grim.” She paused, chewing on her lip as she thought. “The halls of the palace were once teeming with servants, but now we can barely keep a basic staff and those that we have are unskilled at best. Moving on has been difficult and your return is the hope that the people need to pull through this crisis.”

“Jesus.” I didn’t want to hear that. I wanted to go home, but I realized that the longer I stayed, the more difficult it would be to leave. I changed the subject. “Calle said you’d taken a vow of chastity. What’s that about?”

“It was a promise I made to the gods during the war,” she murmured, closing her eyes as her fingers slid down her taut stomach, and I wondered if she regretted her decision. “If we were victorious, I would stay committed to training, prayer and the kingdom. It's a promise I don't take lightly.”

“How long are you planning to honor that vow?” I asked, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

“Forever,” she said with a smile, and I tried to imagine being so committed to something, but failed spectacularly.
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A fine whine


“I’m terrible at it — all of it. Everything,” I confessed to Chalise as she lay nestled in my arms. I’d gotten used to having her around and even though she always offered to bring another woman, or two, to join us, I enjoyed having her there to complain to alone.

Ours was a relationship that was built out of convenience, but I felt comfortable with her, and liked that she didn’t lie to me. She wanted to be the prima consort of the king and I needed someone to bitch to after a day of being yelled at by Lyra and Calle.

We both got what we wanted.

The sex was also amazing. Whatever they did for training in the Ora was fantastic, but I was still bothered by the fact that fucking me was her job. That thought cast an unwelcome shadow in my mind and as she stood, walking towards the sidebar and pouring herself a cup of water, I reminded myself again not to get too attached.

She noticed me staring at her and smiled, then handed me the cup and crawled into bed next to me, resting her head on my chest as late afternoon shadows drifted across the room. Every muscle in my body was sore, and I was ready for Lyra’s strict training to be over, but I remembered what Lesander did to me before and the thought of going through that again was enough to keep me motivated.

“I have a confession to make, your highness,” she looked at me, her lids shading her smoldering brown eyes as I worried she was going to tell me she was leaving the Ora. The thought bothered me more than I wanted to admit.

“What is it?” I asked hesitantly.

“I’m barren,” her voice was a soft whisper, and it took me a few seconds to respond.

“So?” I asked, unsure what the problem was.

“I knew I couldn’t have children and withheld that information. I lied.” She chewed on her full lip as tears filled her eyes and I suddenly understood. I hated that she believed I would give a shit. “One of the duties of the members of the Ora is to bear children and I cannot fulfill that duty.”

“I don’t care,” I said, wrapping my arm around her and pulling her close. Her hair smelled like jasmine and even though I didn’t love her, I enjoyed her presence more than she could understand. “It’s not like I belong here either.”

She laughed, the sound as refreshing as a cool breeze on a stifling hot day and I leaned back into the soft pillows. Silence rang around us and I knew I needed to leave, to deal with the never ending formalities that now dominated my life, but I’d rather be in bed with Chalise and that was where I was going to stay.

“Honestly, I don’t want to be a father,” I finally confessed. “I don’t really want to be a king, either, but sometimes shit happens and you have to just deal with it.” That was the best advice I could offer, and it felt wildly underwhelming.

“I’m glad I’m not the only one with issues,” she giggled as she rested her head on my chest and wove her fingers through the hair. “Of course, yours are way more important.”

“Not really,” I exhaled, wanting to make her feel better. “But at least I can do something about your problem. Don’t worry, ok?” I put my finger under her chin and lifted it up, kissing her softly to seal the promise.

“Do you know anything about Calle?” I asked and Chalise laughed softly.

“Everyone knows who Calle is, she’s the most powerful mage in Narraan. Why?”

“Nothing,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to get into it again. Everything about me was bruised, ego included, and even though I knew I wasn’t strong, the way that both she and Lyra were absolutely dominating me was hard to handle.

“Are you alright, my lord?”

“Yeah, it’s fine,” I mumbled. I liked her, I mean, who would complain about an entire harem of women dying to fuck you, but I missed home. I missed being with people who loved me for me and I wanted everything to go back to normal. “Do you ever get homesick?”

“Sometimes,” she said, pulling herself into a sitting position, then patting her lap. I rested my head on her thighs, closing my eyes as she wove her fingers through my hair. “But then I remember that I’ve been gone for so long that it’s probably nothing like it was when I left and that the memories are a hazy reflection of reality.”

“That’s true,” I murmured, relaxing completely as she massaged my shoulders. “I haven’t been gone that long, though.”

“Tell me about it, your home,” she whispered as her fingers slid across my skin and I thought about my house and Good Ink and Lemmy and the girls and how amazing my life was before all the bullshit, then I remembered it was because of the bullshit that I had that life.

“It was normal, nice — I went to work and came home and everything was easy.”

No, it wasn't. Quit lying to yourself!

“What about you?” I asked, not wanting to think about everything that I stood to lose.

“There’s not much to tell, it was cold,” she murmured with a shiver as she slid her finger across my lips and my heart started racing. “I remember always being cold.”

“If you could do anything, besides being here, what would you do?”

“I would open a small pastry store here in the capital,” she murmured. “I would get married…” she paused, worried that she had said too much.

“It’s ok, I won’t get upset. This has to be tough, even if it’s something you want to do.” I didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. “Do you want me to free you?”

“I’m not being held against my will, I can go whenever I please,” she said defensively and guilt washed through me, even though I wasn’t sure why.”

I let it go and a few seconds later, she leaned down to kiss me, the sensation of her soft lips pushing everything else from my mind as the fire crackled warmly on the other side of the room.

“I have a favor to ask, your highness.” I smiled, still not used to people saying that.

“Whatever you want, Chalise…” I meant it. She was almost like a therapist and having someone who was completely detached from my situation to complain to was worth everything I had.

“Remember that thing you did to Erina?”

“What thing?”

“You know, when you licked her pussy. She said it felt so good.”

“You don’t do that here?” I asked, surprised. Narraan seemed like a fairly open place. I couldn't believe they didn’t know what cunnilingus was. “It seems pretty normal.”

“It is when we do it to each other, but she said your tongue tingled, like a light vibration. I want to try it for myself.”

“Really? No one's ever told me that before.” I wasn't sure if she was just trying to entice me or if what she said was actually true, but I couldn't imagine turning her down. “Yeah, whatever you want.”

She giggled softly, her finger resting against her lower lip as I rolled over and kissed her, then ran my fingers down her chest and cupped her small breast, pinching her nipple before leaning over and pressing my lips against the puckering flesh. Her legs parted as she sighed and I left a trail of kisses down her torso before reaching her cleft.

“You said you did this to each other in the Ora?” I asked, the thought of the women fucking each other driving me absolutely insane.

