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        To my younger self, who created her own worlds in her head.

        We did it.
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        Regions

      

      

      
        	Thera (Th-air-uh)- The new world

        	Eros (air-oh-s)- Continent on Thera home to the humans and Kaffir

        	Arcadia (Are- Kay-Dee-Uh)

        	Vinetta (Vin-eht-uh)

        	Celestia (Sell-les-tea-uh)

        	Athenia (A-thin-ee-uh)

        	Avaldenn (A-val-den)

        	Crevassa (Cr-eh-vas-suh)

        	Inferno (in-fur-no)

        	Magaris (muh-gar-is)

      

      

      
        
        Gods/Goddesses

      

      

      
        	Persephone (Per-sef-uh-knee)

        	Poseidon(Po-sigh-den)

        	Khione (Key-oh-Knee)

        	Selene (Suh-lean)

        	Athena (A-thee-nuh)

        	Boreas(bur-ay-uhs)

        	Hades (Hay-deez)

        	Zeus (Z-oo-s)

        	Hera( Hair- uh)

      

      

      Main Characters

      
        	Emelia (E-meal-E-uh)

        	Cacia (Kay-sha)

        	Kaius/Kai (Kay-us)/(K-eye)

        	Echo (Eh-co)

        	Lex (L-ex)

        	Valen (Val-in)

        	Drystan (Driss-Tan)

        	Nathaira (nuh-th-air-uh)

        	Estreia (Es-tray-uh)

      

      

      Side Characters

      
        	Kalee (Kuh-lee)

        	Xavier (ex-av-your)

        	Angel (An-gel)

        	Ziola ( Z-eye-oh-la)

        	Rohana (Row-han-uh)

        	Azura (ah-zoo-ruh)

        	Celia(cuh-see-duh)

        	Siofra (See-oh- Fruh)

        	Relar (Rel-are

        	Adonis (uh-doe-nus)

        	Alora (uh-Lore-Uh)

        	Eryix (Ear- ix)

      

      

      Last names

      
        	Leook (Lee-ock)

        	Demontae (De-mon-tay)

      

      

      Other Terms

      
        	Kaffir (kuh-fear)

        	Mo Gra (Mo-grah): My love

        	Augur (ah-gur):Kaffir with the ability to control/speak through minds

        	Camorra (cuh-mor-uh):Inner circle

        	Paradisa (pair-uh-deez-uh)

        	Lauria/Laur (lLore-E-uh)/(Lore)

        	Lahall (Luh-hall): Legging material strong enough to withstand bullets or blades. Most common with Battle suits

        	Crescent: Currency. Gold (most), Silver ( Normal), Copper (least)

        	Mark(s): One or multiple hours

        	Fufher (foo-hair)

        	Clotho (Chlo-th-oh)
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        Eros is a continent on a far off, mostly uninhabited planet. In the days of destruction, many Kaffir, creatures from different Universes, came to this mysterious planet with those from Earth. They named this new home Thera. Eros became the best of Thera, a refuge with the safest living conditions, and thus, the Kaffir learned to live together in harmony.

        

      

      

      Arcadia: Forest region

      Kaffir of the Forest. Fae, wolves, sprites, elves, and earth nymphs.

      Worshippers of Selene, the moon goddess, and Persephone, the goddess of spring and fertility.

      

      Vinetta : Water Region

      Kaffir of the water. Mermaids, sea nymphs, sirens, and Kelpie.

      Worshippers of Poseidon, god of the seas.

      

      Celestia: Celestial Region

      Kaffir of the Sky. Angels, archangels, and demon slayers.

      Worshippers of Zeus, god of the sky and weather, and Hera, goddess of women, marriage, and Queen of the sky as Zeus's wife.

      

      Athenia: Human Region

      Humans, protected by and sharing land with Arcadia

      Worshippers of Athena, goddess of war and wisdom.

      

      Crevassa: Shadow region

      Kaffir of demon descent: witches, warlocks, vampires, and shifters. Keepers of the Inferno, the Shadow Realm, live in the shadows of Crevassa.

      Worshippers of Hades, god of the unseen.

      

      The Grove: The Center City.

      Kaffir and Humans alike live here, a representation of peace among regions.

      

      Ashrow (The cut): The outskirts, or slums

      The home of those cast out from their regions and the extreme poor. Home of the black market of Eros.

      

      Avaldenn: Ice Region

      The only other continent with Kaffir settlements. Home to cold-preference shifters, snow nymphs and ice sprites, commonly known as the Frost.

      Worshippers of Boreas, god of the north wind, and his daughter Khione, goddess of snow and ice
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      In the days after the destruction of their planets, Kaffir and Humans searched for a place to live in peace. Thera, a planet revolving around the white sun, was the only planet still inhabitable. Its people’s numbers were small, but with time, those lost found sanctum in Thera’s treasures.

      The continent of Eros was divided into regions, their leaders chosen, their bloodlines to rule in perpetuity. In those beginning days, the regions agreed all non- royal children were separated from their parents at birth. Everyone agreed: it was for the best. Everyone, that is, except the Frost.

      Family ties meant everything to the people of the Frost. As a show of good faith, they were gifted the winter land of Avaldenn, separating them from the rest of the Kaffir. The parting was difficult, but trade routes were eventually established; Avaldenn still held significant sway in Eros.

      Anti-segregation laws began with the second generation, to force learning and acceptance, to prevent the war and bloodshed many realms fell to before. Their gods followed them to the new land, meshing with others brought from differing realms. Kaffir and Humans alike believed their gods brought gifts, blessing them throughout their trials, but never directly interfered with the mortal realms. That is, until now.
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      The sky was brightest on Eros just before late evening. Children played in the fields, weaving flowers into their hair and laughing. A dark haired woman sat peacefully in her room, watching the children play out her window as she traced circles with her fingertips around her enlarged stomach. It had felt blissful, but now, that peaceful happiness morphed into crushing fear.

      Screams filled the room, thunder clapping as rain poured in heavy curtains just outside. The gods were angry.

      “You must take her. Hurry, please!” the goddess cried, fighting every instinct to grab hold of the child she’d birthed and never let go.

      “Goddess, are you positive? I am sure there is a way-“ the elf was cut off by the harsh cries of the goddess’ child. The child’s skin glowed like sunbeams, her hair white as cotton, soft as silk.

      The goddess shook her head sadly. “No, Kalee. This is the only way. She must be protected at all costs.” The goddess leaned in to softly kiss her daughter’s head. A flood of light poured from the child as she did, encasing her before simmering down to a dull shine.

      “Kalee,” the goddess spoke softly, jarring Kalee out of her reverent stare. The elf looked up at her with saddened eyes. “You must give her to the warrior Siofra. Once you do, you must forget this conversation and this child.” The goddess pressed her hand to Kalee’s head gently, sending heat coursing through her skin. “You mustn’t know of me or my daughter.”

      
        
        Two Days Later

      

      

      Crying. The harsh sound of crying filled Siofra’s ears. They weren’t just any cries–they were of a babe. A tinge of sadness washed over her. She knew the sound all too well, having been separated from her own child just days ago. Someone was at her door.

      She ran to the door before knocks could sound, residual pain rushing through her abdomen from labor days before. She swung the door open, but all she could see was the back of another elven woman.

      “May I help you?  Siofra sighed, inhaling deeply, leaning against the frame of the door. Her body was weak from running down the stairs, and she hoped she wouldn’t have to converse for long. The elf woman turned to face her. She was dark skinned, clearly young, and short, even for an elven. Her eyes were bright green, her dark hair twisted into long braids trailing down her back. She held a baby in her arms, wrapped in a small pink blanket.

      “A gift from the goddess.” The elf gestured to the baby in her arms and Siofra’s eyes filled with tears.

      “For me? For-for us?” she stammered out, and the elven woman nodded.

      “Her mother has named her Emelia, but you may change it if you see fit.” The woman stretched her arms out to Siofra, offering the bundle for her to take.

      “Emelia,” Siofra muttered as she took the babe, looking down at her in awe. She stiffened as she tugged the blanket down to take a peek at the babe’s face.

      “Mo Grá!” Siofra shouted as her husband rushed to her side.

      “What is it?” he asked, clearly frightened at his wife’s outburst. His face transitioned from worry to soft shock as he took in the bundle in Siofra’s arms. “Oh, my darling.” He grasped his wife in one arm, wrapping himself around her and the babe, one hand resting gently on the child’s head.

      “She looks like a drop of sun,” he marveled, looking into Emelia’s swirling golden eyes.

      “We shall keep her name,” Siofra announced to the elf. “Emelia. It fits her well, and we shall remind her that her mother chose it for her.” Siofra stared down at Emelia as her glimmering gold irises faded into a stunning blue green.

      Siofra looked up again, tears shining in her eyes. “Please, thank the Mother for this beautiful gift she has bestowed upon us.” The elven woman dove into a nodding bow before wordlessly turning around and walking away.
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      Emelia walked through the halls of Arcadia University, her books pressed to her chest with one hand, her phone in the other, searching for music to fill her ears. She scrolled, grunting at the list, knowing she’d listened to the majority of her favorite playlist as she tuned out the day’s lectures. She didn’t usually care about her lectures, but she particularly didn’t care today. After she stepped out of the doors this afternoon, she never had to see AU again.

      Emelia hadn’t noticed she’d tripped over something until she was falling face first against a wall, hitting her hand hard on the brick as she caught herself. She scrambled to regain her balance, checking her phone screen for dents or cracks from the impact.

      “Jesus, Emelia. You need to watch where you’re going!” A high-pitched voice rang through her ears, practically scratching her ear drums.

      She looked up from her phone to find herself face to face with Cacia, hands on her hips, face bright red. Emelia could swear flames raged behind her eyes. Rather than engage her best friend, Emelia just ruffled Cacia’s fire red hair, causing her waist-length curls to sway. Cacia tried to swat her away, scowling as she did, but she could only do so much. Cacia only came up to Emelia’s chest; one could easily miss her if they weren’t paying attention. Case in point: Emelia just did, and she was her best friend.

      “I’m sorry, C! You’re just so cute and tiny, I can’t help myself” she cooed, bending to pinch at Cacia’s cheeks. Emelia smiled cheekily until the tips of her fingers began to redden. She yelped at the fiery burn, shaking her hand and blowing on her fingertips in an attempt to soothe the ache.

      “I am not cute,” Cacia spat, her hands back on her hips. Emelia sucked on the tips of her fingers to cool them down, praying to the gods she didn’t have burns.

      “Okay, okay I’m sorry! You didn’t need to burn me!” Emelia fired back. Cacia crossed her arms defiantly, rolling her eyes as she peered up at her best friend. It was hard to take Cacia seriously at sub-five feet.

      “Are you coming to the party tonight? You know, the one for the ceremony tomorrow?” Cacia asked, leaning into her hip for even more drama.

      Emelia rolled her eyes, letting out a deep breath. “You know I have dinner with my parents tonight. Plus, I have to work late.” She looked down at her phone for the time before sliding it into her back pocket. “Actually, I need to go now. I’m already running late.” Emelia turned to keep walking toward the doors.

      That didn’t stop Cacia. “Come on, Mila, This is our last night before official adulthood!” Cacia pulled on Emelia’s arm as she walked, throwing her body weight behind her. Drama Queen.

      “Just come for half an hour, after work! If you don’t like it, you can go home,” Cacia begged, throwing in those puppy dog eyes that Emelia could never say no to just for good measure.

      “Fine.” Emelia blew out a deep breath. “I’ll stop by after work. Text me the address. You owe me some beers,” she added, wagging a finger at Cacia.

      “Done and done,” Cacia chirped as she typed on her phone. A second later, Emelia’s pinged, and she pulled it from her pocket. There was the address, at the bottom of their last conversation, plus a confirmation screenshot for a case of beer. Emelia giggled before shoving the phone back into her pocket.

      “I’ll see you later, loser,” Cacia called, waving goodbye as Emelia rolled her eyes and pushed open the university doors.

      She was in a daze. She hadn’t let on how she felt to Cacia or to anyone, but she was nervous. The bloodline ceremony was scheduled for tomorrow. Tomorrow. Emelia hadn’t realized how fast her twentieth birthday had come and gone. She’d managed to escape the bloodline ceremony last year due to her late birthday, but tomorrow, she would find out if she was human, kaffir, or something even less extraordinary. Other than discovering your biological sires, it was basically just an over-done graduation, just months before she turned twenty-one. It marked the end of university, the end of childhood, the beginning of something new. Emelia had no desire to know where she came from, but she would fake it if anyone asked. She liked her life, her parents, Siofra and Relar. They were her family -- blood wouldn’t change that.

      She huffed out a sigh before making her way down the stairs. She blew a kiss behind her at the school as she went.  “So long, AU. You won’t be missed.” She grinned to herself before making her way to her car, pulling out of the parking lot one last time.
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      “Hey mom, I’m home,” Emelia sang as she walked in the door, taking in her home. It was the last night she would be living inside these oak walls and mossy frame.

      Magic filled this warrior’s cottage, the home she grew up in and loved. The tree-made cottage was a perfect mix of old, new, and magic. Of course, they had all the nice things: running water, proper electricity, heating, cooling. Still, she always knew that if those things somehow broke down, the magic of the home would take care of them. It was a living being, one that loved those who nurtured it. Emelia sat her books and bag on the table, and a branch stretched out, reaching to hang up her bag and set her books aside.

      “Thank you!” Emelia waved to the house as she walked to the kitchen.

      “Sun drop,” her dad said with a gracious smile, his pointed ears tweaking with excitement.

      “Hi, Dad,” Emelia said, opening her arms for a hug he willingly accepted. “You’re home early?” Emelia questioned as she heard footsteps padding down the stairs.

      “He came home early so we could have one last supper with you before you leave,” Emelia’s mom spoke, kissing her on the cheek.

      “You act like you’re never going to see me again.” Emelia rolled her eyes as the house pulled out a stool near the counter for her to sit on.

      “Sun drop, we love you, but other than your connection with nature, you show no kaffir aptitudes. It’s likely you’re human.” Her father winced, clearly sad as he grazed his thumb across the top of her hand.

      “That’s okay Dad. I’m okay with just being human. You’ll still see me. Plus, I’ve lived in Arcadia for too long. I think I’ll probably just live in an apartment in The Grove.” She shook them off with a wave.

      “The Grove?” her mom snapped. “You absolutely will not live in The Grove. It’s infested with thugs and nothing but meaningless parties and clubs. If you’re human, you’ll go to Athenia and come stay the weekends with us.” Her pointed ears started to redden with anger.

      Emelia chuckled at her attitude. “Mom, there aren’t thugs in The Grove, and even if there were, there are thugs in every region. I’ll find a nice apartment and you can put wards on it, I promise.” Emelia grasped her mom’s hand softly. “All kinds of people live there. I’d feel more at home surrounded by Kaffir than I would humans, anyways.”

      She shrugged her shoulders as she rested her arms against the cool stone of the countertop. “And we all know Cacia is a sprite, so she’d absolutely lose it if she couldn’t visit me whenever she wanted.” Emelia chuckled at the thought as she stood to make her way to the dining table, arms crossed.

      “You say that like you aren’t able to cross regions.” Emelia’s mom crossed her arms over her chest, mimicking her daughter. Emelia rolled her eyes at the drama.

      “Cacia and her moms had to move to The Grove after she nearly burnt down an entire neighborhood, Mom. The humans aren’t exactly jumping for joy for her to come around whenever she pleases.” Emelia plopped a grape in her mouth from a platter on the table.

      Cacia started developing fire powers when she was six and having human moms, it was hard to teach her to control it. Not that they knew the signs of development anyways. They’d tried to come to Emelia’s parents for guidance, but Cacia’s moms were only twenty-two when they were gifted her. They’d just recently married at the time, and the last thing they expected was to watch their home burn to ash at their six year old’s hands.

      “We’re supposed to be past that now. This is the whole reason the adoption law was put in place, to further tolerance and understanding.” Emelia’s dad shook his head, pressing his fingers to his temple.

      He popped up just as quickly, practically giving Emelia whiplash. “Come, let’s eat,” he spoke, pulling out a chair for Emelia’s mom, setting a kiss on her cheek before taking his seat.

      “I love you guys, you know that. No matter what happens tomorrow or who my birth parents are, you’re my mom and dad,” Emelia declares, holding both their hands in hers.

      “We know, honey. We’ll just miss you.” Her mom grazed her cheek with the back of her hand and Emelia nestled into it slightly.

      “I’ll come around whenever I can, I promise. We’ll talk every day.”

      Her mom and dad smiled at her. “We’re so proud of you, sweetie.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Emelia sat at her desk, staring blankly at her computer screen. Even though she’d never admit it, she was nervous about tomorrow. She knew after the ceremony, she’d meet her biological parents, be able to connect with them, but she also knew her parents would meet the child they’d been forced to give up. What if they forgot about her? She didn’t care what her bloodline was, as long as her parents, the ones who raised her, still loved her.

      Fingers snapping in front of her face brought her back to reality. “Eros to Emelia.”

      Emelia turned her head to locate the voice, only for her eyes to meet her coworker and friend, Echo.