“We weren’t supposed to, but sometimes we just couldn’t help it. We needed…release.” She gasped as my finger brushed against her swollen clit then pushed into the soaked flesh beneath it. The skin was a dusky rose and looked like a flower blooming against her dark skin. Every time I got a whiff of her scent I wanted to taste her, but hadn’t had the opportunity.

“As king, I’m going to decree that you are allowed to fuck each other as much as you want, would you like that?” I teased and Chalise nodded, her dark eyes locked on me as I pressed my lips against the tiny bud, then licked it.

“Ohh,” Chalise moaned, then shifted her hips.

“Stay still,” I ordered, and she obeyed, twisting her hand in the sheet as I ran my tongue through her sweet flesh, then returned my attention to her clit, sucking it between my lips and shoving another finger inside of her. She tasted so good and I was so distracted that I didn’t notice the door open and a black-clad figure walk through.

“Rhys, we need to talk,” Calle announced as she shut the door behind her and crossed her arms expectantly. She arched her eyebrow as her gaze moved to Chalise, staring at her appreciatively.

“Jesus Christ, I’m in the middle of something here.” That woman annoyed me more than anyone I’d ever met and as her eyes fixed onto me, she pushed her dark hair behind her pointed ear.

“I can wait,” she said, a smug smile affixed to her lips as she swept towards a chair in the corner and sat primly. I didn’t want to disappoint Chalise, who was whimpering in anticipation beneath me, so I returned my attention to her, pushing another finger inside her impossibly tight hole and stroking her as I showered attention on her clit. Her gasps were sharp, and she tangled her fingers in my hair, pulling me closer as her body responded.

A few seconds later, she cried out, a clear stream of fluid squirting onto my hand as she relaxed, then laughed and rolled into a tight ball on the bed.

“Gods, she was right.” Chalise’s voice was muffled as she pulled a pillow over her face, then remembered that we had a guest. She sat up, then leaned closer to give me a kiss as I realized the encounter was over and I wouldn’t be getting the same satisfaction. “Thank you, your grace.”

“Thanks, Chalise,” I said as she rolled off the bed and pulled on her thin robe before leaving. Calle gave her a stiff smile, staying planted on the chair beside the bed as she watched me dress. Her feline eyes followed my every movement and a look of approval painted her expression as I shoved my still rock hard cock into my pants. I didn’t think she was actually interested in me, but her curiosity was obvious as her focus rested on my tattoos.

“Are the symbols on your arms for protection?” Calle murmured, and I scoffed, pulling on the soft linen shirt that I found discarded on the floor beside the bed. I wasn’t in the mood for her questions; I was too annoyed about being interrupted, but I hoped her dislike of me might translate into a willingness to help me leave.

“No, they’re just tattoos,” I said. “That’s what I did, you know, for a job.”

She arched her eyebrow at that piece of information, but stayed silent, judgement seeping from her gaze as I grabbed a metal cup and filled it with cool water, emptied it, then filled it again.

“You told me I needed to die.” The words came out more harshly than I intended, but she deserved my anger.

“Yes. Lyra is still very upset about what I said and wants me to apologize.” Calle didn't seem like the type of person who issued apologies easily. I wasn't sure what was on her agenda, but I wasn’t in the mood for whatever bullshit she was peddling. “I won’t. It’s not necessarily a lie.”

“Obviously I’m not happy about you saying that you want to kill me, but I’m fine leaving this place, just point me to the nearest portal.” I set the cup down and leaned against the sideboard, realizing that maybe she wasn’t as awful as I originally assumed.

“It’s not that simple,” she said, and I exhaled, stomping across the stone floor as I ran my hands through my hair. Her dark, gold-flecked eyes wouldn’t leave me and I wished that someone would give me some information I could actually work with.

“Ok, look. I’ve been to this rodeo before — secrets, half answers, misinformation — and now I’m here, so just tell me what the fuck you want me to do. I have a life I want to return to and you jerking me around is not the best way to get me to stay!”

I felt like I’d finally just lost it. Every guy fantasized about being the one, zipped to a kingdom of hot women and being able to fuck them all, but now, I just wanted out.

“We’re working on it,” she said, my footsteps echoing through the room as I paced. “I’m going to let you live, for now. You’re helpful, but if the past has taught me nothing, it’s that you cannot let your guard down.”

“How is it your decision? I’m the king, isn’t what I say the law?”

“To a certain extent, yes, but Lyra and I and several others are the ones who shape the narrative. If we believe you will cause problems, then we must act for the good of the kingdom.”

She stood, taking a few confident steps towards me, her eyes glowing as she poured herself a glass of wine and I wondered if it was me that the kingdom should be concerned about. The vibration within me intensified and Calle laughed.

“Unlike you, I care for the people and the future of Narraan. When Lyra continued her search for you after the death of the king, I tried to dissuade her, but her loyalty to your grandfather superseded her common sense and here we are.”

“If you loved my grandfather so much, then why wouldn't you obey his wishes?”

“Because he was filled with regret as his life came to an end and I think his desire to find you was a selfish response to his deterioration,” she said, shaking her head. “I want what’s best for this kingdom, Rhys, but I don’t know if you do as well.”

“Is that your decision to make?” I asked, suddenly furious. I had been repeatedly told that the kingdom was mine and that they needed me. Now they didn’t? I was getting whiplash.

“You’re correct, but we’re also dealing with a pair of unprecedented disasters. Lyra sees potential in you, which is why you're still alive, but I think you’re petty, selfish and impulsive — three traits that do not translate to leadership. However, certain things have transpired and I think your presence will ultimately benefit us.”

I had no clue what she was talking about, but needed to think about what she said rationally, not get drawn into something I had no interest in simply to prove her wrong

“Do you want me to be honest?” I asked, and she crossed her arms and nodded, challenging me with her stare. I exhaled and thought, shielding my mind from her invasive probing as I tried to form the words for what I needed to say. “This is not my home. I don’t want to be here and I honestly think that we’ll all be happier when I leave.”

“It’s good to see that we’re on the same page.”

“My mother is still alive,” I said, then remembered that wasn’t exactly true. “Well, not alive, but I know where she is. If you want her, I can try to bring her back, but I need your help in return.”

“Let’s talk,” Calle sounded pleased with that information and I hoped I had found my way out.
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Finding balance


“Relia is in the south,” Calle said with annoyance as she walked around the large map in the center of the war room. I was getting a crash course on the history and geography of Narraan and my brain was turning into mush.

“Ok, I got it.” I pointed towards a few places on the map, reciting the names and major exports of each region. “Can we take a break?”

“Of course, your highness,” Lyra said and whistled for a servant. “Would you like something to eat?”

As soon as she mentioned food, I realized I was famished.

“Yes, please,” I said as I continued to stare at the large map. The kingdom of Narraan spanned continents, but according to Calle, local magistrates effectively controlled the most distant regions and would travel to the capital annually to report on progress and pay taxes. The king held absolute authority, but regularly deferred to his council on local issues. “So, is everyone fae?”

“We’re all fae in the way that the people of Earth are human.” Calle said, and I was confused. “If you’re asking about magical ability, no, they do not all possess that. Most are farmers or fishermen or merchants or soldiers. Only the ones who exhibit extraordinary talents are accepted to the Citadel and given training.”

“And the Citadel is….” I was so tired of asking questions, but every answer gave me new information that I had to ask more questions about and I worried that I’d never understand it all.

“It’s an academy for mages,” Lyra answered patiently. “Calle attended and honed her skills. Fae who possess magic and cannot control their powers are culled before they can cause damage.”

“Christ. They’re killed just because they can’t control themselves.”

“Yes,” Calle said authoritatively. “They are a danger to themselves and others, but it’s not a common occurrence.” I wondered if that was true or if she was just trying to ease my concerns about my own abilities.

“Does that have anything to do with the dark magic you mentioned?”

“Yes. Dark magic is extremely destructive and difficult to harness, but also extremely rare.”

I was still confused after her explanation, but trays of food arrived and I shelved my questions temporarily. Even though I still planned on leaving, whatever magic I had would be with me forever and I needed to learn how to use it.

“Can you teach me how to control mine?” I asked.

“Yes,” Calle replied and tilted her head slightly as she stared at me. “Maybe. The good thing about magic is that you either have it or you don’t — of course, there are differing levels of ability within the former category. Training can help you harness your energy and the skills you possess can be honed, but you must decide how this will proceed. You’ve had a tough time with Lyra and in her opinion, you’re not humbling yourself sufficiently, not willing to actually be taught. If I’m going to teach you, I’ll need complete obedience.”

I thought about Margot and Sariah, Lemmy, Katie, Belial and Aurora then remembered the expression on Lesander’s face as he told me what he’d done, what he had planned. As painful as it was to admit, I was weak and needed her help if I wanted to get my life back. Lyra’s martial training was good, but I’d need every tool in my arsenal if I was going to succeed.

“Yes, I promise I’ll listen,” I finally said and Calle smiled, pleased.

“Good. Continue with Lyra and we’ll begin your magic training in a few days. I suspect your abilities are limited, but I’ll work to help you harness it and use it to your advantage.” She sounded confident, and I appreciated that she was trying.

****

“Grab a sword,” Lyra said as she pointed towards the far wall. The steel glinted in the early morning light as bright sunlight peeked through one of the far windows in the armory. She held a small, pointed sword in her hand and grinned at me as I turned and walked towards the array of weapons, then chose one that looked similar to the sword Belial had given me. It was a few feet long, with a leather wrapped hilt and jewel encrusted pommel; the blade glinted in the light and like the rest of the weapons on the wall, it had been well-used and maintained.

I lifted it from its mount, shocked by its light weight and how easy it was to maneuver. There was nothing obviously special about that sword to set it apart from the weapons surrounding it and as I returned to Lyra, she shook her head.

“Why that one?” she asked as she pushed her smaller sword through her belt, then wrangled her white hair into a ponytail and pulled on a pair of leather gloves. I remembered how she looked in the steam room, the droplets of sweat rolling down her smooth skin and the way she casually parted her creamy thighs and got embarrassingly hot.

“It reminds me of mine,” I mumbled, ready to get started. I knew she was going to absolutely destroy me, but I hoped I wouldn’t embarrass myself too badly.

“Normally we use a practice sword for combat training, but you need to become accustomed to the way the weapon feels in your hand. I saw how you handled that ancient vampire and even though you were the victor, it wasn’t your martial skills that saved your life. I was impressed that you could think clearly during the battle,” she said as she pulled the small sword from her belt. “But you also need to learn how to properly wield a weapon.”

I appreciated the compliment, but realized that the praise was fleeting. She was inflating my ego, so I’d feel more confident and make a mistake. That realization hit me as she smiled casually, placing her left foot in front of her right and holding the small sword by her side.

“Get into position when you feel ready to start,” she said as I mimicked her stance and immediately felt completely awkward, like I was off balance and would fall over as soon as she approached me. “Good, now follow my movements.”

She thrust her sword, leaning forward, then held out her hand and spun around, before slashing in a forceful downward motion. I tried to mimic what she did and became tangled in my own feet before collapsing on the stone floor.

“Fuck!” I shouted as the sword clanged onto the floor next to me. Lyra tried not to smirk, but she couldn’t hide her deserved sense of superiority. Her lips pursed, and she shoved her sword into her belt, then offered her hand to help me stand.

“That’s exactly why I’ve been focusing on footwork and targeting,” she said and I brushed the dirt off my pants before retrieving the sword from the floor. “Impatience is the most certain path to disaster.” She crossed her arms and stared at me. “Your grandfather told me that before a key battle near the end of the war. I wanted to finish the enemy, to cut them down where they stood, but he knew that if we waited, choked their supplies and starved them into submission, victory would be easier. He was ultimately correct.”

“How long did you know him?” I asked as I twisted my wrist a few times and gripped the sword again.

“A long time,” she said. “I was a soldier in his personal guard, but he quickly realized I would be a better asset in a leadership position. When I was a girl, I never imagined that I would work so closely with the king and having him as a mentor was the highlight of my life.”

“I wish I could’ve met him before he died,” I said and her eyes sparkled.

“He would have liked to know you. I think he would’ve been proud,” she scoffed, then amended her statement. “Well, he wouldn’t have been proud of what just happened, but you get the idea. When I first arrived at the castle, I was given a skill test. I had to fight my way through the king’s personal guard. Of course, I thought I was the best fighter in the kingdom, and easily made it through the first five opponents.”

She paused, remembering and tilted her head slightly, causing her green eyes to glimmer in the late morning sun.

“The final fighter was a beast of a man. Easily three times my size and when he saw me, he laughed. He asked if my being there was a joke, if they were now giving the most prized position in the kingdom to little girls out of pity.” Her green eyes dulled, then sharpened as the memory worked its way through her mind. ”I was so upset — that this man would call me a little girl, then accuse the royal guard of taking me out of pity, was more than I could bear. I was exhausted. I’d fought five of Narraan’s finest swordsmen and beat them all soundly, but this beast of a man was well-rested and primed to win.”

“I stood my ground and fought, using all of my skill and after an hour of fierce attacks, I had him on his knees, defeated. When he removed his helmet, I realized who it was, and immediately collapsed onto the floor in front of him. It was your grandfather and he raised me from my knees, treated me as an equal and kept me as his advisor until he died.”

Silence filled the armory and even though I knew I wouldn’t be a natural at any of what she was teaching me, I felt like I was finally in a position to learn. I’d floated aimlessly through my entire life and if I kept resisting, I’d never be able to defend myself from the threats that awaited me at home.