      “I’ve been asking you to hand me the spray bottle for ten minutes. I’m dryer than snake skin,” she yelled, rubbing at her skin. Still collecting herself, Emelia blinked blankly. “What?”

      Echo rolled her eyes, standing and reaching for the spray bottle Emelia usually used for her desk plants. Echo misted her chocolate colored skin with water, her dry, scaly texture slowly fading back to smooth, soft skin. “I’ve been out of the water for too long. I might need to go for a swim before the pre-ceremony party.” She ran her hands across her skin as she spoke, rubbing in the water. Emelia barely heard her, trapped in her own thoughts.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Echo said, placing a hand on her shoulder.

      “Huh? Yeah, yeah, just nervous about tomorrow.” Emelia waved off Echo’s worry and began typing her report. Emelia and Echo had been friends for years; they’d been so excited when they got their job placements together at Arcadia Medical in hospital management. They worked so closely together, they even received promotions together this year.

      They were pretty sure Echo was from Vinetta. She’d always loved water, knowing how to swim practically from birth. There was also the small fact that her skin dried out and flaked like fish scales when she was out of water for too long.

      “It’ll be fine, Emelia. We don’t even know what you’ll get yet! You could be a god for all we know.” Echo flipped her long brown curls over her shoulder and smiled, her pearly white smile and sapphire blue eyes shining down at her.

      Emelia sighed, looking down at the keyboard. “That’s the thing Echo: everyone knows where they’re going, but it’s likely I’ll just be human. You’re all clearly kaffir and so are my parents. I am scared of losing that.”

      Echo kissed her lightly on the cheek. “We’ll always be here.” Emelia wrapped her hand tightly around Echo in response.

      “Thank you,” was all Emelia could mutter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Hello, scallywags!” A cheery voice rang through the office around closing time.

      Cacia skipped towards Emelia and Echo as she spoke, jolting them up from their computers. She swayed her hips dramatically as her curls flowed down her back. She had the largest smile on her face, clearly already a shot or two deep.

      “I thought we were meeting you at the ruins?” Emelia questioned with a raised eyebrow.

      The ruins were abandoned buildings in Ashrow, where most of their college parties were held. Most called it The Cut, with older generations calling it the Dirty side of The Grove. No laws existed there, other than those declared by the Ash King.

      It was mostly inhabited by poor kaffir, alongside the occasional human. It was a place of peace – anyone from anywhere could find safety in its borders. You didn’t need a title or money to live there; everyone was taken care of. Somehow, it was also the best place to throw ragers.

      “Echo texted me that she needed a swim, so I thought I would swing by to pick her up!” Cacia walked over to the desk, jumping up to sit as she shrugged.

      “Are those grapes?” She pointed to the small bowl next to Emelia before picking it up, plucking a purple fruit from its vine and plopping it in her mouth.

      “You have no manners,” Emelia scowled as she took the bowl back. Cacia just laughed and leaned in to place a dramatic and very wet kiss to her cheek.

      “You love me anyways.” She wrapped her arms around Emelia’s neck, earning a gentle pat on the head.

      “Yeah, you’re lucky or I probably would’ve killed you in your sleep years ago,” Emelia snorted.

      “Okay, okay. Echo, are you ready to go?” Cacia released Emelia from her chokehold, standing up straighter when Echo nodded.

      “Are you sure you’re good to lock up?” Echo questioned, pushing in her chair and grabbing her bag.

      “I am fine, go take a swim.” Emelia waved them off as she continued typing, not looking up as they pushed out the office doors.
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      Emelia steadily finished her work, trying to stay distracted from her racing thoughts of tomorrow. She sighed, collapsing her head onto the tops of her hands on the desk.

      She took a few deep breaths before turning off her computer and sliding out her access card. She dreaded going to this party but promised Cacia she would. She stood up from her chair, throwing her leather jacket over her shoulders and gathering her things.

      She stepped outside and was immediately hit by chilly evening air. She felt vibrations in her hand and looked at her phone before turning to lock the office door behind her.

      “Hello,” Emelia said, holding the phone to her ear.

      “Hey babe, where are you? Cacia said you were coming,” a deep male voice sounded over the phone. Valen, Emelia’s boyfriend.

      “Hey, I’m on my way. I’m locking up at work right-”

      Emelia paused. The smell of rain and honey hit her like it was right under her nose. She looked around for the source of the smell but saw nothing. Suddenly, a burning sensation filled her chest, like a fire ripping through her lungs. She dropped her phone, letting it thud against the ground, and let out a gasp. Without warning, it faded as quickly as it came.

      “Mila? Mila!” The sound of Valen’s voice was far away, and she quickly picked up her phone, examining it for any cracks before returning it to her ear.

      “Sorry, I dropped my phone. I’m gonna go to the studio and change, then I’ll be on my way,” she said quickly, hanging up before Valen could reply. She glanced around, searching for the source of the strange burning, before rushing to her studio down the street.

      Emelia spent most of her free time at the studio, rather than joining her friends and boyfriend at the parties and clubs they adored. She’d go out occasionally, but she’d rather spend her time painting and listening to music or reading a good book. She’d always found it peaceful and restorative when she needed some time to herself.

      She stepped into her studio, passing girls dressed in ballet attire emerging from one of the dance halls next door. She smiled at them as they passed, waving as they said hello. She walked into the empty studio and looked through the drying canvases of today’s work.

      “Beautiful, isn’t it?” A deep voice filled her ears, making her swirl her head around.

      A tall man stood in front of her, his silver hair pulled back into a bun, the sleeves of his gray shirt rolled to his elbows. Red runes swirled around his forearms and hands like scars. His eyes were a deep purple, so dark they could be mistaken for black if it weren’t for the sunlight that seemed to glitter from under his skin. He wiped red paint from wet paint brushes onto a stained cloth, occasionally pausing to brush a wayward piece of hair from his face.

      “Yes, it is.” Emelia tilted her head toward him, slightly confused.

      “Ah, I’m sorry.” He stepped toward her, extending a hand. Emelia took a corresponding step back, almost automatically. “My name’s Angel. I’m one of the new art teachers here; I teach the evening class.” Emelia let out a deep, whooshing breath of relief that he wasn’t a serial killer or something.

      “Oh, my gods, yes. I apologize for my awkwardness. Mrs. Featherson told me you’d be coming; it must have slipped my mind.” Emelia shook Angel’s hand and smiled at him sweetly, trying to make up for her rude introduction. “I just came here to change. I’ll be out of your hair in just a second.” He waved her off with a crooked smile.

      “Take your time. I’m just cleaning up.” Emelia smiled at him as he turned to keep cleaning.

      She found the bathroom and quickly changed her clothes before throwing her leather jacket back on and heading out. She moved her hair out from the collar of her jacket, then turned to say goodbye to the new teacher, only to find him staring.

      “Wow.” His mouth dropped open slightly.

      “What? Do I have something in my hair?” She stared back, highly confused.

      She’d chosen a long sleeve, white crop top that stopped just under her breasts, hugging them tightly. Her blonde hair was tied back into a braid that reached her middle of her back, a few stray pieces framing her face. She’d slipped on black, high waisted jeans and paired it all with white leather boots.

      Angel just shook his head, as if clearing himself out of a reverie. “No, you look..” He paused, his eyes traveling up her body, soaking her in. “Like a painting.”

      She wasn’t expecting that. She blushed slightly, tucking a piece of her hair behind an ear.

      “Thank you.” She felt kind of awkward, but also flattered. She wasn’t sure what else to say, so she stood there for a moment, rocking on her heels.

      “Well, I gotta go, I have this stupid pre-ceremony party to go to.” She collected her bag over her shoulder as she spoke.

      “Your ceremony is tomorrow?” Angel stammered, as if he was trying to prolong their conversation, keeping her from leaving.

      She nodded. “Can’t wait to find out that I’m only human.” She did a fake cheer with her hand. “See ya later, Angel.”
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      She stared up at the towering building on the outskirts of The Grove. Emelia was a regular here, though no one would ever know. She visited the orphanage in her free time, reading to the children, even keeping the Ash King from taking one, once.

      He wasn’t a bad king, making sure his people were fed and sheltered, but Emelia knew better. She’d watched as the Ash King took children from the orphanage to serve him. She didn’t know how, but she knew that once they left for that stone monstrosity he called a castle, none came out. The thought had her stomach turning as she looked at the abandoned building.

      Emelia lifted her phone, dialed a number, brought it to her ear, and waited for the voice on the other line.

      “Flennigan residence!” A small child-like voice rang out from the other line.

      “Azura, what did I tell you about answering the phone?” a female voice sounded from behind. Emelia laughed; Azura was a spitfire who didn’t listen to anyone, even her mom.

      “Zoozoo, it’s Mila, can you give the phone to your mom, please?” Emelia smiled, a breath of relief escaping her lungs.

      “Mamma, it’s Auntie Mila!” the little girl sang. There was a grumble of noise and then a few tuts as she shooed Azura from the phone.

      “How many times have I told you to just to send a fire letter?” The voice was tired on the other end.

      “I miss you too, Rohana,” Emelia smirked. “I currently don’t have a pen, paper, or a fire post, or I would have.”

      Fire letters were the most efficient way to communicate without being noticed. Emelia usually would have her mom send one or use the fire post box near her home. Most were destroyed by the government, hoping to tamp down on rebellion, but she was lucky enough to have access to one.

      Rebels weren’t around much anymore, but there’d always been murmurs of a group disagreeing with the segregation laws and trying to find a way out. Granted, most people now didn’t agree with them, but Eros was peaceful, and the thought of war made most stomachs turn.

      “If you get Azura scooped up by that awful-”

      “Rohana, you know I would never do anything to put her in harm’s way.” Emelia paused, pacing now. “I just wanted to make sure you’re both okay.” Her voice was soft, a single tear dropping from her eye.

      A sigh came from the other end of the phone. “We’re good. Thank you for the money last month.” Silence stretched, a comforting bond just between the two of them.

      “She misses you,” Rohana finally spoke.

      “I miss both of you,” Emelia replied, wiping away another tear.

      “Come visit soon, please.” Rohana sounded desperate, and alarm bells went off in her head.

      “I will. Maybe we can visit the beach.” Emelia gnawed at her fingernails as she spoke. Emelia smiled when Rohana agreed. It was rare when she left The Cut, but she’d always make a day for the beach.

      “It’s been too long, we can’t risk it. I’ll talk to you soon.” Rohana cut the call off before Emelia could reply, and she stared at the black screen for a long moment.

      She huffed a sigh, shoving her phone back into her pocket. She looked back to the building, patting her face to ensure she was dry from tears.

      “Here we fucking go,” Emelia said, pulling a rolled piece of paper from her pocket.

      It had a leafy substance in it, similar to tobacco. She lit the paper, pressing it to her lips, breathing in deeply. She took a breath out and walked into the building, the paper still lit in one hand as she took deep inhales, texting Cacia with the other. She was preparing herself to find her friend in the sea of people. The second Emelia walked in, she was bombarded with loud music, the smell of smoke and booze, and people dancing.

      “Mila!” She heard a yell as she took another inhale, turning into the direction of the sound. Echo and Cacia made their way to her, both decked out and stunning.

      “Moonflower?” Echo asked and Emelia nodded, gesturing to the paper with a raised eyebrow. Echo took it and inhaled deeply.

      “This is the only way I’m getting through tonight,” Emelia said with a hoarse laugh and Cacia rolled her eyes.

      “That stuff is disgusting,” she mumbled as Emelia took the paper back from Echo.

      “You’ve never even tried it.” Echo blew smoke into Cacia’s face, who waved it out of the way quickly.

      “And I never will,” Cacia snapped as Echo and Emelia laughed.

      “Where’s my beer?” Emelia eyed Cacia, who dragged her to a green sofa where a small ice box sat at the edge. She opened it, grabbing a glass bottle from inside and popping the top off.

      “One beer for my bestie who left the dungeon of her work and painting studio to party with us.” Cacia smiled and Emelia just shook her head with a smile.

      Emelia took the bottle quickly, pressing it to her lips, letting the cool alcohol drip down her throat.

      “Have you seen Valen?” Emelia asked over the music, and they shrugged, shaking their heads no.

      “We can help you find him, though,” Cacia said, and Echo nodded her agreement.

      “Can we dance while we do it?” Echo tilted her chin toward the dance floor and Emelia rolled her eyes with a pout. Dancing isn’t something she loved, particularly in large crowds.

      Echo and Cacia didn’t let her answer, instead clamping down on each of Emelia’s wrists, her moonflower and beer still in hand, bringing her to the dance floor as she protested.

      She tossed her head back, dragging her heels as the girls pulled her effortlessly to the dance floor. One downside to most likely not being Kaffir: she wasn’t as strong as her friends. The girls started to dance, and Emelia laughed, shaking her head. She took another drag from her moonflower, the heat of the embers near the tips of her fingers burning slightly. She dropped the roach a hiss, shaking the heat off her hand before stomping out the paper on the ground.

      “What a waste,” she pouted to herself before going back to observing the girls.

      They danced in sync, sweat beading on their skin as they thrived under the lights and music. Emelia started to give in, moving her shoulders to the beat before the moonflower started to hit her. Without warning, she felt free as a bird. She chugged down her beer before tossing it into a nearby trash can, shimming to her friends in the center of the dance floor. She threw her hands above her head, swaying her hips as her anxiety slipped away, feeling every beat of the music in her core.

      Cacia face Emelia, dancing against her front as Echo danced against her back. Emelia folded her head back, resting it on Echo’s shoulder as they moved with the music. She laughed, feeling free, calm. She’d missed this, missed them.

      Emelia turned her head to the side, still leaning her head against Echo. White wings that seemed to glitter in the light of the dance floor caught her eye. She knew those wings better than anyone. She smiled, lifting herself up to separate from her friends.

      The figure moved, wings wrapped around something Emelia couldn’t see. It was Valen, but he wasn’t alone. He held some girl locked in his wings, with his arms around her waist, his lips crushed to hers as she tangled her fingers in his hair. Emelia’s heart turned in her chest and she felt rooted to the spot. She’d known Valen since they were kids, had loved him the whole time. Her heart panged, but unfiltered rage filled her stomach.

      “Oh hell no.” Echo and Cacia had caught on.

      They started to stalk toward him, but Emelia stopped them with her arms, feeling a slight burn emanating from Cacia. She was doing this on her own. Not missing a beat, she tapped Valen on the shoulder.

      “Can’t you see I’m-” Valen didn’t finish his sentence before Emelia’s fist met his face. Valen stuttered, staggering back from the force of the punch. Human or not, Emelia’s dad taught her how to throw a good punch.

      “Hi, pretty girl,” Emelia said, tucking her fingers under the small girl’s chin, clearly a water sprite.

      She looked stunned. Emelia didn’t let her gather her thoughts. “He has a girlfriend. Well, had a girlfriend, until just now. Don’t go for douchebags like him. You’re too pretty.”

      The girl turned bright red. Emelia turned to Valen, who stared at her in shock, still clutching his face.

      “For an Angel, you sure know how to sin,” she spat at him. “We’re done.”

      “Mila-” Cacia’s soft voice was cut off as Emelia interrupted her, throwing a look over her shoulder as she made her way to the doors.

      “I’m going to the Ethereal, if you want to come.” She took a drink from someone’s hand before swigging it down and heading towards the exit.
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      Emelia sat inside Ethereal, sipping on some brown beverage with a large ice cube in the center of a short glass. She thought about how drunk Valen must have been for her to knock him over so easily. Was she too harsh? Maybe he was drunk enough to think the girl was her? She doesn’t tower over sprites, and she’s still small compared to his angel body.

      The bell of Ethereal’s door rang in her ears and the pixie door-girl fluttered the incomers with dust as she moved from her spot. Echo moved her hand, waving away the pixie dust.

      “I don’t wanna be that type of high right now,” Echo grunted, stepping away before she breathed any in.

      “I always forget Pixie dust gets non-Forest kaffir blazed,” Cacia joked as fire flared in her eyes.

      Their gazes landed on Emelia, sitting at the bar, twirling and sipping from her glass like she was in a daze. They didn’t ask before taking seats next to her.

      “You really need to teach me how to zone out like that,” Echo said, snapping her fingers in front of Emelia’s face.

      “Huh?” Emelia jumped, turning her attention to her friends.

      “Better than any magic I’ve ever seen,” Cacia teased.

      The door to the bar opened again swiftly, but nothing was there. Then came that smell.

      “Rain and honey,” Emelia muttered to herself. The girls scrunch their noses at her in confusion.

      “I keep smelling something, like rain and honey, like the smell before a storm,” she said, just before the fire burned through her chest. Emelia grunted, grabbing her chest, as if it would heal the pain.

      “Shit, Mila, are you okay?” Cacia threw a worried glance at Echo, but Emelia couldn’t say a word.

      “We need to get  her home,” Echo said, picking Emelia up as she panted in pain.

      “Let’s use the portal in the Conclave. It’s quicker.” Cacia didn’t hesitate, running out of the bar to a large, cream colored building in the town square.