“I want to improve, but everything I do turns into a disaster,” I finally confessed.

“Everyone has to start somewhere, Rhys. I spent my entire childhood learning how to fight, it’s a skill that must be gradually acquired, no one is born a master swordsman. That’s why I wanted you to begin with the basics, but I feel like your impatience is going to constantly derail you, like you’re not willing to put aside your pride to start from the beginning. I know I can train you, but you need to give yourself over to me.”

“I understand,” I said, looking into her light green eyes and wishing that I didn't like her as much as I did. My burgeoning affection for her would make it difficult to leave and I didn't need any additional complications. “There is just so much depending on me right now and I’m worried that if I stay here too long, I’ll never get back to the people I care about.”

“They’re fine, I promise you that,” she said and immediately covered her mouth with her hand.

“How do you know?” I asked, and she put her sword down on a nearby table, then paced.

“We’ve sent several spies through the portal. They’ve been tracking your…associates.”

“You’re not going to hurt anyone, are you?” I was suddenly concerned that she would do whatever it took to ensure I stayed in Narraan.

“No, they’re safe.” Lyra paused, and I believed her. Calle would lie to me, but Lyra wouldn’t and I trusted her completely. “The young vampire and the dog are with the goddess in a safe location; Lesander cannot find them. The other two have left and although we haven’t located them yet, I promise we will.”

Knowing that Lemmy was still alive and that Katie and Aurora were waiting for me was reassuring.I wondered if Margot had found a cure for Sariah; maybe she’d made a deal with the Society. I hoped that wasn’t the case, but knowing they were safe made me more confident in my decision to stay.

“Thank you,” I said. “That means a lot to me and I promise that I’ll try to make this work, as much as I can.”

“That’s all I ask,” Lyra said with a smile before she slid her sword into its scabbard on a nearby bench, then picked up my sling from the table and handed it to me, ready to start again.
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Your one talent


“You’re improving,” Calle said as I reappeared across the room. We’d spent the last few weeks honing my magic, and I was exhausted. So far, I’d become more comfortable with teleporting and discovered that I was especially adept at absorbing the magic of others when I conjured a thunderstorm out of nowhere.

“I must've picked that up from Cyrus,” I mumbled, not bothering to fill her in on the details of that particular encounter. It didn’t matter, and she never asked me questions about my former life. She was tough and focused and had no patience for my bullshit.

We were in Calle’s study in the bowels of the castle. There were no windows, more spiderwebs than I was comfortable with and experimental taxidermy piled in every corner. Small glass jars filled with various herbs and tinctures lined the shelves and sheaths of paper lay scattered across the large marble table in the middle of the dimly lit space. The walls were thick stone bricks, and I noticed multiple smoke stains in several spots, making me wonder how skilled she actually was with magic. She noticed me looking and rolled her eyes.

“I have to experiment, not everything works out the way I assume it will,” she said defensively, and I wanted to change the subject so that we could get the session over with. Being in such close proximity to her was torture, and I put in extra effort to improve my skills so I could leave early. “Again. Go to that corner.”

We’d been working on teleportation for hours and I was exhausted, but wanted to get the session over with so I concentrated on where she pointed and closed my eyes, relaxing as my body was sucked into the void. I hurtled through empty space before exiting in the place where she instructed.

“Much better.” Her praise felt good, and I was glad that she wasn’t yelling at me.

“It didn’t hurt as badly this time.” I took a shaky step towards her, and double checked to make sure everything had arrived intact. Even though I was growing more comfortable with my limited power, I still hesitated every time I forced myself to jump.

“I’ve told you before that it’s easier when you relax. Focus on where you’re going, then give in, there’s no need to resist, people almost never disappear completely.”

“Almost never?” Her supposed reassurance didn’t make me feel any better. It was easy for her to act like magic was as normal as breathing. Calle was used to this; I came from a place where people who claimed to use actual magic were hucksters or insane.

“Your magic is different from what we have here. I’m not sure where it’s coming from.” She gathered the papers on her table, then took a few steps towards me as she thought, but I wanted answers.

“How is it different?”

“We draw from the environment, but yours comes from somewhere inside of you.” She pressed her hand against my chest and the vibration intensified before she stepped back. “It’s not important, just curious.”

“Will that be a problem?” I didn’t like the sound of that, unknown variables bothered me.

“Honestly? I don’t know,” she said as she handed me a cup of wine and stared at me with her cool feline gaze. “You’re only half fae, and while you obviously have a sliver of magic ability, I don’t know if it’s coming from the fae in you or the…what did you call it?”

“Angel,” I said, and she shrugged. “My father told me they could teleport, but not much else. He’s just as confused as you are about what I can do.”

“You know you can teleport and you can sense magic, which is good,” she paused, tapping her full lower lip with her finger. “Can you shift?”

“I don’t think so. I mean, I’ve had nothing happen that makes me think I could.”

“Close your eyes,” she instructed, and I did as I was told, even though I still didn’t completely trust her. Her footsteps echoed in the room and my muscles tensed involuntarily as she approached. She placed her thumb against my forehead and kept it pressed there for a few seconds as my breaths slowed and deepened and I relaxed.

“Can shifting help me fight?” My main focus was on killing Lesander — anything else was a nice bonus, but unnecessary.

“Maybe,” she responded curtly, and I realized I should back off. Calle was being friendlier, but we still weren’t friends — I’d trust Lyra with my life, but Calle still wanted me gone and kept that goal in mind as we trained. She pulled her finger away from my forehead and took a step back. I opened my eyes and immediately felt dizzy. “Tell me, Rhys, do you like to hunt?”

“I don’t know, I’ve never done it.” The idea repulsed me and I was suddenly concerned.

“Now’s a good time to start,” she said, pulling a cape over her shapeless dress and motioning for me to follow her. We left her workshop and ascended a flight of stairs, then walked down a long hall. The few servants we passed along the way bowed and even though I wanted to know where we were going, I didn’t feel like battling the sarcasm that would accompany her answer.

“We’re going to the stables,” she said curtly, and I groaned with annoyance. She scoffed and rolled her eyes as we turned a corner and the familiar smell of hay drifted into my nostrils. When I was a kid, my parents sent me to riding camp. I had a blast there and got pretty good at jumping, but at a certain point, girls became way more interesting and I gave it up. I was suddenly glad that I'd kept with it as long as I did.

The stables were immense, and we walked past rows of horses, each more magnificent than the last. I wanted to stop and look, but Calle was impatient and I was excited about showing off my riding skills.

“You’ve ridden before, correct?” Calle said, and I nodded. “Good. Bring Zaralon,” she said to the stable master, and we waited for a few minutes as I stared at the enormous wall in front of us and wondered how long it took to build the entire castle complex.