      Echo and Cacia ran up the stairs, Emelia in Echo’s arms, pushing the emergency Arcadia Portal button to open the door. A purple and green mist spilled out the doorway, and they stepped inside.  They walked for what seemed like miles but was really only seconds; time passed slowly in the portal. Wind swirled around them as Cacia kept a steady hand against Emelia’s arm.

      “You’re gonna be okay.” Her voice was soft and sweet.

      The wind seemed to subside as the crisp smell of grass and wood hit Emelia’s nose. Her chest burned like hellfire, and she struggled to keep her eyes open. They stepped out into Arcadia, and when their feet met the soft grass, Echo ran in full sprint to Emelia’s house. Portals were tricky: they didn’t always dump you where you needed to go. Cacia fell into step close behind them. Emelia’s eyes had begun to droop close, and she could no longer tell where she was, let alone whose arms she was in.

      “Echo, what happened?” Emelia’s dad shouted as he saw them, opening his arms to take her from Echo.

      “I don’t know! She just started grasping at her chest and she collapsed.” Emelia heard the panic and fear lacing her voice now.

      “It burns,” was all Emelia managed before darkness consumed her.
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      The sound of beeping filled Emelia’s ears and she blinked the blur from her eyes.

      “Everything looks fine; I don’t see any additional issues. It was probably just stress or exhaustion. She needs to slow down.” Was that a doctor? Where was she?  Emelia adjusted her eyes to the light and sat up with a grunt.

      Her mom let out a sigh and rushed to her side. She rubbed her eyes, making herself more comfortable as she took in her surroundings.

      “Are we at the hospital?” Emelia mumbled, clearing her dry throat.

      “You collapsed, sweetie. You’ve been asleep for a few hours,” Emelia’s dad answered, placing a comforting hand on her leg.

      Emelia straightened in alarm. “Did I miss the ceremony?”

      Emelia’s mom pushed her back down gently. “No, darling. It’s tonight, but you shouldn’t worry about it right now.” Emelia’s mom’s pointed ears drooped down with worry.

      “What happened, honey?” Her parents looked concerned as they watched her.

      “I-I am not sure,” she managed to stutter out. She decided she may as well tell the whole story. “Before work, I felt this burning sensation, but it wasn’t like this. It just startled me and it went away. At Ethereal, it was like someone lit a bonfire in my chest.” She rubbed where the pain had erupted, and her parents looked at each other with worry, almost knowingly.

      “What is it?” Emelia pushed with worry in her eyes. They weren’t telling her something, she knew it.

      “The doctors said everything was fine.” Siofra brushed a hair from her daughter’s face as Emelia laid back down, looking up at the ceiling. She watched as her parents left to speak with the doctor.

      Emelia could tell they were in Athenia. She’d spent much of her childhood in this hospital, always a sick child. No one understood what was wrong with her; she was a perfectly healthy baby who suddenly and inexplicably got sick in childhood.

      She was relieved to hear nothing had worsened, but still couldn’t understand where the searing pain blazing in her chest came from. It was worse than any episode she’d had. She took a deep breath, trying to listen to the doctor, to reduce her stress.

      “Emelia? You’re good to go; just be careful not to overexert yourself.” The doctor leaned in, bringing his voice down to a whisper. He practically mouthed “and try to stay away from the moonflower,” making her chuckle.

      She gently swung her legs over the edge of the bed, bracing herself as she stood, gaining her balance.

      “We brought you some comfortable clothes,” her mom’s voice sounded. She helped Emelia slide into a pair of jeans and wiggle into a t-shirt.

      “Thank you, mom,” she said as she turned around to hug her.

      “What would you ever do without me?” Emelia’s mom chuckled, returning the hug.

      “Die,” Emelia responded with a giggle. Her mom just smiled, brushed her daughter’s hair to the side, and pressed a soft kiss to her cheek.
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      Emelia sat in front of her vanity, looking at herself in the mirror as her mom fixed intricate, traditional elf braids in the crown of her hair, letting the rest flow down her back, softly falling to her waist in waves.

      “Are you nervous?” Emelia’s mom asked as she twisted the strands of hair through her fingers.

      Emelia nodded. “I hate that I have to meet my birth parents. I don’t want to meet them. You’re my mom.”

      Emelia looked down, stroking the unbraided strands of her hair. Her mom tied off the last braid before grabbing her shoulders and pressing her cheek against Emelia’s, looking at her daughter in the mirror.

      “Well, if it wasn’t for your rounded ears, you’d be a spitting image of me. Maybe you’re more like me than we know.”

      Her mom smiled, winking at her in the mirror, a smile spreading on Emelia’s face. Her mom had the same long, blonde hair and greenish blue eyes; if you didn’t know they didn’t share any DNA, you could mistake her for a younger version of her mom.

      Her mom kneeled next to her, stroking her cheek. “You know I chose not to have a relationship with my biological father.”

      Emelia furrowed her brows in confusion. “Why not?” Her mom took a deep sigh.

      “I guess it’s time you know the truth.” Emelia’s mom dropped her gaze, looking into her clasped hands. “My father was a powerful man; I wasn’t originally removed, because of my bloodline.” She paused, looking back up to Emelia. “My biological father lost his wife and found comfort in women. He was Fae, but my mother was Elven. As I grew, I didn’t manifest powers immediately. When I was fifteen, I tested and showed high marks for a warrior, and I started my duties almost immediately.” She turned toward the mirror, working her hair into traditional Elven warrior braids.

      “He wanted me to be a Fae warrior, but we didn’t have a choice; I wouldn’t know until the Bloodline ceremony. So, I grew up on his estate with my mother until she died, and then I was raised by Grandpa and Pops. When the Bloodline ceremony came, I was blessed with Elven blood over Fae.” She choked back a sob.

      “My father was furious, and he disowned me. I haven’t seen my brother in over a hundred and fifty years.” She fiddled with her fingers. “I went to live with Grandpa and Pops, and even though I was Elven and they were Fae, they loved me. They allowed me to stay, and I did, until I met your father.” Emelia laid a soft hand on her mom’s back, rubbing gently in circles.

      “I’m so sorry, mom,” Emelia murmured a soft apology.

      “Anyways.” Emelia’s mom wiped away tears. “The point is, sometimes, the family you choose is the best one. Just because you’re blood doesn’t mean you’re bound to them.” She grabbed Emelia by the shoulders, looking lovingly into her eyes.

      “When I meet my son, I will tell him that it is very much okay to love those he chose more than us, but one day, I hope to earn his love.” She pulled Emelia into a hug. “I will tell him he has the most wonderful sister waiting for him, and I will never choose one over the other.” Emelia hugged her mom, crying softly into her shoulder.

      “I have a brother?” Emelia asked, holding tightly to her mom.

      Her mom nodded against Emelia’s head. “Yes, but that’s all I know.” She pulled away, kissing her daughter on the head. “The two of you were born on the same day at same time; you’re practically twins. Now come, no more sad talk. We have a ceremony to prepare for, sun drop.”
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      Sun drop. That’s exactly what Emelia looked like right now. Sun drop was the nickname she’d carried since the day she arrived.  They said she was brighter than the sun, and her dad would joke she’d practically blinded them with her “Gold beams.”

      Her dress was golden and fell to the floor in drapes of silk. The top was made from golden metal, circling her torso like vines and leaving her back exposed: a traditional Elven dress, as per tradition.

      She grasped her bag, shaped like a sunflower, and dropped her phone inside of it. She took one more look at herself in the mirror, pushing back stray strands of hair into the gold leaves weaved into her braids. She took a deep, calming breath, urging the nerves down.

      ‘You look beautiful, my daughter.’ She heard the words like a faint whisper in her mind.

      The voice startled her out of her thoughts, making her jump. “So now I’m hallucinating. Great.” She shook her head clear before walking out of her room, sunflower bag in one hand and closing the door with the other.

      “Oh, Sun Drop,” her dad choked out as he saw her, pressing a hand to his mouth.

      “Dad, don’t cry,” Emelia pouted, pulling her dad in tightly for a hug. She pushed back, wiping his tears and looking at the gold metal that capped the top of his pointed ears like armor. “We pulled out the fancy pair today,” she joked, trying to get her dad to laugh, tugging on his ears.

      “Only the best for my only daughter,” he said, kissing her forehead. Emelia smiled with her eyes closed, so content in this moment, never wanting to leave it.

      “Okay, let’s go. We’re going to be late,” her mom tutted, gesturing them out the door and into the car.
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      Emelia hadn’t realized she’d dozed off, and was now dreaming more vividly than ever, this time in a field of wildflowers.

      “My daughter.” A woman appeared before her, sitting in the grass a few feet away. She tied flowers together and placed them atop her head like a crown. Emelia walked towards her, curious but cautious.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” Emelia asked, stopping in front of her. She was pale, her hair a dark brown that flooded around her like a puddle. Her eyes seemed to twinkle, practically multicolored.

      The woman giggled at her apparent ignorance. “I’m your mother, but for now, you may call me Kore.”

      She tied more flowers together, placing them atop Emelia’s head with a swift move of her hand. Emelia’s eyes went wide, and she dropped to her knees, bowing her head.

      “Goddess Persephone. I apologize for my rude introduction. I am Emelia Leeok.” At her introduction, a hand came under her chin, her face lifted to meet the multicolored eyes of the goddess.

      “My daughter, I know who you are. I have not taken my eyes off you since the day you were born.” The woman smiled, a soft quirk of her lips.

      “Pardon me, Goddess, but I think you’re confused. I’m human, nothing more.” Emelia hesitated and cringed when the goddess laughed heartily.

      “My love, you are not human.” Kore smiled, shaking her head, and Emelia turned in confusion. “I came to the mortal realm during one spring when Hades and I weren’t on great terms at the time. After millenniums of marriage, you have some ups and downs.” She waved her hand nonchalantly.

      “Anyways, not the point. I appeared as a mortal, calling myself Kore. I’m still not sure how I pulled that one off without anyone noticing.” She grimaced. “Gods, I’m off track again. I appeared to your father and in my anger for Hades, I took him as my lover, until Aphrodite got wind of him and put an end to that.” Kore rolled her eyes at the memory.

      “That, my daughter, was twenty years ago. I birthed you in a mortal hospital, sent you to your parents, and erased the memory from the Elvan woman who assisted me.” Kore stroked Emelia’s cheek as she spoke. “Hades would have had you burned so I had to keep you hidden.” A single tear dropped from her eye at the thought.

      Emelia looked up at the goddess in pure confusion. “This doesn’t make sense. I’ve never had powers and I have no god-like abilities.” Emelia moved the goddess’ hand from her face, Kore raising an eyebrow in question.

      “Oh, I can fix that,” Kore practically sang. The goddess placed her hands on top of Emelia’s forearms, pressing firmly as heat ran through her palms like fire. “When you were six, you had an imaginary friend named Kassie, right?” Kore asked, and Emelia’s eyes widened at her knowledge.

      “That was me. I bound your powers when I came that spring, so that you wouldn’t be exposed until you came of age.” She lifted her hands off of Emelia, who gasped as a rush of energy ran through her. Her back burned like a fire had been lit up her spine, and Emelia let out a moan of pain, shutting her eyes tightly and biting down on her lip.

      The burning dulled to a slight throb, and she felt like she could breathe again. “What did you do to me?” she gasped, reaching towards the pain that burned in her back.

      “I gave you back your powers. This of it as my gift to you, my daughter, on the day of your Bloodline ceremony.” Emelia shook her head as she felt the raised skin on her back.

      “This is insane.” It had to be a dream, but the pain felt so real.

      “My dear, whether you choose to believe it or not, you must know that your power will be sensed before you even know it’s there. You must stay away from Hades,” she ordered, brushing her fingers through Emelia’s hair.

      “Will I ever see you again?” Emelia asked softly, more confused than she’d ever been.

      “We can meet in your dreams, and when you’re strong enough, you can learn to summon me.” Kore kissed Emelia’s cheek “I will always come to you when you need me, even if you cannot see me.” Kore stood up suddenly. “I must go now, my love. I will come to you soon.”

      “Wait.” Emelia grabbed her arm. “What about my father?”

      Kore smirked. “You will meet him soon enough.” With that,

      Kore disappeared.
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      “Emelia.” Emelia was awoken by a shake of her leg and the soft voice of her mom.

      “It was just a dream,” Emelia muttered to herself in a voice soft enough for only her to hear.

      “We’re here, my darling,” her mom whispered as Emelia looked out of the window. They’d arrived at the Conclave, where she’d been carried home just last night.

      A burning sensation rippled down her back, and she reached her arm above her head to feel the raised marks on her skin. “Was not a dream.” She heard the words in her mind again but felt a breath of air hit her ear.

      “Oh, my Gods,” Emelia said to herself, making her mom look back at her.

      “Why are you using the Gods in such language?” her mom snapped, and Emelia mumbled an apology. Her mom rolled her eyes and turned, trying to help her dad find a parking place.

      The car came to a stop and Emelia shook herself from her trance. She reached for the handle to the door, but it opened on its own. That smell hit her nose again: rain and honey. Except this time, the burn was dull in her chest. She rubbed the spot as her dad offered his hand with a concerned look. Was this what being a goddess felt like?

      “You okay?” he asked. Emelia nodded and took his hand, stepping out of the car.

      She took in her surroundings, watching people cross the street to the center of the city square where the Conclave sat. Emelia followed her parents, holding her bag low in front of her. She held her shoulders back and her chin up, trying to radiate confidence. Emelia’s parents being Warriors meant introductions would have to be made to the leaders of each house.

      One by one, her parents greeted each region’s Kings, Queens, and house leaders. They introduced her to each like royalty, like she was a trophy, a shining star. She bowed her head lightly and gave each a smile as they complimented her parents. The only ones they didn’t meet were the Arcadians. The King would be performing the ceremony, so he was not allowed to meet the candidates until their turn.

      They made their way to the final leaders, The King and Queen of Crevassa, also known as Alpha and Luna. Though there were wolves in Arcadia, the shifter leaders were different. The Royal family of Crevassa were Demon shifters, the strongest of their kind. Demon shifters were rare, mostly running specifically in this family. They were strong rulers, loved by their people and feared by their enemies.

      “Queen Ziola, King Xavier.’’ Emelia’s dad bowed his head as her mom followed.

      Emelia was distracted, though. The smell had gotten so much stronger, the ache in her chest increasing to a fiery burn. Her dad cleared his throat, bringing Emelia back to reality as she bowed her head.

      “Apologies, Your Highness, I seemed to have forgotten my manners,” Emelia apologized as a chuckle came from the King.

      “Not a problem,” the King announced in a smooth voice. “Sir Relar, Dame Siofra, it is wonderful to see you again.” The King gave a gentle bow of his head.

      Emelia’s mom pushed her forward between the two of them. Emelia kept her chin high as her eyes met the King’s. They were amber, like a melted copper crescent. King Xavier, tall with raven black hair and horns at the top of his head, stood out in the crowd, his brown skin making his eyes stand out the most.

      Queen Ziola was tanned, blonde hair flowing down her back, and deep red eyes that caught your attention immediately. Emelia could hardly focus, however, as the smell lingered closer.

      “This is our daughter, Emelia Leeok. She has her ceremony today.” Emelia’s mom dug a nail in her back gently, enough to bring her back to the present.

      “It is wonderful to meet you,” Emelia smiled, her shoulders back and her head high.

      “As it is you. Ah- my son, come  meet the Leeok family.” The King reached an arm out.

      A well-built figure joined them and Emelia’s eyes locked with his instantly. The smell of rain and honey consumed her, wrapping around every inch of her body. She felt a strange pull to him, something she couldn’t describe. She wanted to glue herself to his side; every part of her had to work to prevent her body from moving toward him.

      The man was extraordinary, more beautiful than any Kaffir she’d ever met. His hair was darker than the night, with braids weaved into locks that flowed past his shoulders. A single scar crossed over his right eye, both irises red as newly spilt blood. His suit was perfectly tailored, all black with a red shirt lying smooth underneath. The top was slightly unbuttoned, showing just a hint of tattoos crossing his chest. Emelia couldn’t help but let her eyes graze over him. He was clearly filling out that suit well.

      “This is my son, Prince Kaius.” The boy; no, the man, shook Emelia’s dad’s hand, but he never let his eyes leave hers.

      He grabbed her mom’s hand and placed his other on top of hers with a soft smile. His teeth were so white they could have blinded someone. Finally, he grabbed Emelia’s hands, and a pulse of heat ran through them at their touch.

      “Wonderful to meet you all. Please, call me Kai.” He placed a soft kiss on Emelia’s hand, lingering just a hair too long.

      Emelia felt like the world stood still, the feeling of his lips on her knuckles intoxicating. With a jolt, she came to her senses and moved her hand away quickly,  trying not to cause a scene in front of her parents and important leaders. However, she couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched, of fate bearing down on her.

      Her eyes flickered to behind Kai, where a tall figure in a coat and black hat seemed to watch her from a distance. Her eyes flickered to him as he lit a cigarette and pressed it to his lips. She studied him for a moment as he waved his finger subtly at her in greeting. Sunglasses covered his face and a smirk tugged at his lips, dark and mysterious; he was definitely watching her. She shook her head, and quickly returned her attention to her conversation.

      “Pleasure to meet you all.” Emelia gave a soft smile “We must be going; I really shouldn’t miss the ceremony.” Emelia gave a laughing smile with a slight head bow as her parents followed to their seats.
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      Emelia walked with grace as she entered The Grove, remembering every piece of etiquette her parents had taught her. Chin up, shoulders back, bow your head to those you need to as you pass. Excited voices filled the Conclave as people walked up and down the steps, filling the spaces.

      “Honey, when did you get this tattoo on your back? What language is this?” Emelia’s mom traced a finger down her back across the raised skin. Emelia’s blood ran cold; she had a tattoo?

      ‘Lie.’ The words filled her head in a demanding whisper.

      Emelia gave her mom a soft smile. “I got it one night when I was out drinking. It was something they had in their books. I honestly have no idea what it says.”

      The words rushed from Emelia’s mouth in a panic. She hadn’t even seen the mark on her back yet; she’d thought it was just raised skin.

      “I must have missed it. Pure stupidity is what it probably says.” Her mom gave her a stern look before thumping her on the side of the head. Emelia let out a breath, thankful her mom hadn’t caught on to her lie. She’d willingly take the thump.

      “I’m sure I can get it covered at some point,” Emelia joked, earning an eye roll from her mom.

      “Mila!” A yell flew across the space, and she looked around until she saw a happy Cacia waving in the Athenia Sector. Emelia shook her head with a laugh before waving back.

      “Looks like you’re popular.” A voice startled her from behind. Echo smirked as she leaned over her knees, and Emelia lit up as she turned to face her friend.

      “I’m very popular, haven’t you noticed? I’m being stared at by Valen and all his man-children.” Emelia pointed into the Celestia Sector, directing Echo toward Valen, who sits with his arms crossed, his friends clearly teasing him for the bruise from Emelia’s fist.

      “Dang Mila, you got him good.” Echo winced.

      Emelia laughed, sending a sheepish grin to Valen with a gentle wave of her fingers.

      “Too bad that immortal healing hasn’t kicked in yet. I guess I don’t know my own strength.” Echo fist bumped Emelia and she leaned back in her seat as Emelia turned forward.

      “What happened between you and Valen?” her dad asked, nosey as always. The lights turned down as the stage lit up.

      “We broke up,” Emelia whispered quickly to her dad.

      “You wha-” The sound of his voice was cut off by the ceremony starting.

      “Good Evening Eros,” the queen of Celestia announced with a soft smile.

      She dazzled, decked out in a light gray dress that flowed like waves, jewels sparkling on the bodice, matching her darker gray wings. A silver crown sat upon her head of strawberry blonde hair, which flowed in stick straight strands down her back. Youthfulness radiated from her, even as she stood with her head held high and her shoulders back.

      “Good Evening, Queen Celia,” the crowd chanted back in unison.

      “It’s so great to see so many of you coming of age today. What a gift.” She placed her hands against her chest, one palm over the other. The crowd clapped and Emelia rolled her eyes at the dramatics.

      “The ceremony will begin shortly but we wanted to go over some details first.” The queen walked to a bowl nearby on a marble post.

      “The water in this bowl has been blessed by all the regions. When it is your turn, your region leader will call your name and you will prick a finger with the tip of this ancestral blade.” The queen lifted the blade, showing it to the crowd.

      “You will put a single drop of blood into the bowl. Once the blood has been offered, the gods of your bloodline region will adorn you with gifts for your coming of age.” She set the dagger down next to the bowl on a strip of silk.

      “We will begin with my region and my son, Valen Helius.”

      Valen stood, adjusting his jacket as he walked down the steps. Emelia scoffed. “I don’t understand why the Royals even have to do this. It’s not like it’s a mystery.” She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms over her chest as she watched.

      “It’s to make sure they’re not half breeds.” Emelia’s mom rubbed her palms against her thighs and Emelia looked at her with pity. She grasped her mom’s hand and let her head fall against her shoulder.

      “Archangel!” the Queen yelled.

      Smoke filled the bowl where Valen had just dropped his blood, swirling around him in white, fluffy clouds. His once white wings turned a dark shade of gray and grazed the floor. He shot up into the air, the bruise on his face healing as he swirled around, landing back in his seat, where his friends cheered and patted him on the back. Emelia dared to look back, only to see him smirking in her direction. She sent an eye roll and turned back to the front.
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      One by one, each region went.

      “Cacia, from Athenia.”  Emelia heard her best friend’s name called and stood up to cheer for her with a clap.

      Cacia shook her head as she made her way to the stage. Her corseted red ball gown skimmed the ground, and her red curls were pinned up tightly into a bun. Cacia stood over the bowl, peering at her reflection. She knew what she would get, but also knew what she’d be leaving behind. She turned her head, looking at her moms, who mouthed ‘it’s okay’ at her. She took a deep breath and reached for the blade.

      Cacia pricked her finger and Emelia watched nervously. The bowl shot up in flames almost immediately as her blood grazed the water. Flames circled her as the royals stepped bac and Cacia lifted her head to look at the crowd.

      “Sprite!” the Athenian Queen announced.

      Cacia smiled, her red ball gown now mid-thigh, made with autumn red leaves, her hair flowing against her shoulders. She turned to the side and wings appeared on her back, orange and iridescent. She stretched them with a smile, making them stand up instead of flowing down her back, before taking flight back to her seat.

      “Burn it down, Cacia!” Emelia shouted, cupping her hands over her mouth to extend her voice.

      Cacia blew out a bit of fire from her hand; she was an artist and the fire was her paint. Cheers rang through the Conclave as Cacia pecked each mother on her cheek and joined the Arcadian Sector, taking a seat next to Emelia, who pulled her in for a hug.

      “I am so proud of you,” Emelia shouted, giving her best friend a kiss on the cheek.

      “And with that, we end the Human Sector and move on to our final Sector: Arcadia.” The Athenia queen gave a gentle nod to the Arcadian King.

      “King Adonis, you may begin.”
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      Emelia watched diligently as those she grew up with were sorted. Echo, deemed a Siren, was gifted a beautiful voice and sapphire scales trailing down her body, ones that would turn into a tail in the water.

      “I’m pleased to announce our final bloodline graduate: Emelia Leeok.”

      Emelia choked at her name being called as her parents clapped. She stood up, starting to feel dizzy with anticipation. Was she nervous? She walked down the steps, her gown flowing behind her, as she made her way to the steps of the stage.

      King Adonis reached his hand out with a smile to help her up the stage. He was dressed in a cream suit, his yellow iridescent wings flowing down his back, trailing behind him like a train. A gold crown sits atop his white blonde hair, long and braided on the sides. It was shaped like a pomegranate carried by a crescent moon, representing the two Goddesses of Arcadia, and held together with golden leaves.

      Emelia reached for his hand, placing hers softly in his. A small hum ran through her fingers; unlike the feeling from his son, this felt familiar, almost comforting. She looked at their hands then back up at the King, his eyes wide in surprise. Did he feel it too?

      Emelia shook her head slightly, enough to bring her back to the present, and made her way to the center of the stage. She took each step with grace until the King released her hand over the bowl.

      “Go ahead, darling.” The King gestured to the dagger and Emelia looked at hesitantly.

      The room felt almost too silent. She looked over her shoulder, only to see smiles spread across Cacia and Echo’s faces. Her parents held hands with almost small but sad smiles. Valen had his arms crossed, but he watched her intently. She could have sworn she saw a hint of guilt cross his eyes as he gazed at her from his seat.

      The spotlight practically burned her skin as sweat began to trickle down her brow. Emelia went to reach for the dagger -- ‘no.’ Pain seared through her entire body as something unknown took control. She caught herself before she could fall, and the King rushed to her, offering his arm.

      “Pardon me, Your Highness. I seem to have gotten light headed,” Emelia quietly muttered to the King, a hand pressed against her head as she straightened herself.

      “No.” The words pounded through her head again.

      ‘I have to,’ Emelia thought to herself.

      She grabbed the dagger from the silk and pricked her finger, but before a single drop could appear, the nick healed.

      ‘What the fuck?’ she thought to herself.

      A crowd of people were waiting on her. She had to do this. She stared into the crowd until she met those same red eyes from earlier. Suddenly, the smell hit her again, but this time, the fire felt like a comforting warmth in her chest. She sensed comfort in the smell of rain and honey. She pulled the dagger to her palm, feeling a sudden wave of confidence, and sliced her skin.

      This time, it couldn’t heal fast enough. Emelia watched as the cut healed, but a single drop of blood escaped her skin before the slit could knit together. She audibly gasped, her heart stopping in her chest: gold. Her blood was gold. Emelia watched as the gold droplet ran down her palm and hit the water, sinking like a stone to the bottom.

      Did anyone notice the gold blood or just her? When nothing happened, she looked to the King, whose eyes were wider than ever before.

      “What is it?” The King didn’t answer her, and just continued to stare at the bowl.

      “Gods.”

      Without missing a beat, he pressed a silken strip into her palm, keeping with the ruse.

      “Your Majesty?” Emelia repeated slowly. This time, the King looked at her in the face. She raised an eyebrow, and he cleared his throat.

      “Human,” he announced with a smile.

      A sinking feeling filled her stomach, as if lead blocks had been strapped to her feet and she was sinking into the cold water of Vinetta. Drowning. Emelia gently bowed her head before stepping off the stage, but low voices bombarded her as she made her way back to her seat. Even as a human, some gift was given from the goddess Athena. She had nothing to show for it, except for gold blood no one else had seen. She pulled the cloth from her hand, looking down to the mark healing on her palm, more like a faint scar then the gash she had on her hand just moments ago. She looked to the crowd to see her friends and parents with a confused expression on their faces.

      Emelia kept her head down and focused on her hands that now seemed to shake as she made her way to the Athenia sector.

      “She has no gifts

      “Hello, dear. I’m Duchess Lauria, but most call me Laur.” She sent a kind wink to Emelia and gestured to a brunette next to her.

      “This is my wife.” Emelia gave both a soft smile and a gentle bow, then took a seat they gestured to for her.

      The voice of the celestial Queen boomed out to the crowd as she sat. “We will now commence the giving of life. Graduates, exit to your designated pods assigned to you at the beginning of the year. Your birth parents will follow shortly to make their introductions.”
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      Emelia sat in her designated spot, waiting for what seemed like hours. The Pod was small, but big enough for a few people. White tiles covered the floor, the walls a light cream with a window that looked out into the Conclave’s garden. She sat slouched in a white metal chair at a circular table, tapping her fingers impatiently as she watched the new families walk in the garden.

      The sound of buzzing from the door warned her to stand up. She quickly got to her feet, smoothing her dress, holding her shoulders back and her head high.

      “Good evening, Ms. Leeok.’’ It was a dark elf woman dressed in a white dress, her afro-style hair in two buns atop her head.

      Emelia furrowed her brows in confusion. “Please don’t take offense, but I don’t think you’re my mother. I’m not an Elf.” She wrung her hands, nervous energy starting to boil in her stomach.

      The woman’s laugh filled the room. “No miss, I’m Kalee, a nurse here to take a blood sample.” She took a step forward and Emelia took one back, placing her hands up as if to say stay back.

      “Why?” Emelia spat out.

      “It seems there’s been a mistake in your initial DNA testing, and we need to run it once more,” Kalee smiled.

      Emelia wasn’t worried, but she didn’t feel confident letting the woman take her blood, blood that had just turned gold an hour ago.

      ‘Let her take it. I will protect you.’ Words rang in her head again like a faint echo. Was it really Persephone? Was she really her mother? She listened to the voice and sat down, stretching her arm out for the woman to work. She prepped the skin with a strong smelling wipe before sticking the needle into Emelia’s arm.

      “So, why is an elf doing Athenia hospital work?” Emelia asked cautiously.

      The woman chuckled a bit. The blood that flowed from Emelia’s arm was now red again, and Emelia’s eyes almost popped out of her head at the sight. The woman changed the blood vial out for another.

      “I showed high marks for nursing on my career placement when I was fifteen. They thought me a healer, but I never received healing magic. I’ve always loved it, and I’m very good at it, so I moved to Athenia at the request of the Queen to become one of her nurses.” She pulled the needle from Emelia’s arm.

      “The queen needs nurses?” Emelia asked, clearly puzzled. So much information, such little time.

      Kalee laughed lightly. “Oh no, not for herself. She employs them at her estate, for emergencies and for those who live and work there.” She sent Emelia a soft smile before sticking a bandage over her needle mark and patting her hand.

      “There. Now you may go find your adoptive parents. Feel free to spend as much time with them as you’d like. Once we have your results, we’ll have your birth parents contact you.”

      Kalee stood, walking out with a slight head bow of respect to Emelia and she did the same. When the coast was clear, Emelia ripped the bandage off to find no needle prick at all. Just as she expected. She rubbed her arm with a sigh before walking out of the pod and down the hall to the garden.

      She stepped out, filling her nose with fresh air and the smell of flowers. She walked to the main fountain, lifting her face to the sun. She closed her eyes, letting its heat rain down on her.

      “You’d think you’d never seen the outside before.” A sarcastic, biting voice filled her ears. Her eyes popped open in surprise.

      A boy stood before her. He was dressed in an all-black suit, his hands in his pockets as he took in the view of the fountain. His hair was black, short on both sides and long on the top, but white streaks weaved through it, almost like he’d been streaked with snow. His ears were pointed and covered in piercings, clearly Elven, and his skin was tan but oddly pale, like he hadn’t seen sunlight in ages.

      “You look like you’ve been down in a black hole,” she snarked back to him.

      A chuckle burst from his lips at her comeback. “I guess you can say that; my adoptive family is from Crevassa.” Emelia’s face quickly turned red with embarrassment.

      He let out a heartier laugh and clapped his thigh. “You should have seen your face.” He held his stomach as he laughed harder, and Emelia crossed her arms over her chest. She already didn’t like him, and she didn’t even know who he was.

      “I didn’t mean to be offensive, you little rat.” The boy kept laughing and Emelia rolled her eyes as she turned away.

      “Well, it looks like the two of you are getting along just fine.” She heard her dad’s voice and felt his soft touch on her shoulder.

      “Might we introduce you two properly?” her mom asked, and Emelia raised an eyebrow, her face paling as understanding hit her all at once. Oh, you’ve got to be kidding me.

      “Emelia, this is Lex, your brother. Lex, this is your sister, Emelia.” Her eyes widened in shock as her parents confirmed her suspicions, and Lex began to laugh even harder.

      “I’m so glad I didn’t try to hit on you.”

      Emelia made fake gagging noises and her parents chuckled behind them. “Since he’s my brother, does that mean I can punch him?” Emelia looked at her dad and he laughed, shaking his head.

      “No, we don’t need your brother looking like Valen. There isn’t any magic bowl to make it disappear this time.” Emelia’s dad placed a hand on her shoulder, sending her a wink.

      “Wait, you did that to Valen?” Lex asked between laughs, almost like he was proud. Emelia gave a cocky smile with a head nod.

      “Nice -- I respect that.” Lex held out his fist to her, and she bumped it with hers with a laugh.

      “You might not be so bad.” Emelia bumped her shoulder into his, feeling a jolt of energy, that familiar comfort, between them. Did he feel that too?

      “This may be fun after all.” Lex gave her a smirk and she rolled her eyes.
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      A month had passed since the ceremony and everything in Emelia’s life had generally gone back to normal. Her parents helped her find an apartment, and her mother was obsessed with calling every day to check in, even though the wards on the apartment were stronger than any warrior tower she’d ever been to, thanks to her mother. She’d still heard nothing about her birth parents, and she checked her phone incessantly, hoping she’d hear news.

      “Hey, did you happen to pick up any more cereal?” Lex called from the kitchen.

      Emelia sat in the living room researching, like she did with most of her free time. ‘What does gold blood mean?’ Of course, she got no results.

      “Yeah, in the cabinet next to the fridge,” she yelled to Lex, never taking her eyes off the screen. She bounced lightly as Lex jumped over the couch to sit next to her.

      “Are you ever going to leave my apartment? I’m about to start charging you rent.” Lex held a hand to his heart as if her comment hurt.

      “You don’t want to spend time with your twin?” Emelia rolled her eyes at his ribbing.

      “You’re not my twin. We didn’t come from the same womb.” Emelia pushed him playfully with her arm.

      “Wow, you really know how to hit a man where it hurts, Mila,” he smirked, shoveling dry cereal into his mouth straight from the box.

      Lex had practically been living with Emelia since she moved into her apartment on the square. His excuse was that it was the perfect spot in between Crevassa and Arcadia, but Emelia sneakily suspected it was because of her close proximity to the bars. Their relationship had grown the past month, and it felt as if Lex had been Emelia’s brother her entire life.

      “Don’t you have training right now?” Emelia raised an eyebrow at Lex, and he pulled his phone from his pocket to look at the time.

      “Shit,” Lex muttered, jumping off the couch, sending dry cereal flying in the air in the process.

      “Hey, watch the cereal!” Emelia yelled, but before the cereal could fall, Lex froze it in midair.

      “Sorry, Sun drop.” With a wave of his hand, he pulled the cereal back into the box and ran to the bedroom to change.