“A very long time,” Calle answered, and I was immediately annoyed.

“Please don’t do that.”

“What’s the problem? You had a question and I answered it.”

“Yeah, but sometimes it's nice to think.” I hated that I was having this conversation again, and Margot randomly drifted into my thoughts.

“You think about her often, the vampire with the dark hair.” Calle crossed her arms, her expression inscrutable. “The others as well, but she’s special.”

“We were…are close.” I said, unwilling to tell her more than that. There were things I wanted to keep to myself and Margot was one of them. I loved her, well, I thought I did, and every day I was away from her and Sariah was painful. Memories from home came rushing back, and I pushed them out of sight where they belonged.

A few minutes later the stable master led out a sleek black mare, handing off the reins to Calle. She mounted it in one smooth motion and when I saw my ride, I grew concerned. I’d never seen a horse that big and as it snorted and stomped, I remembered what my riding teacher had told me.

He can sense your fear, Rhys.

“He’s beautiful. His name’s Zaralon?”

“Yes, milord,” the old stable master said, and I realized he was the first man I’d seen in the castle. “He’s the progeny of your grandfather’s warhorse. It’s a fine lineage.”

I held up my hand, and the stallion sniffed it warily, then lowered his huge head. I stroked his ears and soft muzzle and he calmed down significantly. As I walked beside him, breathing in his earthy scent and sliding my hand across his smooth black flank, excitement raced through me. I needed this and was glad that Calle suggested it.

“Are you going to mate with him or ride him?” Calle asked, and I shot her a dirty look. I’d always liked animals and as Zaralon let out an impatient snort, I realized we were going to get along fine.

“Just getting to know each other,” I said.

The stable master offered me a stool, but I waved him off, hooking my right foot in the stirrup, then throwing my left leg over the saddle and adjusting my seat. I worried that my experience with riding on Earth wouldn’t transfer, but as I gently kicked the massive beast’s stomach and maneuvered him towards Calle, the concern faded — some things were universal.

“Ready?” I asked Calle as I trotted next to her and she smirked, surprised by how easily riding came to me.

“Yes.”

“Good, what do you have planned?”

“We’re going hunting.” She kicked her mare, racing towards the open gates and I followed her, remembering what I’d learned and urging Zaralon to go faster as I tried to catch up to Calle.

I hadn’t left the castle complex since I arrived and as the rolling green hills of the countryside flew past, my mind was firmly fixed on what the massive beast beneath me was doing. Each time his hooves made contact with the smooth road beneath us, I breathed a sigh of relief and after a while, I grew more comfortable, even though I kept a death-grip on the reins.

“I think maybe I’ve found your one talent,” Calle said with a laugh as she slowed her mare and pointed her towards a thick jumble of forest. The suns were high in the sky, and as their rays kissed my skin, I finally took a few minutes to admire the surrounding scenery. I was reminded of the day I’d arrived and I pondered how many things had changed since then. “We’re going there.”

“You said we’re hunting, we don’t have any weapons,” I said as she took off and I followed her, the stallion crashing through the underbrush, and I steadied myself as I tried to avoid the low-hanging branches that threatened to knock me off my seat.

“We are,” she replied with a cool smile and I continued behind her as we reached a clearing with a small pond and Calle gracefully dismounted, not bothering to explain what she meant. I tugged on the reins, bringing the stallion to a stop and hopped off, happy to have my feet back on solid ground. “You did a good job with Zaralon, I’ve heard he can be quite difficult.”

“Thanks.” I appreciated the compliment. The horses began grazing, and I removed my gloves, placing them in the saddlebag before returning my attention to Calle. As I stared at her, her body contorted and her clothes fell into a pile around her as she transformed into a creature that resembled a panther. In another life, I would’ve been shocked, but it all felt so normal that I didn’t even give it a second thought.

The large black cat slinked towards me and Zaralon whinnied nervously, taking a few nervous steps back. Calle’s eyes sparkled, and she twisted her head, motioning for me to follow her. I’d never been so close to such a dangerous animal and even though I knew there was a person inside, I felt as unsettled as the horse.

Her tail flicked, and she looked back, then darted off, streaking through the edge of the woods and into a clearing beyond. A few seconds later, a small animal shot out from beneath a pile of branches, Calle in hot pursuit. The strange creature looked like a mix between a squirrel and a rabbit and I subconsciously cheered for it to escape as it raced through the clearing.

Just as Calle reached it, the small animal ran up a tree and Calle waited patiently beneath it, pacing as the terrified creature let out a loud cry, warning others that a predator was near. I couldn’t understand the point of whatever Calle was doing and walked closer to the tree.

“Calle!” I called out, and she turned to face me, licking her whiskers with her large pink tongue as she paced towards me. Suddenly the animal made a break for it and raced down the tree and back across the field. Calle gave chase again, and I worried that this time, the little guy wouldn’t be so lucky.

Something inside of me snapped, and I ran after her, my two legs no match for her four as she raced behind the animal, closing the gap between them. I felt myself twist and contort, my body bending over as my arms painfully shifted into legs and I closed the space between myself and the mage. I couldn’t believe what was happening, but didn’t have a chance to think about it as the ground flew beneath me and I caught up to Calle.

Within seconds, I caught her, nipping at her tail with my teeth as I pounced, forcing her body to the ground as we rolled in the soft grass before coming to a stop and she stood over me, her teeth bared and a low growl escaping her throat. I worried she was going to rip my face off and leave me for dead, but she leaned down and licked my cheek, the shock causing me to shift back into my human form.

“What the fuck just happened?” I shouted, unnerved by the entire situation and unsure about exactly what had taken place.

“We just figured out the answer to my question,” she breathed as she leaned down, her dark hair tickling my skin as I realized she was naked.

Her body was taut and smooth and her sharp rosy nipples brushed against my chest as she kissed me, and I was suddenly terrified that she was going to turn me into a small animal and eat me, just because she could.

“Did you do that?” I murmured as she pressed her lips against mine and I could feel the dampness from her pussy soaking my torso as she ground herself against me like an animal in heat. I tangled my hands in her dark hair and pulled her away, needing some answers before whatever was happening went any further.

“Do what?” Her words were breathless and soft and totally unlike her. I wondered if maybe the real Calle was somewhere else and another shifter had taken her place. She would absolutely do something like that, just to fuck with me, then laugh about it.

I rolled her onto her back, my hand around her neck instinctively as she smirked, her slitted eyes adjusting to the light and I pulled back, not wanting to hurt her.

“Don’t worry, you can’t hurt me,” she said as she slid her fingernail across my lips and I suddenly realized how stunningly beautiful she was. She always wore loose black robes and I never really knew what was beneath them, but she was as primal as the panther and I wanted her.