      “Don’t call me that,” Emelia snapped to Lex. “It’s reserved for mom and dad only.”

      Lex emerged, pulling his shirt over his head as he went. “Oh Gods, relax. I’m just messing with you.” He rustled her hair from behind her, and Emelia reached behind to swat his arm.

      “You know, for someone who’s only been in my life for only a month, it feels like you’ve been annoying me my entire life.” Emelia’s eyes rolled for the millionth time that morning.

      “What are brothers for if not to annoy the hell out of you.” Lex sent a wink her way before throwing his sword over his back and placing his gun in his holster on his right hip.

      Lex showed high marks for Warrior, the most common designation for male elves, but since he was raised in Crevassa, he’d learned mostly combat magic, a talent reserved only for high ranking Elves and Fae in Arcadia. Lex spent most of his recent days in his Blood Region, training in the ways of Arcadian warriors, and his teachers expected him to be one of the year’s highest ranked warriors by year’s end.

      “Whatever. Are you coming back here tonight?” Emelia asked and Lex shrugged his shoulders.

      “I’m going out with some friends, but you never know. I may end up going home with someone.” He wiggled his eyebrows at Emelia, and she nearly gagged.

      “Just shoot me a text so I can unlock the wards.” She huffed an annoyed voice at her brother before going back to typing on her computer. She heard the door shut and lock behind him and she let out a sigh before sinking down into her couch, letting her stress empty into the seams and threads.

      Her phone vibrated on the couch next to her and she lifted it to her face, the light almost blinding her.

      ‘Sun drop, don’t forget your appointment today.’ She grunted at her father’s text. She didn’t have any health issues this month; was her appointment really necessary?

      ‘I know. I’ll be there,’ she sent back. Ever since she’d fainted, they’d been on high alert, even without any further issues.

      She threw her phone down on the couch with a sigh, not wanting to leave her apartment on her only day off since starting at Athenia Hospital. She let herself fold over onto the couch, staring blankly at her computer screen resting on the coffee table. The search page stared back at her mockingly. She rolled to her back with a huff, staring up at the ceiling, energy slipping from her body as her eyes began to flutter closed. She knew she didn’t have time for a nap, but sleep called for her deeply. She reached for her phone, setting an alarm for twenty minutes from now. Hopefully, a few minutes of shut eye would give her enough energy to drive to Athenia.
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      She tugged her coat over her shoulders, fumbling with her umbrella, struggling to cover herself from the bone-drenching rain. A gust of wind brushed her, slamming the stuck umbrella open.

      “Thank the goddess,” she mumbled to herself, closing her car door with her hip.

      She walked inside the familiar white building, toward the friendly face at reception.

      “Good morning, Leelee,” she sang with a smile, her hair soaked from the monsoon outside.

      “Good morning, Mila. Here for your check up?” Leelee asked, smiling back at her. Emelia nodded, and the woman typed a few things into her keyboard before reaching under the desk for a gown.

      “You know what to do.”

      Emelia sent her a salute before making her way down the hall to the familiar room. She opened the door, setting her umbrella and wet coat down on the chair next to the door. She stripped her clothes off, trading them for the gown, but leaving her socks to keep her feet warm.

      She popped up onto the table, swinging her legs impatiently for the doctor to give her the results of her scans last week. She repeated to herself that it would be the same as always. Never worse, never better. She would be forever stuck sick with no explanation. Knocks on the door brought her attention back to reality and she sat up straighter, making sure all her parts were covered by the gown.

      “Good afternoon, Emelia!” The doctor sent a smile her way before sifting through the chart in his hand.

      “Good morning.” She giggled slightly to herself as he searched for the glasses on his head. She smiled at him and pointed, gesturing for him to notice them. He raised a hand to his bundle of gray hair and mumbled a thank you as he placed the spectacles against his eyes.

      “I have some wonderful news, but first, let’s take a listen, shall we?” Emelia straightened her back as he pressed the cold metal of his stethoscope to her chest, then again to her back.

      “Ah, scans are never wrong, I guess,” he joked, removing the medical tool from his ears and wrapping it around his neck.

      “Everything is completely fine,” he stated, smiling widely.

      “What?” Emelia’s eyes widened, her face going slack in shock.

      “We’re not completely sure what happened and would like to do more tests, but yes, from the scans and labs, everything seems normal. I dare say, it’s a miracle.” The doctor’s words made her dizzy, but not because she was feeling sick or weak. No, it was nerves.

      “You’re telling me I’m completely normal?” She held her hand to her chest, remembering the pain that shot through it just weeks ago.

      The doctor chuckled and shook his head. “I wouldn’t say you’re out of the woods yet. We still want to monitor you as you wean off the medication, but it looks promising.”

      He rested his hand on her shoulder with an empathetic smile. “Congratulations, Emelia.” She beamed up at him.

      For the first time in weeks, she felt.. relieved. Relief filled her like a drug, and she took a deep breath as she watched the doctor walk back to the door.

      “Oh, that reminds me,” he says, shaking a finger and turning back towards her. “Tomorrow, someone will be coming by to give you the results of the DNA test. Unfortunately, we couldn’t trace your mother, but we did find your father.”

      “Will I get to meet him?” Emelia asks, perking up even more at the news.

      “They’ll coordinate that with you tomorrow.” Emelia nodded as the doctor left the room.
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      Emelia made her way back to her apartment, zoning out occasionally while she drove, thinking about her birth parents. Maybe her father would have the answers she searched for. She tapped her fingers against the steering wheel of her car as she thought, and a sharp honk brought her back to reality. The light had turned green. She couldn’t help herself when she flipped a bird out the window at the car behind her, even though she was in the wrong. She pressed on the gas before turning down the street to her apartment, pulling into the parking lot behind the old building.

      She parked and got out, closing the door and locking it behind her. The rain had stopped, but she avoided puddles pooled on the ground as her heels clicked against the pavement. She could feel the crisp air stab at her skin as she made her way into her building; the seasons were changing in Eros and Emelia was loving it.

      She typed in her security code, and the door pressed open slightly. The gust of warm air as she entered smoothed over her skin, drying the last bits of damp from her clothes. She lifted her head to the ceiling, letting the air consume her for a moment. She slipped off her uncomfortable heels, holding them by the backs between her fingers. She padded through the hall barefoot, meeting the doorman and slipping an envelope into his hands.

      “Xander, here’s my rent for this month,” she said, a smoothness in her voice. She watched as the handsome young doorman blushed as she passed.

      “When will you let me take you on a date?” he called to her as she made her way up the main staircase. She laughed a bit in response.

      “Oh darling, you wouldn’t want to be with me.” She blew him a kiss with her hand, slinking up the stairs, only to let out a loud sigh of relief when she got to her door.

      Emelia always put on a front for those who weren’t family or close friends. She didn’t want anyone to think she wasn’t capable just because she was human, or because she didn’t get a gift from the goddess. She pulled her keys out of her bag and began to unlock the door, turning to check her surroundings before catching a glimpse of the mark on her back in the mirror down the hall.

      She rolled her eyes at the thought of the dream and how the mark appeared; maybe this was her gift. Something to make her feel like she’s special, even when she’s not. She opened the door and was welcomed home to a foam bullet hitting her forehead.

      “Lex!” she yelled as he laughed, clutching his stomach.

      “Oh, my gods, that was too good.” He wiped tears of laughter from his eyes, and Emelia stormed at him before a familiar smell made her spine shiver. She stopped in her tracks and stared at Lex, her body filling with delight and anxiety

      “Who’s here?”
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      “Lex, you can’t just invite people into my house,” Emelia muttered, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “How’d you even know someone was here?” Lex raised an eyebrow, but Emelia just rolled her eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter how I know. I know everything. The point is, you have to tell me if someone’s coming here.” The smell got stronger as they argued back and forth. It was almost intoxicating.

      “Mila, it’s just my buddy from the Cress.” Lex shook his head, walking into the kitchen.

      Emelia followed him, throwing her bag and keys onto the table and her shoes underneath. “Yeah, but I like to know when strange people are in my house. I don’t leave the wards down for you to have a party.”

      She shrugged off her wet coat, draping it over her arm before walking into her room next to the kitchen. The smell was lighter now, as if it had gotten farther away, and she almost whimpered at the loss. She slid off her wet clothes, the door just barely cracked open so she could hear Lex.

      “Okay, okay, I’m sorry. I’ll send you a text next time.”

      Emelia slipped on some dry undergarments, deciding against a bra at the last moment. She grabbed one of her largest shirts, which happened to be a certain ex-boyfriend’s black t-shirt, and threw it over her head, letting it drape mid-thigh. She walked out of her room, removing her hair from inside her shirt to fall down her back.

      “Thank you. That’s all I ask.” She pulled a pot and pan out from the cabinets, sitting them on the counter before opening the fridge for ingredients.

      “What are you making?” A voice sounded from behind Emelia. That’s not Lex. That too familiar smell filled her senses. She’d frozen in place, not expecting a man to be the friend from Crevassa.

      “Kai, this is my sister, Mila.” Lex introduced them, and Emelia turned around, blowing a stray hair from her face.

      “My name is Emelia. Mila is saved for those I actually like,” she snapped, attitude dripping from her words.

      She looked to where the stranger was standing, and quickly noticed two important things: one, he was no stranger at all, and two, he was in her apartment wrapped in nothing but a towel. Her mouth dropped in shock as she dropped the items in her hands, sending them tumbling to the ground and stared at the half naked male.

      A smirk splayed across his face as he leaned against the hallway wall. His long, black, wet hair fell behind his pierced, pointed ears, sticking to his muscular shoulders as the rest fell down his back.

      “You dropped something.” He pointed to the fruits that she’d dropped along with her mouth, which made the muscles of his tattooed arms and chest flex slightly.

      Emelia couldn’t help her eyes when they trailed the tattooed arms and torso, grazing down his toned stomach to that v-line the towel was slung just a little too low on. Lex cleared his throat and Emelia plunged to the ground, gathering the fruit back up before popping up and flipping her hair out of her face. She set the items back on the counter, attempting to make her face as neutral and bored as she could.

      “Prince Kaius, how wonderful to see you again,” she said with a forced smile.

      “Wait, you two know each other?” Lex asked incredulously. Emelia took a deep breath to relax before pulling a knife and cutting board from her drawer to cut her tomatoes. She wasn’t going to let Lex and this man keep her from food.

      “Yes, we met at the ceremony. His father introduced us.” She gently nodded at Kai, but tried in vain to avoid his gaze as she looked at the red fruit in her hand.

      “That’s why you seem so.. familiar,” Kai said with a pause, as if he struggled to find the right word.

      “Oh? I mustn’t have been so memorable then, if you hardly remember me.” Emelia sent a smile his way as she aggressively plunged the knife through her tomatoes.

      She didn’t understand why his comment made her so angry, or why his smug attitude made her want to throw her knife into his eye.

      Lex cleared his throat, clearly confused and uncomfortable. “In Kai’s defense, it was a busy day. I’m sure he met many people.” He held his hands up, as if he could feel the tension rising from Emelia. She shot him a glare and he smiled an impish grin.

      Emelia took a deep breath before picking up her cutting board and scraping tomatoes into a pan with some hot oil. “Lex cut the onions, and Prince, you go put some clothes on.” She pointed a spatula at the two of them as she delegated tasks. “If you want food, you have to be dressed at my table,” she ordered, her Elven etiquette showing now.

      “I much prefer not to have clothes on.” The demon shifter leaned against the door frame. Emelia couldn’t help a massive eye roll, practically rolling her eyes out of her sockets.

      “This house is neither a brothel nor your castle. You wear clothes and you help out if you want to be fed. Get dressed and help set the table,” Emelia snapped, sounding almost motherly. She wasn’t going to be bossed around by a princely, pompous ass in her own home, no matter how attractive.

      The demon shifter raised his hands in surrender and backed away slowly.

      “Brave of you to boss around a Prince.”  Emelia’s eyes never left his very exposed chest as he backed into the hallway.

      She could almost feel his smirk as he walked away. Thankfully, the farther away he got, the more his scent faded, and she finally felt like she could breathe. Strangely, she felt a pang of sadness hit her chest from the distance between them. She grimaced; there was no reason for her to feel a loss. He was a smartass, a douchebag. Yep, definitely not her type, though her history might say differently. She couldn’t help herself: any girl would drool over him, with the smug way he ran a hand through his hair and the water droplets that dripped from his chest.

      She shook her head; she didn’t have time for this. She had more important things to think about.

      “How’d your appointment go?” Lex asked almost nervously. Now it was her turn to let a smirk fill her face. She looked up at him and smiled softly.

      “The doctor said I was fine, that everything was completely normal,” she answered, trying to keep herself composed as she shrugged her shoulders. She was happy, no question about it, but she had so many questions. How? Why now? Will it come back? She didn’t know if she should let the joy in, lest she be disappointed later.

      “They also found my father,” she said after a soft breath. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to tell Lex, but there’s no going back now.

      “Mila, that is so amazing!” Lex wrapped her in a spine crushing hug. She giggled a bit as she shrugged him off her.

      “They’ll come give me details tomorrow and hopefully, I’ll meet him soon.” She smiled down at her feet at the thought of knowing her own blood. Lex sent her a soft smile and placed a brotherly hand on her shoulder.

      “The goddess is definitely watching over you.”
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      The sun peeked through the cream colored curtains of Emelia’s room, the start of the regular routine that acted as her wake up call. She’d barely slept, the thought of today and the lingering smell of Kai in her apartment keeping her up. He’d stayed for dinner the night before and even helped clean up after they’d finished. Emelia thought about the brush of his arm against hers as she washed the dishes that he’d set in the sink.

      She shook the demon shifter from her mind, knowing it would only lead to thoughts her mother would never approve of. She lifted herself from her bed, letting her legs dangle from the side as she stretched. She took a deep breath, allowing the sun to fill her with warmth. It was a sensation she never tired of. She stood up, sluggishly walking to the bathroom to turn on the shower.

      She still smelled like a hospital, probably due to her lack of shower the night before. She’d been far too exhausted to bring herself to do anything even resembling self-care. She observed herself in the mirror as she let the water warm, noticing little differences in her skin. She’d slowly been noticing little changes here and there since the ceremony. Her ears were beginning to point, just slightly, at the tip and were sensitive to touch. Her cheekbones seemed to tilt higher, her face slimmer. Maybe it was the effects of the ceremony, maybe it was just her body maturing. Even her golden hair had started to change, lightening to a stunning white, and the growth was astonishing. Her hair that once rested in the middle of her back now hit just at her hips.

      She sighed, tying her hair into a messy bun on the top of her head before stepping into the shower, letting the hot water dig into the muscles that seemed to constantly ache.

      “Mila, are you in the shower?” She heard a voice yell from her bedroom, one she knew all too well.

      “Yeah! I’m in here; you can come in,” she shouted over the sound of the spray, and the door slipped open.

      “What’s up, why are you here so early?” Emelia asked Cacia as she washed her body and let the water run over her.

      “Can’t I just want to see my best friend?” Cacia crossed her arms over her chest as she sat on the counter, her brow raised. Emelia turned the shower off and cracked the door open.

      “Towel, please.” She reached her hand out as Cacia pulled a towel from the rack and tossed it at her.

      “Of course, you can, but you don’t usually wake up before sunrise.” Emelia wrapped the towel around her slender frame and stepped out, shutting the door behind her.

      “Ah, you got me,” Cacia laughed, tilting her head back on the wall.

      Emelia wiped the fog from the mirror and pulled her hair down from her bun, letting the curls tumble down her back.

      “I’m here on a work order. King Adonis wants to see you.” Cacia didn’t beat around the bush, examining her fingers, avoiding looking Emelia in the eyes. Emelia froze, finally taking Cacia in fully.

      She was wearing her navy blue Arcadia battle suit that fit like a glove. Her wings were concealed instead of laying down her back, and she’d clearly been promoted since her ceremony, if the fire red medal sitting against her chest meant anything.

      “Why does the King want to see me? I’m not considered Arcadian anymore,” Emelia asked.

      “I’m not sure; I was just asked to retrieve you.” Cacia shrugged.

      Emelia brushed her teeth as Cacia spoke. She spit her toothpaste out before rinsing her mouth out and making her way to her drawers to grab some clothes.

      “I can’t today. I’m supposed to be finding out my paternal results. They said they’d be stopping by at some point.” She pulled on her matching panty red set before pulling a black and white jumpsuit from the closet.

      “The King had them redirect to your parents’ home. They’ll meet you there after the meeting. Plus, are you really telling the King no?” Cacia raised an eyebrow, sitting on the edge of the bed as Emelia dressed.

      Emelia strutted to Cacia, pointing at her to zip up the back of the jumpsuit and paused when she noticed the tattoo-like marking on Emelia’s back. Emelia felt her hesitation and quickly turned back to face her, reaching her arm back to zip the last bit of the full bodied suit.. Confusion crossed Cacia’s face, but Emelia ignored the look. “How in the Gods did he know about that? I just found out yesterday.”

      “You found out yesterday and didn’t tell me?” Cacia looked at with a mixture of hurt and shock.

      Emelia looked down at Cacia, tracing her sternum tattoo with her fingers, like she always did when she was nervous. It was made up of black and gray poppies, intertwined with a sword pointing down, a symbol of Elven warriors and their connection to nature. Even if she wasn’t Elven by blood, she was in her heart.

      “I haven’t had the time to think, let alone get around to telling people. Lex brought someone here yesterday without telling me and I had a lot on my mind. I was going to tell you, I promise.” Emelia rolled her eyes as tugged her black heeled booties on.

      “Yeah sure, whatever.” Cacia crossed her arms and scoffed as Emelia pushed her teasingly.

      “Stop being such a grump. I have good news too,” Emelia said, watching as Cacia raised an eyebrow in curiosity.

      “My most recent test came back clear. Everything’s normal.” Emelia smiled as she watched Cacia’s stern expression to pure joy.

      Cacia’s wings exploded from her back, no longer concealed, fluttering with excitement. “Mila that’s amazing!” Cacia hugged her tightly as she floated just off the ground. Emelia giggled at her exuberance.

      “We have to run some more tests, but the doctors seem positive.’’ She released her best friend and watched as Cacia smiled brightly.

      “I’m so happy for you, Mila, but seriously, you’re going to see the King. I refuse to get demoted because of you and your stubborn streak.”
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      Emelia stared up at the tall cream and gold castle. Vines and flowers climbed their way up the side, merging it with nature, making it one with Eros. Her heels clacked against the cobblestone pathway as she followed Cacia to the entrance, laughing in her head as Cacia bounced as she walked. She stuck her hands in the pockets of her long black coat, hoping to conceal the sweat puddled in her palms.

      “Cacia Thompson with Emelia Leook to see King Adonis, as requested.” Cacia spoke with pride as she leveled up to the guard, even though she was more than a foot smaller than him.

      Cacia looked poised and strong, much different than her normal ‘let’s get drunk’ weekend self. Emelia had never seen her at work, but her fire clearly made people respect her. She almost smirked as the guard swallowed thickly and moved out of Cacia’s way. Emelia followed her inside, marveling at the castle around her.

      “Emelia, close your mouth and hurry up, we’re late.” Cacia’s serious tone made her raise an eyebrow in surprise, but she gave her a teasing salute and followed behind her.

      Cacia rolled her eyes, shaking her head, her high ponytail swaying behind her. After a bit of walking and quite a few hallways, they stopped in front of two large golden doors. Cacia gave two knocks, with no response.

      “Is any-” Cacia held up a finger to Emelia, shushing her.

      Emelia flinched at the sounds of locks turning, the doors cracking open with a puff of air. Cacia nodded to the servants holding back the heavy doors, guiding Emelia inside. They were greeted by a long table, filled with the leaders of each house and the King and Queens of each region.

      Emelia suddenly felt extremely nauseous. Did she do something wrong?

      “May I take your coat, Miss Leeok?” a servant boy asked.

      Emelia jumped, forcing herself back out of her own head. With a nod, she slipped the coat off her arms to hand it to him. Her skin tingled, like her body knew she was being evaluated.  She bowed gently to the group as Cacia did the same.

      “Ah Emelia, our honored guest.” The King of Crevassa, Xavier, smiled at her with a warmth she wasn’t expecting. “We’re just waiting for my son and King Adonis, and then we shall begin. Please. have a seat.” He gestured to a spot at the end of the table, which she quickly took, Cacia standing behind her.

      “I assume Prince Kaius is ru-” Her voice stopped at the familiar scent surrounding her suddenly. “Ah, he has arrived.” Emelia rolled her eyes subtly as she spoke, crossing her hands over her chest and leaning back in her seat.

      Cacia smacked her arm gently, and Emelia had to use every bit of her self-control to keep from making a face. She sat up, drumming the table with her nails as the scent moved closer and stronger.

      “Sorry, everyone, I’m just running a bit behind today.” Kai’s voice filled the room, making her spine shiver as he walked past, taking his seat next to his family.

      King Xavier looked at her with a raised eyebrow, but it was quickly brushed away.

      “Why are you late, son?” King Xavier sat straighter in his seat, his voice booming with authority. Emelia smirked, knowing exactly why he was late.

      “He must’ve been out extra late last night with Lex. He didn’t arrive home until nearly sun up.” Emelia smirked before licking her lips, leaning against the table and sending a soft smile in Kai’s direction.

      His eyes reached hers before flicking down to her exposed chest and turning almost black. He looked back up and she crossed her legs, pressing her thighs together and sending him a raised eyebrow.

      “We’ll talk about this later,” his father mumbled to him before the doors on the other side of the room opened. Everyone quickly stood, and Cacia tapped Emelia on the shoulder as a reminder to follow suit.

      “Please be seated.” King Adonis walked in with the proudest smile.

      His long white hair was braided down his back, his iridescent yellow wings trailing behind him. He wore a navy suit with a white shirt underneath, unbuttoned at the top just a bit, with no crown in sight. Adonis made his way to Emelia, and she could sense Cacia fidgeting behind her.

      “Miss Leeok, it’s lovely to finally meet you.” He gave her a gentle head bow, leaving Emelia shell shocked. What did I do to be singled out like this?

      “It’s lovely to meet you as well, Your Highness. Can I ask, why am I here?” She pointed down to her seat.

      He just chuckled in response, and Emelia smiled nervously. “Straight to the point are we? Nathaira.’’ He raised his voice and a girl in an all-black battle suit emerged, a folder in her hand.

      Emelia could feel heat radiating from Cacia. She turned to see embers burning from the ends of her hair and tips of her fingers as she stared down the raven haired female, who looked at her with a pierced lip smirk.

      “This is Nathaira Delagore. She’s..” the king paused, taking a look at the girl, clearly not knowing how to describe her.

      “A private investigator for the crown.” Emelia raised an eyebrow at the term ‘private investigator.’ From Cacia’s reaction, she was much more than just a PI. She looked to her friend again, whose hands were now clenched at her sides, her chest heaving with calming breaths as she willed her embers to die down.

      Emelia returned her attention to King Adonis, confident that her friend had relaxed. “Have I done something wrong?” she asked cautiously, her heart racing with worry.

      The King laughed again, a hearty, throaty laugh that calmed Emelia’s pulse slightly. “No, not at all. After the ceremony, I became particularly interested in you. There is no track of your sires.” Emelia’s eyes shot to the rest of the group with worry.

      “Don’t worry, Emelia. They’ve already been made aware of your…quality.” The King places a friendly hand on her shoulder before leaning against the table next to her. “Emelia, I fell in love long ago. It wasn’t for long – she was married to another. I was crushed, but even more so when I found out that I had a daughter that existed, that she’d been adopted.”

      Sadness drenched his eyes for a moment. Royal families never had to experience the pain of being separated from their children, but he did.

      “I searched for years in vain trying to find her. I’d hoped she’d appear this year, at the Bloodline Ceremony.”  He gave a soft smile, looking down at his hands for a moment. “I found her, but I had to be absolutely positive before going to the Council, so I asked Nathaira for her... particular talents.” The king opened the file and flipped to a page featuring a DNA test.

      “Go on, read it.”

      Emelia leaned forward, reading the page, hoping beyond hope her gut feeling wasn’t correct. ‘King Adonis Sunborn’ sat next to ‘Emelia Leook.’ At the sight of her name, she picked up the pages and looked closer.

      99.9% genetic match.

      Emelia stood up quickly, slamming the page to the table and pushing the chair back. Her stomach was in knots, her head foggy and dizzy.

      “No. You’re wrong. I’m human; you even said so at the ceremony.” Emelia felt panic rush through her as she took a step back, before the warmth of her best friend’s hand brought her back. Emelia tried to avoid Cacia’s eyes as the sprite looked at her with saddened eyes.

      “You knew.”

      Cacia’s mouth opened as she tried to make words appear, but Emelia held up a hand to stop her.

      “Just don’t- I need some air.”
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      Emelia walked through the castle halls, having no idea what direction she was headed and ignoring Cacia’s calls behind her. King Adonis? Her father? How could that possibly be? She’d never showed any Fae talents. She looked nothing like a Fae, either.

      She picked up her pace upon hearing Cacia’s calls, but only anger boiled in her veins. She barged through two gold doors, almost rolling her eyes at the excessive decor. In front of her lay a garden, and she took a quick look behind her, watching as Cacia attempted to run after her.

      She stepped into the garden, searching for a hiding spot. A place to breathe, to think. Her eyes widened at the sight of a fountain, hidden behind mountainous rose bushes. She sat on the edge of the fountain, dropping her face into her hands and propping her elbows up on her knees. Her emotions felt like a tsunami inside her, and she felt like she could burst. She took a few calming breaths, trying to keep the tears pricking at her eyes at bay. Just yesterday, she’d accepted that she’d never know her birth parents, and now, her father is a king?

      She couldn’t hold back any longer; the emotions in her ran too high.

      “Fuck!” she screamed out into the emptiness of the garden.

      “Mila.” Cacia’s voice cracked, and Emelia shot her head around to glare at her.

      “You.” She strutted over to Cacia, hands shaking with anger.

      “Mila, I- ‘‘ Emelia put up a hand, glaring at the sprite with daggers in her eyes.

      “You came into my home, pretended you didn’t know. You lied to me, then walked me into a room to embarrass myself.” Emelia spat out the words like venom. “I thought we were best friends.” Her words were cold, and pain flashed in Cacia’s eyes.

      “Mila, I’m so sorry. I was given direct orders. I couldn’t just tell you. Would have come anyways if I had?” Cacia’s words were true, but Emelia’s anger had already begun to spill out.

      “When the fuck have you ever cared about orders? Clearly, I’m not someone you particularly care about!” Emelia’s back began to burn around her mark, and she couldn’t help but reach an arm back to scratch the spot.

      “You know that’s not true, Mila. I love you like my sister,” Cacia pleaded, tears streaming from her eyes. Emelia scoffed, turning away from her friend. She scratched at her back harder, feeling blood starting to bead at the surface. She hissed at the pain, the burn only seeming to get hotter.

      “Mila, what’s wron-” Cacia reached for her friend’s shoulder, but she snapped back, as if she’d been smacked. “Mila, your eyes! They’re gold.”

      It was like she was in a daze, barely hearing Cacia’s screams as she dropped to her knees in pain. She wailed, practically gurgling, as she dug at her back. Her mark felt lit up like sunlight, and pain seared through her entire body.

      Her ears felt like they were underwater as her vision started to go black. Not again, she thought to herself, attempting to breathe through the searing pain. Footsteps pounded towards her; the familiar smell of rain and honey was faint, but there. A strong hand grasped her head as she crumpled to the ground, catching her before she collided with stone. Her eyes fluttered, and no matter how hard she tried to stay awake, she couldn’t.

      With one final blink, darkness consumed her.
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      Light pricked at Emelia’s eyes, and she tossed gently, feeling grass under her fingers. As her brain caught up, she shot forward, eyes opening wide, taking a deep breath and panting like a rabid dog as she gulped in air. She grasped a hand to her chest and tried to take in her surroundings. She was in a field, a familiar one. White flowers sprang from the ground between the blades of grass. She looked down at herself to find white fabric draped over her legs.

      “Daughter.” The words filled her ears, bidding her to stand.

      A woman sat at a small circular table in the middle of the field, just feet from her. A seat was empty across from her, and Emelia noticed she wore the same fabric tied off like a dress across her body. Emelia took slow steps towards the woman, her white dress dragging against the grass as she went.

      “Seems like you had an eventful day,” the woman smirked, tying flowers together just as she did the last time they’d met.

      “Kore,” Emelia said, not bothering to refer to her as goddess. She slumped down into the open chair with a sigh, looking at the goddess with curiosity. The goddess had an eyebrow raised at Emelia’s conduct, but she just rolled her eyes.

      “Not caring for manners any more, are we, child?” The goddess’ smirk hadn’t faded.

      Emelia huffed and adjusted herself into a sitting position. “I don’t care for manners at the moment,” she snapped, and the goddess let out a laugh.

      “You sure do have my spirit,” she said, eyeing Emelia, as if looking for other similarities between them.

      “You keep acting as if I’m your daughter, but I’m just a human. This is all in my head.” Emelia ran her fingers through her unbound hair.

      “If it was in your head, would that mark have hurt so badly?” The goddess gestured to the tattoo-like marking on Emelia’s back with a flower.

      “Did you do that?” Emelia gasped.

      “Well, I tried to get your attention politely, but your anger was overwhelming.” The goddess shook her head with a motherly tsk.

      “Look, just because you think I’m some special daughter of yours doesn’t give you the right to hurt me.” Emelia crossed her arms over her chest.

      “You remind me so much of myself when I was young. I had a temper too, and much of the same attitude. Always defying my mother. Sometimes, I think I should’ve listened to her.” She chuckled to herself again. “I had to stop you because of my mistakes. My anger cost the lives of many, and I don’t know how much power you have or what it can do. The last thing you want to do is destroy someone you love.” She peered down at the flower in her hands with a sad look.

      Emelia groaned. “For the last time, I’m not some special being. If anything, I may be half Fae, but I’m no god.” The goddess just chuckled.

      “Oh, my dear daughter. You are, in fact, half Fae.” A smile returned to the goddess’ face. “But you are also half of me, whether you choose to believe it or not.”  Her face turned stern, and Emelia suddenly felt like a child again, being scolded for misbehaving.

      “I barely believe I’m Fae,” Emelia mumbled, crossing her arms like a petulant child.

      “My daughter, take a look. Your eyes do not lie to you.” The goddess waved her hand and a mirror appeared in the middle of the field. Emelia raised an eyebrow as Kore nodded her head and gestured to the mirror.

      She stepped closely to the mirror, taking in the person reflected back. It was her, but not. She waved her hands as her reflection mimicked her movement. Her face contorted in shock. Her ears were pointed, just like the Fae, when they were only slightly arched mere hours ago. Her hair was now all one shade of silky white, no hints of her golden blonde in the hip length curls. Her eyes, normally a greenish blue, were liquid gold.

      What was most shocking was her skin. She’d always loved her tanned complexion, but now, she was pale, sparkling as if she were made of diamonds. If it wasn’t for her facial structure, her familiar body shape, and the tattoos that marked her, she wouldn’t have recognized herself.

      “What happened to me?” she gasped, turning her body from side to side for the full picture.

      “I told you, daughter,” the goddess whispered, coming behind her to set her hands on Emelia’s shoulders. “You are Fae, and whether you accept your godly half yet is up to you. I concealed you, held your power to keep you protected, make you seem human, but this is you. The real you.”

      The goddess looked down at the grass, almost saddened by her words. They didn’t speak as they returned to the table, and Emelia was grateful. She needed a moment to let it all sink in.

      “Is this why I was so sick?” Emelia held a hand to her chest as the goddess looked up, a single tear flowing down her face.

      She just nodded. “Yes. When you take magic from someone and leave them human, it takes a part of them with it, drains them,” the goddess choked out before reaching out and grasping Emelia’s hand.

      “I couldn’t bear to watch you suffer, but I knew I’d made the right choice.’’ She took a breath before continuing. “I dimmed your magic at birth, so your body wouldn’t forget its power even if you didn’t know you had it. When you were six, I watched you make flowers grow from nothing. I had to conceal it then.” The Goddess practically choked on her words, a hand coming to her chest.

      “No one should ever have their powers stripped from them, but the thought of losing you was more painful than watching you live a human life.” The goddess spoke with honest emotion, and something in her eyes made Emelia’s heart skip.

      “But I am healing now.’’ That was all Emelia could get out. The goddess wiped her tear-stained cheeks, collecting herself for a moment before answering the unasked question.

      “Once I returned your powers, the hole left by your magic began to heal. You were no longer missing your energy.” The goddess spoke like a teacher, educating Emelia on things she’d never heard of. “That’s why you’ve been noticing slow changes: your body has been adjusting, reverting to your original form.”

      “I remember when you were born. You were like pure sunlight, hair white as snow.” She flipped her hand up and smoke bundled into the air, creating an image of a glowing white haired child. The goddess smiled before waving her hand down, the image disappearing.

      “What was that?” Emelia asked, her mouth slightly opened in shock.

      “My memory.”

      Emelia still wasn’t sure if she could believe her, especially after the details King Adonis supplied. She needed more.

      “King Adonis said he was in love with my mother,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. The goddess sat straighter in her seat, almost shocked.

      “He- he said that?” The goddess stuttered, which caught Emelia by surprise. Gods stutter?

      “He did, but you said he was just your lover,” she snapped. Since when was she protective over King Adonis?

      Kore seemed shocked but hid it with a chuckle. “You have so much attitude, just like me. Adonis and I were in love.” Emelia swore she heard her heart pound.

      “I loved him more than life, but when I found out I was pregnant, Aphrodite threatened to tell Hades of my-’’ She paused, thinking of the right word to say. “My infidelity.” Her voice was a whisper now, almost like she felt guilty.

      “She promised that if I left, she wouldn’t say a word. She wanted Adonis as a lover, though he rejected her in the end.” She almost smirked at that thought. “At that point, your life was mine, and I didn’t love Adonis more than my child. You’re a part of me, a sliver of my soul poured into you. I couldn’t risk you.” A pang of guilt struck Emelia’s chest, but she didn’t understand why.