“I’m not Lyra, I didn’t take a stupid vow of chastity. Do you want to fuck like this or shift? I like it both ways.” She laughed, her small tits jiggling enticingly, and I reached down to cup one, suddenly overwhelmed by the need to have her. The earlier chase had left me energized, and I forced her thighs apart, shoving my fingers inside of her, grinding the heel of my palm against her clit as she moaned loudly.

That felt like a challenge and I leaned over to take one of her pert little nipples between my lips, biting it as she arched her back against the grass and clenched her fingers in my short hair, pulling me closer. She wasn’t one of the women from the Ora. The only thing she wanted from me was my cock and I was going to give her exactly what she wanted, but I needed something from her first.

She was so wet and squirmed beneath me, thrashing in the grass as my fingers pushed deeper, stroking her, coaxing her to come. I bit her other nipple, then rolled her onto her belly, sharply slapping her ass before roughly pulling her to her knees. She had been an absolute terror to me and I fisted her long, dark hair, wrapping it around my hand before easing my finger inside of her again. I wanted to fuck her, but I knew she wanted it more and forcing her to wait gave me almost as much pleasure.

“You know that's not what I want, Rhys.” She snapped, and I tugged her hair roughly.

“What did you call me?” The voice didn't sound like my own and a moan escaped her throat as I slid my finger over her inflamed clit.

“Apologies, your highness,” she murmured, and I laughed.

“Good. I like that. Maybe I should strip you of your title and send you to the Ora where you belong.” The threat caused her to tense, and I felt her clench around my fingers as the threat sunk in. “Then I could fuck you whenever I wanted and you’d be thrilled to be sprung from your gilded cage.”

Her back arched, and I could tell that she liked the sound of that. Energy surged through me and I wanted her so badly. I wanted to fuck her into submission and make her scream out my name. She moaned in anticipation as I teased her, pushing her face into the grass as I spread her legs apart and slid my fingers through her wet slit.

“Are you going to treat me with the respect I deserve?” I traced her puckered asshole, teasing it with my finger before penetrating her. She gasped, surprised, and I pulled out, positioning my cock against her slit, waiting for her answer before giving her what she wanted.

“Yes, your highness…please fuck me…” she begged, her body quivering beneath me, but I wasn't satisfied that she was sufficiently contrite so I stroked her soaked pussy, lingering on her clit as I teased her making her want me more with every pass. Her muffled cries for relief spurred me on and after a few more minutes, I gave in.

I plowed into her, pressing against the small of her back as she cried out, her body quivering more with each thrust. She was wet and hot and so tight and I pulled out, not ready to finish with her yet. I was enjoying myself too much and so was she. I pushed my cock into her mouth, enjoying the sights as she sucked off her juices and I pinched her pointed nipples, then twisted my body so I could taste her, savoring the flavor as she took me deep into her throat.

Her muffled moans were too much, and I pulled myself away from her again, panting as I stared at her tanned body and decided how I wanted to finish. She was sufficiently contrite and power surged through me as I rolled her onto her stomach, pushing her into the grass as I forced myself inside, thrusting as I held her beneath me and her cries filled the surrounding forest.

“Don’t stop,” she begged, and I pulled her back onto her knees, bending over her and biting her neck as she clenched around me. It felt incredible, and I let go, releasing like a volcano as she collapsed beneath me and I pulled out, rolling onto my back as she rested her head on my chest and traced tiny patterns on my skin. It was late and I couldn’t believe what had just happened, that I’d actually fucked her and that it felt so goddamn good.

“I need to go,” she said suddenly and sat up, then leaned down to kiss me. It was soft and gentle and nothing like what I expected from her. “Thanks.”

She chanted a few words, and I felt power surge through me.

“What was that?” I asked as I propped myself up on my elbows, enjoying the last of the suns before they disappeared beneath the horizon.

“You'll find out,” she said with a smile and she disappeared, leaving me alone to deal with the horses and I swore under my breath.
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Royal rumble


“I heard you had a productive outing with Calle,” Lyra said with a teasing smile. “It’s the first time she's had anything nice to say about you.”

“At least she doesn’t hate me anymore,” I said, wondering if Calle told Lyra everything.

I remembered the way her body writhed beneath me in the warm afternoon sun and I still couldn’t believe what had happened. One second she hated me, the next she was fucking me like she couldn’t get enough. I would never understand women and I just needed to accept that fact and stop trying to figure them out.

“Oh, she still hates you, but at least she respects you,” Lyra said and motioned for me to follow her across the armory. “You’re improving. I’m not sure if it’s enough, but it’s good to see that you're finally listening to me.”

“Did she ever mention my proposition regarding my mother?” I wasn’t sure how often they communicated and wanted to be completely transparent with Lyra about my intentions. I trusted her and felt like she had my best interests at heart, even though she wanted me to stay.

“She did, but the princess is…deceased.” The word clearly made Lyra uncomfortable.

“Yes, but I feel like my father could, I don’t know, transfer her or something. If what I was told about all of this was true.” I motioned around me, unable to adequately explain what I meant without sounding like someone who’d dropped way too much acid.

“I don’t know what you’ve been told, but I'm fairly certain that once you’re dead, you’re dead. Anyway, we can discuss that later. Let’s get back to work.” Lyra said, ending the conversation.

She tossed me a stone and pointed towards a pile of rocks near the edge of the building. We had been practicing with the sling for months and I’d gotten to the point that I could knock down almost anything, even while moving. It felt like a minor victory and as I placed the smooth stone into the soft leather, then began the familiar movement to wind it up, I smirked. I wasn’t ready to face Lesander yet, but as I released and watched the stone strike the pile of rocks, knocking them off the pillar, then doing the same for the next five, I hoped that I’d at least be able to put up a good fight.

Lyra smiled and nodded and kicked off her boots.

“Now we’re going to work on hand to hand combat, then we’ll move on to swords,” she said, rolling up her sleeves as she moved towards a large leather mat in the center of the room. She was wearing her loose fitting linen shirt, leather pants and a heavy leather belt that fit snugly around her trim waist. Her green eyes sparkled with anticipation as she waited for me to get ready.

“You’re going to fight me in that?” I asked, and she smiled, tilting her head coyly as she tugged the loose fabric back over her shoulder.

“I am, and I’m going to kick your ass in it, too.” I liked the challenge in her voice and absolutely believed her. I cracked my knuckles and studied her as she crouched down and waited for me to get ready, narrowing her eyes as she watched me lean over and untie my boots. A few seconds later, I felt a crack against my head and collapsed onto the floor, my body curling into a ball as I writhed in agony.

“Christ! What was that for?” I screamed as she stood over me and shook her head. “I wasn’t ready.”

“You should always be ready, Rhys. We have a lot of work to do.” She held out her hand to help me up, and I paced around for a few minutes as the ringing in my ears died down. I shook my head and walked back to the mat, keeping my eyes locked onto her as I squatted into my starting position.