      “He never married.” The words slipped from Emelia as if she were trying to comfort the goddess. Kore’s face perked up at Emelia’s words, and a flash of light crossed her multi-colored eyes.

      “The rumor was that he lived broken-hearted, although he has plenty of women lining up for him,” she joked. “Nothing compared to a goddess, though.” Emelia didn’t know why, but she sent a comforting smile Kore’s way. “I would be lying if I said I wasn’t happy he never found love.” The goddess smirked and Emelia laughed, trying to ease the tension.

      “I don’t know if I’m ready to accept this,” she said, opening the palms of her hand. “But I can be here when you need someone.” She spoke as if the goddess was her best friend. She still wasn’t sure if she believed she was her mother, but Kore obviously loved her father.

      “I will take that, for now.” The goddess smiled at her. “I don’t know if your powers will ever manifest, but you need to be careful, daughter.” She spoke cautiously now.

      “Emotion is your savior. Your powerful heart will be your source, if power comes. You must learn to control it. Godly powers can have severe consequences if let run rampant,” the goddess warned, and Emelia bit her bottom lip nervously.

      Suddenly, Kore stood, extending a hand. “Come child. It’s time for you to wake up.”
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      The light that creeped in through Emelia’s eyes made them water and burn, pain shooting through her head. She tried to open her eyes, but her vision blurred. Gods, her head hurt. She heard footsteps and felt a soft hand touch her forehead.

      “Can you close those damn curtains?” Emelia snapped, her eyes shut, trying to block the rush of light.

      “So you’re not dead.” A feminine voice thick with sarcasm filled her ears as the sound of curtains shutting echoed through the room. Emelia inhaled a breath of relief before opening her eyes.

      “No, I am not fucking dead.” She bit out, pushing herself up against the back of the bed as the room spun around her.

      She took a look around at her surroundings; she definitely wasn’t anywhere she recognized. The room was much larger than her bedroom and the furniture definitely cost more than she could ever make in her short human lifetime. Her back tingled at the thought, and she rubbed it gently. The pain was just a gentle recognition of the dream she’d had. Her companion was dressed in battle armor, and that was the least menacing thing about her.

      “Could you look any more like an angel of death?” She raised an eyebrow at the girl. The raven haired girl placed a hand on her chest.

      “Aw, you think I’m an angel,” she said sarcastically.

      “What are you doing here?” Emelia’s eyes rolled. “Aren’t you King Adonis’ errand girl?” She almost giggled at the insulting words escaping her lips.

      “Where am I?” Emelia asked yet another question when the girl just rolled her eyes at her first few.

      She graced Emelia with an answer this time. “Still in the castle. You took a nice long nap.” The girl’s voice was thick, almost seductive.

      “How long have I been out?” Emelia almost didn’t want to know.

      “Four days, six hours, and-” The girl paused, looking at the watch on her wrist. “Twenty four minutes.”

      Emelia’s eyes widened as she tossed the covers off, leaping to the side of the bed, nearly falling over from dizziness.

      “Woah there, princess. I was put in charge of watching you, which means no going head first into the floor.” The girl reached out a hand to steady Emelia until the dizziness cleared from her vision.

      “I’ve been in the castle, asleep, for days, Nathaira.” Emelia released herself from Nathaira’s grip, proud of herself that she remembered her name. “I have parents who are probably worried sick. Oh, my gods, my brother is probably sleeping on the street.” Emelia put her palm to her forehead.

      “Why would your brother sleep on the street?” Nathaira shot a questioning look at her.

      “He’s an idiot,” she replied. “Probably got high, maybe drank a bit, then passed out in front of my apartment when I wasn’t there to let him in.” She waved a hand and made her way to the door.

      “Is this a bathroom?” Emelia asked.

      “I don’t know. Open the door.” Nathaira’s voice was pure sarcasm, but Emelia just rolled her eyes and did as Nathaira bid.

      “Stop calling me princess,” she spat out.

      Emelia needed to get away from her. She stomped into the bathroom, shutting the door behind her before leaning against it and taking a deep breath. Four days. She’d been asleep for four days. Her parents had to be worried. She walked to the shower, stripping off what looked like an old oversized t-shirt as she went. As she pulled it over her head, she caught a familiar scent. Rain and honey. Kai. She sat the shirt down on the counter, trying not to think of the Demon shifter, and stepped under the spray. The sun shone through a small window, illuminating the shower just slightly. She refused to turn on the bathroom light – her head couldn’t handle it yet.

      The warm water ran over her body and she closed her eyes, letting it consume her. She took a few deep breaths before opening her eyes, pulling her hair over her shoulder. She looked down to wash it and immediately jolted in surprise. It was white. It was all white. It was then that she noticed how her skin sparkled, like diamonds plunged under water.

      Could it be true?

      She quickly finished shower before shutting off the water and searching for a towel in the dimly lit bathroom. Fibers brushed her fingers, and she quickly wrapped the warm towel around her body before stretching out to look for a light switch. Her eyes squinted and she nearly hissed at the blinding light when she flipped it on. Everything seemed to be so much brighter. She looked into the mirror, blinking as she adjusted to her surroundings.

      Just like the dream. Her hair, now wet and sticking to her back, was long, curly, and white. Her ears were pointed and skin pale, teeth lengthened at her canines, and eyes that glowed with molten gold. She thought about the field. Was it a dream? For the first time, Emelia began to believe that maybe, just maybe, what Kore said was true.

      She took a deep breath, shutting her eyes to calm the panic rising in her. She looked in the mirror again, bracing herself for her new reflection, but her golden eyes were suddenly gone, replaced with her greenish blue ones. She smiled and saw her teeth had retracted back to their normal size. She poked around in her mouth, trying to understand. A knock on the door brought her back to reality.

      “I have some clothes out here for you.” A plop thudded on the ground. Emelia walked to the door, cracking it open and grabbing the clothing.

      “Why are you helping me?” Emelia said, her words barely a whisper.

      “Orders are orders.” Nathaira shrugged her shoulders.

      “You could have left while I slept, but I can tell from your face you haven’t left,” Emelia said through the crack of the door. She heard Nathaira sigh

      “Just get dressed.” She walked out of the room, and Emelia listened as she heard the door close.

      She unfolded the clothes: a battle suit. Black and made of lahall, a material embedded with magic. It was stretchy and soft, like the leggings she wore around the house, but the threads were strong enough to withstand the impact of bullets. She slipped on the suit and braided her hair back in a french braid. She looked like a warrior Elf, and part of her smiled. She’d be the spitting image of her mom now, despite the lack of a tan. She tossed on the boots Nathaira left and walked out of the bathroom.

      Nathaira was back, standing with Cacia by her side. Cacia looked sad, distant almost, probably a consequence of their argument.

      “Mila,” Cacia said cautiously, looking Emelia up and down. Emelia gave her a head nod and engulfed her into a hug, taking Cacia by surprise.

      “I am so sorry,” Emelia said into her friend’s neck, bending down to her. Cacia knew no words were needed; they were bonded that way. She wrapped her arms around Emelia’s waist and squeezed her tightly.

      “Sorry to break up your bestie reunion, but we have people waiting for the Princess,” Nathaira drawled, sarcasm dripping from her voice like a lethal weapon. Emelia pulled away from the hug, looking once more at her friend before turning her gaze to Nathaira

      “Who?” she questioned with an eyebrow raised.

      “Your parents.”
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      Emelia took a deep breath. She stood outside the familiar doors she’d walked through just days ago. Cacia laced her fingers into Emelia’s, and Emelia looked down to see her smiling reassuringly. Taking another breath, Emelia gave a nod and Nathaira waved her hand in front of the door, a blueish purple light releasing from her palm. The locks on the door started to move before clicking open. They pushed their way inside, the long table stting in the center, just as it had before.

      Instead of all of Eros’ rulers, her parents sat at the table, one on each side of Prince Kaius as he held his head in his hands. They seemed to be comforting him, which made Emelia’s blood thrum hard in her veins. What happened? Why is Kai here?

      King Adonis and King Xavier spoke at the end of the table, in what seemed to be a very important discussion. Nathaira cleared her throat, catching their attention.

      Emelia’s eyes met Kai’s and a surge of energy flowed through her. She gripped her friend’s hand harder as Kai’s eyes darted to their entwined hand. She didn’t want to worry about Kai right now; she had more important people to see.

      “Mom?” Siofra met her with a soft smile. She was dressed in a way she’d never seen before. A white silk gown dripped over her tan skin, a gold choker holding it up around her neck. Her hair was twisted into a formal bun, and a gold crown wrapped around her forehead.

      Her mom stood as she caught sight of Emelia, moving with grace Emelia didn’t know she possessed. When they finally stood face to face, her mother bowed.

      “Mom don’t do that, it’s weird.” Emelia released Cacia’s hand, enveloping her mother in a tight hug. Her mother froze, but eventually wrapped her arms around her lightly.

      “The food here is amazing!” The sound of a man with a full mouth sounded from behind Emelia. “Who’s the hot chick hugging mom?”

      Lex. Emelia couldn’t think of a better way to ease the tension in the room than her brother. She released her mother, kissing her cheek before turning around to her brother, who carried piles of food in his hands.

      “Wow, Lex. Are you so desperate that you’d want to screw your sister?” A smirk splayed across her face as Lex’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “But how, you, I-’’ Lex stammered, as if trying to piece together the mysteries of life.

      “One thing at a time.” Emelia held a hand up and he nodded in understanding.

      “Everyone, let’s have a seat,” King Adonis spoke and gestured to the table before him. He took his seat, and everyone followed. Emelia’s parents sat to the right of him, the Duke and Kaius to the left. Lex sat next to Siofra who made a gesture for him to sit up straight. Nathaira was the last to sit at the chair closest to the king, but farther from everyone.

      Emelia chewed on her lip nervously and took the seat next to Kai. Her breath almost caught in her throat. His scent wrapped around her, that musky, sweet smell of rain and honey. She wanted to sink into it and never leave.

      “We have a few things that need to be discussed.” King Adonis almost hesitated, seemingly looking at Emelia’s mom for guidance. Her mother took a deep breath, and a reassuring clutch of her husband’s hand guided her to stand.

      “As many of you know, I came from a high family.” She took a deep breath. “What most of you don’t know is that my father was King Selvar.” Emelia’s eyes went wide. Holy fuck.

      King Selvar, father of King Adonis and, apparently, her mother. He was a ruthless leader, killing thousands who disagreed with him. He lived for thousands of years, eventually driving himself mad. When King Adonis came of age and received his decree, a future king, during his bloodline ceremony, King Selvar tried to have him killed. In the end, Adonis outsmarted him, plunging a blade into Selvar’s stomach and taking the throne.

      How many more secrets would she have to endure? She drowned in confusion. It was too much.

      “King Adonis.” Siofra cleared her throat “He is my half-brother.”

      Siofra stood tall as they observed her, a side Emelia had never seen. She dripped with royalty. Her adoptive mother was a princess, her biological father a King, and she was their daughter. How did this happen? How had she hidden in plain sight for so many years?

      Emelia shifted in her seat, her knee colliding with Kai’s beside her. Shocks of electricity flew through her body, and she quickly moved her knee away. She turned her face to Kai to apologize, but he beat her to it, staring at her, his red eyes darkening. She couldn’t move her gaze. Cacia cleared her throat, bringing Emelia back to reality.

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt. I just had a scratch,” Cacia lied, clearing her throat again. She knew the looks on their faces, more than she’d care to admit. Emelia stood up from her chair, meeting her mother’s eyes and setting her hands against the table.

      “So, you’re telling me that not only am I a fucking princess, but I’ve been royalty this whole damn time?”

      She raised an eyebrow, her glare shooting from parent to parent. Soft chuckles came from Emelia at her parents’ stunned faces and the stream of cuss words that came from her mouth.

      “I wasn’t attached to the family at all. It wouldn’t have mattered if you knew,” her mom pleaded. She knew how Emelia’s temper peaked, and was trying her hardest to avoid it.

      “Clearly it would have mattered, because maybe I would have met King Adonis sooner. Maybe I wouldn’t have had to sit around for weeks thinking my sires were dead or I was unwanted!”

      Before she could calm herself, small fangs popped from her teeth as she naturally bared them in her anger.

      Her back started to tingle as her anger rose. Stunned, she leaned back from the table, taking a few calming breaths. ‘Do not let emotions control you.’

      “She’s right.” King Adonis spoke up, grabbing Siofra’s hand. “I should have come to you after our father died, Siofra. You never deserved how he treated you, and I was a coward.” He gripped her hand tightly in his.

      “I should have tried, too,” her mother replied, soft tears streaming down her face. Their hands started to glow white under the combined touch of love, blood, and magic. Combined magic, the rarest of all. Emelia choked back her emotions, her throat running dry.

      “This isn’t going to be an easy adjustment,” Emelia spoke out as the glow faded. “I need to know what’s going to happen next, in detail. I need to be prepared, to know what I’m getting myself into.”

      King Adonis just nodded his acceptance of her proposal. “A formal introduction will be arranged for you to be recognized.  It will require an escort from another region to show acceptance of your position.”

      All eyes turned to Kai.
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      Emelia wiped sweat from her brow as she ran faster, pushing herself to physical pain to calm the soaring thoughts in her mind.

      “Mila, slow the fuck down. This isn’t a race.” Nathaira tried to maintain Emelia’s pace but wasn’t succeeding.

      “Come on Nathaira! Aren’t you supposed to be some kind of badass Fae warrior?” Nathaira’s eyes flashed blue, and she quickened her pace at Emelia’s challenge.

      She wiggled her eyebrows at Nathaira before bursting into a full sprint. Her legs burned, ached. She pushed herself harder, faster. She bit down on her lip as pain soared through her body. She’d been training every day since their big, weird family meeting. Training became her only source of relief from the twisting thoughts in her head. They made it to their stopping point and Nathaira flopped to the ground, rolling to her back.

      “When I can get back up, I’m going to kill you,” she gasped between breaths. Emelia caught her breath, placing her hands on her knees.

      “You’d have to catch me first.” Emelia stepped up to Nathaira, offering her a hand. To Emelia’s surprise, she landed on her back, matching Nathaira in the grass. They laughed loudly as they caught their breath.

      A week passed and the two of them trained every day together. Nathaira was the only one who would push her, not act like she was a porcelain doll. Nathaira never tried to poke into what Emelia was feeling, which was a nice break from others’ constant worrying.

      “Are you ready for this stupid ass thing tonight?” Nathaira’s voice seethed with annoyance.

      “Absolutely not,” Emelia sighed, turning her head to look at her friend. “Tell me you’re bringing a flask.”

      “I already got two ready to go.”

      “Are you guys done messing around?” Cacia’s voice cut through their laughs. She stood over them in her navy battle suit, her curly red hair now cut into a shoulder length bob.

      “You cut your hair?” It was all Nathaira could say to the sprite. Cacia’s wings sank slightly as she crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Yes. Is that a problem?” She raised her eyebrow, but Nathaira rubbed at the back of her head.

      “Not at all. it uh- it looks good.” Emelia rolled her eyes and stood up from the grass, dusting off her hands. Was Nathaira blushing? It’s time to end this odd exchange.

      “Come on, Cacia. Let’s go. I know you’re bursting with excitement to see me dressed up,” Emelia said as Cacia rolled her eyes.

      “I’ll see you later, Nathaira. Remember to bring my present.” Emelia sent a wink over her shoulder, getting a thumbs up in return.

      She grabbed her bag and her water bottle as she followed Cacia back into the castle. She hadn’t been staying here, but she preferred its training grounds.

      She squeezed water into her mouth as they walked inside. Sweat made her clothes stick to her skin, making her feel even hotter. The water dripped down her chin and onto her chest as she tried to keep it from spilling even more.

      “Nice shot,” Cacia teased. “The water is supposed to go in your mouth.” Emelia shot her a glare as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “At least I didn’t have a mental breakdown, cut my hair, and refuse to tell my best friend about it.” Cacia shot a harder glare back at her.

      “I did not have a breakdown. I just needed a change.” Cacia ran her fingers through her hair. “Plus, it grows faster than meletha.” She pointed to the tall plant in the corner of the entrance that was practically touching the ceiling.

      Emelia chuckled as they made their way up the stairs, only stopping when a door slammed, and a dark figure made its way down the hall. Black and red wings were spread out wide, shirt unbuttoned, hair tossed around messily.

      “Fucking idiot,” the figure mumbled.

      “Kai!” Mila yelled as she watched him storm down the hall. His eyes met hers and a flicker of light sparked between them.

      “You okay?” she asked, concern in her voice. Kai shrugged.

      “Your dumbass brother got into a fight in the training fields and technically, he has Crevassa battle magic, so I have to handle that.” He ran a hand through his hair. The door he came out of opened and a small nymph popped out wrapped in a sheet. Kai turned to look behind him and back at Emelia, a flush of guilt tinting his cheeks.

      “I’ll see you later, Princess.” He gave a gentle head bow and made his way down the stairs.