I’d lettered in wrestling in high school, but that was almost twenty years ago and the bar fights I’d been in since then were usually over in less than a couple of minutes. The key was to get the first punch in, make it a good one and hope to Christ that it knocked the other guy out.

I had a feeling that strategy wasn’t going to work with Lyra and as I waited for her to make the opening move; she smiled smugly and I realized that this was going to be painful.

“Ready?” she asked, cocking her eyebrow and I remembered what happened the last time she asked and immediately got into position. She made a quick movement forward, then pulled back, causing me to lunge unsteadily as she took advantage and rolled me onto the ground.

“Submit,” she said as she pinned me against the mat, locking her leg around mine and clasping her hand against my throat. I could barely breathe and her eyes glowed and her warm, sweet breath drifted across my face. I slammed my hand against the mat and she let me go, breathing normally as she stood and smiled.

“It wasn’t the worst I’ve ever seen, but you’ve got a long way to go,” she said diplomatically and I lay on my back, waiting for my heart rate to go back to normal as I stared at the vaulted wooden beams overhead. The confidence I was feeling earlier had completely vanished, and I felt like I was back at square one again. “Want some water?”

“Yeah,” I grunted, and she held out her hand to help me up. “How the hell did you do that?”

“Practice.” She cocked her eyebrow and walked towards the sideboard on the other side of the room, swivelling her hips slightly, completely unaware of what she was doing to me. I knew she had zero interest in me sexually and that made her even more desirable than she already was. A few dirty thoughts bounded around in my head, then I remembered what happened the last time I tried to make a move and immediately pushed them away.

“I still don't get how any of this is going to help me beat Lesander. You've seen him, he's fucking huge.”

She sighed in frustration and shook her head as she poured herself a glass of water.

“Your fundamental problem is your lack of focus, Rhys. From what I've seen, you float around from disaster to disaster hoping for the best and somehow coming out ahead.” I shrugged and leaned against the sideboard, waiting for her to continue. “You're playing tactics instead of strategy, and it’s worked so far, but your luck is going to run out and all the people you're so concerned about back on Earth are going to pay the price.”

She was right, and I hated it. Every move I made had been the wrong one. I should've learned everything I could about Lesander, and worked to understand how to defeat him. I was so consumed with myself that I'd completely lost sight of what was really going on and I could lose everything because of it.

“You're right,” I groaned. I was embarrassed, but it needed to be said and I appreciated her honesty.

“You can do this, Rhys,” she looked down and shook her head. “And as much as we need you here, I understand why you have to go.”

In that moment, as I stood, staring at her, I worried I wouldn't.
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A matter of time


Forward, backward, sidestep, lunge.

The words were a mantra and since we began sparring with swords; they were present in every part of my life. I was a completely different person than when I arrived and even though progress was slow, thanks to Lyra’s training, I’d improved drastically. Unfortunately, each day spent in Narraan was another day that I felt further from home and even though I wanted to leave, I worried that going back to my old life would be almost impossible.

“You’re still gripping too hard, you need to relax,” Lyra said with a frustrated sigh as she spun her lightweight half-sword like it was an extension of her body, then shoved it into her belt.

I’d improved, but the movements didn’t feel natural and I hesitated when I needed to lunge, balked instead of sidestepping and still had problems with defensive postures. One of Lyra’s servants silently entered the armory and handed over a slip of paper, before discreetly departing. Lyra looked, then tossed the note into the roaring fire at the end of the hall before returning her attention to me.

“One of the men who trained me began his life as a baker. He didn’t touch a sword until he was an adult,” she said absently as she took the heavy training sword from my hand and gripped my forearm, then shook it. “Stay loose.”

I shook my arm, twisting my wrist, then rolling it in circles, trying to relax, but I was filled with unexplained tension and it was difficult to let go of the constant worry that no matter how much I trained, I’d never be good enough.

“He told me that when he first began, every lunge was like he was shoving a sheet of rolls into the oven. When he began shoving the rolls like a lunge, he corrected himself.” She smiled, then turned towards me. “My point is that once you’re aware of what you’re doing wrong, make an effort to not keep doing it wrong.”

“Okay,” I mumbled grumpily, appreciating the effort to help me, but not really sure what her anecdote had to do with my situation.

“You have improved. You should know that, and I'm proud of the progress you've made.” Her voice was soft and she slid her finger across my cheek, then yanked it away when she realized what she'd done.

I wasn't sure what it meant, if anything, but she turned away, acting as though it hadn't happened and I dismissed it completely. We were both exhausted and had become comfortable with each other; it was most likely a display of sisterly affection, nothing more.

It was late afternoon and my muscles were aching from the extended training session. The large room was bustling with people and I kept getting distracted. New soldiers from the south had arrived the day before and it was strange not having the armory to ourselves as the new recruits were outfitted. The prospect of war was low, but Lyra was convinced that the kingdom needed to be prepared and I trusted her.

“That’s enough for today,” she finally said and I returned the sword to its place on the wall. I knew I would need to use Belial’s sword to kill Lesander and the one I had been using was the closest I could find, but it didn’t fit my hand in the same way and I worried that even with all the training, I wouldn’t be able to adjust. “l have a meeting scheduled with intelligence this afternoon. I think you should be there, the spymaster has news you’ll be very interested in.”

My heart skipped a beat. There was only one thing I had any genuine interest in and Lyra knew it. I had worried that she would hide the truth about Margot and Sariah from me, but I’d learned to trust her completely and knew that she would tell me the truth, even if it meant that I would leave Narraan.

“Is that what the note was about?”

“Yes,” she said curtly as she grabbed a dirty cloth and patiently oiled her sword, leaving me in suspense. I hated surprises and needed to know if there was bad news.

“Did it say where they are?”

“No.” The steel blade glinted in the dim light and I wanted to tell her to hurry, but she was going to take her time and there was nothing I could do to make her go faster. She folded the rag, adding a few more drops of the oil, then gave the sword a final polish before placing it in the rack. “Fine. Let’s go.”

We left the armory and walked quickly down the corridor to the throne room. Except for a few petitioners who stood when I entered, the cavernous space was empty. They bowed as I passed and I followed Lyra through the door to my antechamber. Waiting inside was a woman I’d met a few times, and I greeted her by name.

“It’s good to see you again, Eidre. Lyra says you have news.” My spymaster waited for me to sit, then took a seat in a chair across from me, handing a few sheets of paper to Lyra, who scanned the words. I was still unable to read Fikil and waited impatiently for Lyra to give me the news. My heart was racing, and I stood again, walking to the sideboard and pouring myself a glass of wine as the seconds slowly ticked by.

“We’ve found them. Margot is alive, but there’s no sign of the other,” Eidre said, folding her hands in her lap as Lyra read the report. “They went willingly, but it appears as if they’re now being held captive. However, it’s difficult to know for certain since the intricacies of vampire societies are complex.”

“She’s in a place called Os-lo.” Lyra continued to read and my heart raced as I tried not to scream for her to hurry. “That’s what we know.” I couldn’t believe that was all the information she could glean from such a lengthy document. Silence filled the room as the realization that I had to leave hit me.

“Oslo?” Why would they be in Oslo? “Are they with the Society?”

“Yes…,” Lyra said softly as the paper fell from her fingers and floated onto the surface of the table. My vision narrowed and impatience surged through me. They were in trouble and needed me, everything else could wait.

“I have to go. Now.” Panic seized me and I worried that the longer I waited, the more difficult it would be to rescue them.

“You're not ready to leave yet, please give it a few more months, at least. If you still want to return at that point, I’ll go with you; you need someone to watch your back.” The pleading note in her voice made me wonder if she really believed that or if she was looking for an excuse to keep me in Narraan.

We were interrupted by Calle casually walking through the door, flipping her hair over her shoulder as she joined our small quorum and casually poured herself a cup of wine. Silence flooded the room as she took a sip and I stared at her, hoping she would have something to contribute.

“What?” she asked, and I groaned. They weren’t taking any of what was happening to me seriously and frustration filled me to the point that I felt like I was going to explode if I couldn’t leave. “He needs to go, they’re in danger and it’s his fault. If something happens to them, he’ll resent us and Narraan.”

She was absolutely correct, and I thanked her silently, then turned back to Lyra.

“What if I promise to return?” I said, willing to agree to anything to leave.

“We’ll bow to your desire, your grace, but you have to understand that the place where they’re at is extremely dangerous. The vampires don’t allow outsiders and you’re not prepared to face such a formidable force.” Lyra was understandably concerned, but I felt confident that I could manage. Either way, it didn’t matter; I had to get Margot and Sariah out of there.

“I’m going. You can come with me if you want and once they’re safe, I can return, maybe with my mother. I don’t know, but I have to do this.” I was desperate, but ultimately stuck and even though I could order Lyra to create a portal, I didn’t want to upset her. She had helped me so much and I owed her the respect she deserved.

“You do realize that Lesander will know you’ve arrived? He’s waiting for you and will likely pounce as soon as he can access you again.”

“I have to take that risk.” I replied. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for Margot and Sariah, even if it meant that I’d have to go through the hell of being captured again.

“Okay,” Lyra said, resigned to my decision. “But I’m going with you.”

“Fine. What else do you know?” I asked Eidre, but before she could answer, Calle butted in.

“Before you leave, you must be crowned,” she said and Lyra nodded in agreement. I didn’t want anything tying me to Narraan permanently, but I also understood why it was necessary. The kingdom needed stability, and if nothing else, my coronation would project the image that the question of succession had been settled once and for all.

“That’s fine, but I want to leave within the week,” I said, hoping that my willingness to take part in the ceremony would be enough to convince them I would return. I loved Narraan, it was a part of me I didn’t know was missing, but finding Margot and Sariah, and killing Lesander took precedence.

“We’ll put in every effort to make that happen, your highness,” Calle said, dropping a submissive curtsey and for the first time since I arrived, I actually felt like I had her full respect.
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Primogeniture


The ceremony itself was hastily thrown together, but the throne room was packed with dignitaries from neighboring kingdoms and the various provinces of Narraan. As I sat on my throne, the space shrouded in silence, I could hear my heart racing. Lyra had agreed to take me back to Earth once the ceremony was complete.

Fear gripped me and I knew I wasn’t ready to go, but Margot and Sariah needed me, and I couldn't let them down. My impatience for the ceremony to be over was clear and as the ancient, stooped priestess walked slowly down the aisle towards me, I wished she would hurry so that I could finally leave.

My clothes were hot and uncomfortable and I tugged at the collar of my shirt as the heavy robe of state weighed on my shoulders. I'd been seated for hours as dignitaries were introduced and gifts given. It felt like a waste of time and resources, but I understood why it had to be done.

The crowd stood, all decked out in their finest attire — jewels and precious metals glinting in the blinding sunlight that shone brilliantly through the windows behind me. I remained seated, Calle at my left and Lyra to my right as the priestess held up my crown, a golden circlet in the shape of twigs and antlers, then blessed it. The words were in ancient Fikil and I recognized a few of the phrases, but was too distracted to pay close attention as she placed the crown on my head. The gathered mass bowed, acknowledging me as their sovereign.

It should have been the thrill of my life, but I imagined Margot trapped and Sariah suffering from the sickness that I caused and had difficulty concentrating. The priestess held up her hands, and energy pulsated through my body as she finally bowed and I assumed that the ceremony had ended. Calle immediately left the dais and hurried down the aisle in front of me, retrieving a bundle of fabric from a servant who waited patiently by the door.

Hushed whispers rippled through the crowd, every eye on Calle as she approached, silently walking down the plush carpet, carrying the mass of fabric as if it was the most precious object in the world, then kneeling before me. Her eyes were wet, and the bundle moved, squirming in her arms as the crowd stared and a small cry rang out through the silent hall.

“What the fuck is that?” I whispered to Lyra, who leaned down next to me and replied, her words wrapped in velvet.

“Your highness, this is your son, the crown prince of Narraan.”


***

If you've enjoyed the series so far, don't forget to leave a rating or review. Get more at tate-bull.com.
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The Convert

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D1P79131

Come on, Keith, you know we both want it. Why don't you just give it a try...


Ok, let me start from the beginning.


A few months ago, my girlfriend of five years broke up with me and I went into a doom spiral. When I reconnected with an old friend, he asked me for a massive favor and now I'm the only guy on Sun Valley University's cheerleading squad.


The women are gorgeous and they're really into me. There's only one problem and I'll have to keep lying to them if I want to stay here. I hope they don't find out and throw me off the team, but it's getting harder and harder to hide the truth.


The Convert is a one-off short about a guy who finds himself in a weird situation and tries to make the best of it. This story contains high steam, extremely adult content and a gorgeous group of women who are determined to get what they want.
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The Roadie

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DJB561BS

I thought my life as a road manager for some of the world's hottest bands was behind me. That all changed when my wife left me, taking everything with her and leaving me flat broke. My agent brought me an offer I couldn't refuse and now I'm back on the road, managing a concert tour with the wildest women I've ever met.


Serena, the gorgeous blonde, is smart and moody and desperately wants to move on from her life as a celebrity. Zoe, a siren at heart, is the wild child and takes what she wants, even if she's not sure what that is. Kat is sweet but damaged and desperately needs someone to protect her.


The more I learn about them, the more I realize how much they need me and I'll do everything I can to turn their lives around.
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