      The nymph turned red as she saw Emelia’s glare. Clearly knowing what was good for her, the nymph ducked back inside the room and shut the door quickly.

      “Really? He couldn’t keep it in his pants for two days?” Cacia rolled her eyes as they continued to Emelia’s room.

      “It was like you read my mind.” Emelia laughed and wrapped a sweaty arm around her friend.
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      Kai stepped out of the castle, immediately shooting up to the sky. He used the excuse of Emelia’s brother to get away from that nymph. He could hardly stand the idea of her touching him. It wasn’t the touch he wanted.

      Emelia and Kai had only exchanged a few words over the last two weeks. The conversation at dinner the night at her apartment, the sarcastic remarks that escaped her lips during the regional meeting, and earlier that morning, when she’d come to return the shirt from her blackout.

      The blackout. He remembered the fear that pierced him, how he caught her just before she could seriously injure herself. He barely knew her, only a few words shared between them, but he wanted so much more. She may not recognize the energy that soared between them, but he did. It took everything in him not to take her into his arms and fly home, keeping her with him forever.

      Emelia wasn’t that type of girl, he knew that much. She was strong, powerful, even without powers, smart, independent, determined. Gods, she was hot. Even after her change in appearance, she still had those beautiful curves, plump lips, and high cheekbones. He thought about her stopping him in the hallway, how the combination of sweat and water dripping over her made her pale skin sparkle, how it slid tantalizingly between her breasts. He had to get out of there.

      Kai landed on top of a building. It was nearly sunset, and he had to prepare for the naming tonight, but the view of the sun kissing the horizon made him almost as speechless as Emelia did. He leaned back on his hands, relaxing his wings and taking a few deep breaths as he watched the sunset.
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      Emelia looked at herself in the mirror, then the clock, and back to the mirror. Her dress was tight, fitted to all her curves, hitting the floor. Gold straps draped over each shoulder, the back low, stopping just at the curve of her spine. The deep neck line tastefully showed just a hint of cleavage. Her long white hair was pinned into a bun at the base of her neck, braids and curls weaving their way throughout.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Come in.” Emelia turned around to grab the sheer white cape that clipped to the gold straps of her dress and trailed behind her.

      “I brought you something.” Her mother stood in front of her, a sleek velvet box in her hands. “Open it.” Emelia gave her mother a loving look before lifting the lid from the box. A crown made of twisted gold leaves sat inside.

      “It was my first crown,” she said. “I always wanted to pass it down to the next Princess, but never thought my brother would have a child.” Her voice broke slightly. “Not only are you my niece, but you are my daughter. This belongs to you.” She grazed a hand against Emelia’s cheek. “Try it on.”

      She pulled the crown from its pillow, setting the box down, and placing it on Emelia’s head. The front pressed against her forehead and a sapphire hung in the center, the gold leaves wrapped around her head like a halo. Emelia looked at herself in the mirror. A princess. All the air left her lungs as she thought about what that meant. A princess.

      “I know this is a big change, but there’s no one better to handle this than you.” Her mother gave her cheek a kiss. “We will be here every step of the way.” Her mother gestured to the door and Emelia followed with a silent nod. Nothing more needed to be said.

      She didn’t make it very far.

      “If you laugh or say a single word, I will kill you.” Lex stood in front of Emelia, a lighter in one of his hands and a cigarette between his lips.  He just smirked, holding his hands up. He was in a gray suit, his white shirt unbuttoned and his hair slicked back messily. At least the boy knew how to make himself look presentable.

      “Get that out of your mouth while you’re inside.” Siofra took the cigarette from her son’s mouth and split it in half. Lex frowned dramatically, sending Emelia into a laugh.

      “That was my last one.” He wiped a fake tear from his cheek.

      “I have another pack. I think you’ll survive.” Kai walked down the hallway, dressed in all black with his long black hair pulled up, traditional braids on the sides.

      He looked clean, regal, unlike the sexed up man she’d seen earlier in the hall. Emelia scanned him, and a smirk appeared on his face as her lips parted, looking at the man who made her mouth water.

      No, no. He’s just a sex crazed male like the rest of them, she reminded herself and straightened her back. Though part of her didn’t totally shy away from from the sex crazed part.

      “So, where’s my escort?” she said with an eye roll, not ready to meet yet another stranger.

      “That would be me.” Kai raised his hand, pushing past Lex to stand in front of her.

      “Thank gods,” Emelia sighed. “Please make sure I don’t fall.” She moved closer to Kai as her mother carried the train of her cape.

      “Don’t worry, Princess. I’ll make sure to catch you if you do.” He sent a wink her way, and her pointed ears went warm, but she kept her composure.

      “What a horrible line,” she said with a smirk. Kai chuckled, sending shivers down her spine as he offered out his arm to her.

      Emelia hesitated for a second, but slowly wrapped her fingers around his muscular arm. A feeling of pleasure rushed through her, and she knew if she’d been touching his skin, she’d have felt sparks. From the look on Kai’s face and the clench of his strong jaw, he felt it too.

      “It’s okay to be nervous. I was,” Kai whispered to her as they made their way to the ballroom. Shivers spread through her core and Emelia bit her lip.

      “You were nervous?” she asked, looking up to him now, noticing how close his face was to hers. He sent her a smile, something she hadn’t seen from him before. It was dazzling; she could get lost in that smile for days.

      He nodded. “If you haven’t noticed, I’m not the most sociable person.” Emelia laughed, looking down to her feet, covering her mouth.

      “I have, believe me. I try to have conversations with you and usually get one word replies. Today was the first time I got a complete sentence from you,” Emelia teased, and he gave her a shocked, open mouthed look.

      “I thought we had the best conversations.”

      Emelia rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I’m much more interesting than a few hi’s and byes.” She knocked into him slightly and a small smile played on his lips.

      “Well, I guess I’ll have to improve my communication skills so I can learn just how interesting you are.” He placed a hand against his heart and Emelia laughed again.

      She was so terribly, massively, irrevocably screwed.
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      Emelia smiled as she shook the hands of the other royal families, finding it odd that she no longer had to bow. She made small talk, but mostly listened to the noise coming from their mouths as she nodded and smiled politely.

      “If you would excuse me.” Lex stepped between her and the Alpha of the wolves in Arcadia. Lex bowed his head slightly before giving a dashing smile, elf fangs nearly blinding them, thanks to the diamond he had cemented to one of his fangs. “I’d like to steal my sister away for a dance.” Lex opened his hand for Emelia to take and she set her hand inside of his.

      “We’ll chat later, Alpha, and I’ll try my best to get the ladies in for tea.” Emelia looked back to the Alpha, who just smiled and gave a small head bow before she was swept away by her brother.

      They walked to the dance floor and Lex gave Emelia a spin before she placed her other hand on his shoulder. “Thank you. I think my ears may bleed if I hear one more comment about making someone’s daughter my lady in waiting or how their son would be perfect for marriage.” She rolled her eyes at the thought. Before she could truly relax in the presence of her brother, a tall man bowed at Emelia’s side.

      “Excuse me, Princess. May I take your cape so no one trips?”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you.” She unclipped the cape from her shoulders, her back now completely exposed, her dress showcasing the tattoo-like marking that trailed up her spine.

      She set the cape gently in his arms before looking up and gasping. “Angel? What are you doing here?”

      Angel looked at her, shock rounding his eyes. “Emelia? I picked up an extra gig to make some money. I swear, I had no idea you were the Princess.” Emelia giggled at the panic in Angel’s voice.

      “You, me, and all of Eros,” Emelia teased. She pulled a gold crescent from the pocket of her brother’s suit. “For your hard work.”

      Angel smiled, mumbling a thank you and giving her a delicate bow before exiting with the cape.

      She turned back to her brother, who pouted at the loss of his crescent. “Oh, my Gods, I will give you another crescent when we get home. It’s not like you pay me rent.” Emelia rolled her eyes, and she could feel the stares and hear the whispers of the people around them.

      “Just ignore them.” Lex gripped her hand harder, and Emelia bit her lip, giving her brother a nod. She smiled as Lex spun her to the music, giving her a much needed moment of relaxation during a whirlwind of a night.

      “May I cut in?” Kaius bowed his head to Emelia in a dazzling display of respect. Lex stepped back as the song slowed, and Kai offered his hand. Emelia hesitated before sliding her hand into his.

      Sparks flew at their touch and Emelia looked up, his red eyes seeming to darken to a rich burgundy. He placed a hand on her waist, his hand tracing slightly over the exposed skin of her back. She shivered before placing her hand on his shoulder, her heart thudding painfully in her chest.

      “Light of the Gods,” Kai whispered, looking into his eyes. She raised an eyebrow at him. “Your back.” He tapped his fingers against her spine where her tattoo sat.

      “Oh right.” She had no idea. “ How did you know what it said?” She avoided his gaze, and his chuckle made her chest burn with a strange fire.

      “It’s ancient Greek, an old language the Humans used on earth. I had to study it years ago. Some of the Athenian historians helped me.” He spoke like he was proud of his achievement. Emelia made an impressed face and they continued to dance. She tried not to make her lack of knowledge obvious, but she spent the next few beats deep in thought.

      ‘Light of the Gods.’

      Kai pulled Emelia closer, his body pressed against hers, pulling her attention back to the dance.

      “Who knew a sex crazed male could clean up so nicely and swing a girl across a dance floor?” Emelia smirked at him as she tightened her grip on his shoulders.

      “Sex crazed male?” He raised an eyebrow at her, and she nodded with a proud smile.

      “I saw that forest nymph coming out of your room wrapped in nothing but a sheet,” she said with a laugh. “The poor girl looked like she’d just had her heart shattered, so I’m assuming you just left the girl there, naked.” She dragged a smirk across her face, letting it widen by the second.

      Kai shook his head. “Nothing happened.” He sighed but Emelia replied with an eye roll.

      “Oh, come on. Big, strong, handsome man like you? I’m sure you have ladies crawling all over you.” She was teasing, but part of her withered at the thought.

      “On the rare occasion, there may be a few,” he said confidently. “But I admit when I do get laid.” His lips turned to that wicked smirk that made Emelia’s insides turn to mush, but she laughed to cover up her swoon.

      “At least you’re honest, but if nothing happened, then why was she wrapped in a sheet?” Kai looked down at her, towering over her small frame.

      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t planning to do something, but your brother caught me before I could.” His voice dropped a level, making her skin vibrate.

      “So, you’re admitting it?” Emelia met the level of his voice, watching his eyes darkening once again.

      He swung her around and she wrapped her hand around his neck, holding on as he dipped her to the ground. “Only for the right person.”

      He lifted her back up and their eyes locked together. Emelia cleared her throat, noticing the stares from the people around them.

      “Thank you, Prince Kaius, for the dance. If you don’t mind, I’ll be going to find my friends now.” She pushed distance between them, curtseying lightly before making her escape.
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      Emelia slammed through door after door, trying to find Nathaira and that Gods-damned flask. She needed a drink or moonflower right now, but the smell of moonflower would be much stronger than whatever was in Nathaira’s silver tin. She stormed down the hall, swinging the door open to Nathaira’s room. Nathaira hadn’t been in any of the others, so this was the last place for Emelia to check.

      “Nathaira, please tell me yo-oh?” Emelia’s hip popped in the doorway as she leaned in with her hand holding the gold handle.

      Cacia and Nathaira were wrapped up in each other, Cacia’s dress half unzipped and Nathaira’s lifted from the bottom.

      “Well, this is a sight to see.” Emelia smirked, crossing her arms over her chest. “I thought the two of you hated each other.” She laughed as they darted apart, Cacia struggling to zip the back of her dress and Nathaira pulling hers back down.

      “We do,” they said in unison, before shooting withering looks at each other. Emelia just laughed and reached to help Cacia zip up her dress.

      “So, Nathaira, you wouldn’t mind if I just-” Emelia moved Cacia’s hair from her shoulder, leaning down to kiss it.

      “Don’t you fucking dare.” Nathaira’s teeth were barred now, and Emelia laughed loudly, followed by a sharp inhale from Cacia. Emelia wiped tears from her eyes.

      “Oh, this is great,” she said between laughs. “This is so much black mail now.” A knock sounded at the edge of the door, jolting Emelia up from her laughing stance.

      “You guys done having a three way? It’s time for Mila’s grand introduction.” Lex leaned in the doorway, his arms crossed, watching the scene in front of him unfold.

      “Say a word and you’re dead.” Cacia’s flames flickered in her fingers and Lex held up his hands.

      “Woah, I have no problem here. I just came for the princess and booze,” he said, and Emelia nodded.

      “I agree: flask me please.”

      Nathaira pulled a silver flask from the holster on her thigh, partially exposed from the slit in her corseted black dress.

      “Bottoms up, Sunshine.” She tossed the flask to Emelia, who caught it, flipped it open, and took a huge swig. Emelia closed the cap and tossed it to her brother, who followed her same swigs.

      “Gods, how are you two not the same person?” Cacia said with an eye roll.

      Emelia just shrugged, grabbing the flask back from Lex and ambling down the hallway, letting the burn of the tequila warm her chest.

      “Let’s go make me a princess.” She raised the flask and took another shot as the four of them walked down the hall. “After this shit is over, let’s go to Myst.”

      “Mila, you want to go clubbing?” Cacia brought her hands to her face, faking a shock.

      Emelia stuck her tongue out in jest. “Yes, because tonight might be my last night of true freedom.”

      “I’m down.” Nathaira shrugged her shoulders.

      “Yeah, me too. It’s been a while since I’ve been out,” Cacia said, bouncing on her feet.

      “I’ll see. Kai talked about going out to play some pool with the boys from university at Ethereal.” Lex shrugged his shoulders and Emelia looked over at him with a pout.

      “You’re going to leave your drunk princess sister unprotected?” She made puppy dog eyes at him, and Lex let out a groan.

      “You are more than capable of handling yourself. I’ll call every hour.” Lex sent her a wink before they made it to the doors for her grand entrance.

      Kai stood waiting, looking at the watch on his wrist before lifting his head up to meet them. “Took you long enough.” He rolled his eyes and Emelia grabbed his arm, pulling him to the door.

      “Don’t get your panties in a twist. You’re perfectly fine.” Emelia rolled her eyes as Lex tossed the flask back to Nathaira, who stuffed it into her thigh holster.

      King Adonis’ voice rang out from the other side of the doors. “You have all now met someone very special to me, as well as welcoming my sister, Siofra, back into our family, in her rightful place.” Emelia tapped her foot nervously. “Please allow me to officially introduce my daughter, Emelia Leook-Sunborn.”
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      Emelia pulled her hair from her bun and undid the braids weaved into it. With a sigh of relief, she shook out her hair and let it fall down her back. She scratched her nails against her head and let out a satisfying moan.

      “Dang, Princess, you getting yourself off in there?” Emelia rolled her eyes at Cacia’s comment and opened the door to her bedroom, thankful to be back at home in her apartment.

      “I was scratching my head after having it up all gods-damn day,” she retorted at Cacia, who sat on the bed a distance from Nathaira, clearly dealing with some awkward tension.

      “It sounded like you were going to town on yourself.” Nathaira had a smirk spread across her face.

      “You are so annoying,” Cacia mumbled, arms crossed her chest.

      After the very awkward introduction of her title, she decided to come back to the apartment to change. She’d chosen her favorite backless, silk red dress that clung to her curves and fell just to mid-thigh, only a single gold chain wrapped behind her neck to keep it in place.

      “You only say that because you want her to be the one making those noises,” Emelia threw at  Cacia while pointing at Nathaira, whose face was flaming red. She smirked at the silence, slipping on a pair of gold heels while they stewed.

      Nathaira glared at Emelia, who just continued to laugh. “Come on, let’s go. I need to be intoxicated after the two weeks I’ve had.”

      Emelia walked towards her bedroom door, the smell of Kai instantly hitting her as she opened it. Kai and Lex stood near the front door as Lex checked himself out in the mirror, adjusting his backwards hat for what was probably the hundredth time.

      “You look nice,” Kai said through gritted teeth as he gave Emelia a once over.

      “I know.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder before moving Lex out of the way and applying her red lipstick in the mirror.

      “Gods, that is so much better than that awful pink.” Emelia turned to look at Cacia, who gave her an approving head nod. They weren’t five minutes out the door when her phone rang in her small black bag, and she pulled it out to answer.

      “Why hello, princess.” Echo’s voice echoed through her ears, thick with sex.

      “Hey sexy. How was the merboy?” Emelia teased.

      “He was a wolf shifter and excellent. How’d you know?”

      “Your voice drops about three levels after you get laid. You could make a girl’s panties wet,” Emelia continued to tease.

      “Are yours?” Echo joked.

      “Oh, soaked,” Emelia replied with a laugh.

      “I was just calling to let you know I’m on my way to Myst.” Emelia wiggled her fingers goodbye to the doorman, who blushed as Nathaira opened the door for both of the girls to exit.

      “We just left my apartment. We should be there in about five minutes,” she said. After a quick ‘okay’ from Echo, she ended the call.

      “Who’s getting your panties wet?” Cacia asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “Echo, of course. Who else would it be?” She slid her phone back into her pocket as they made their way down the street.

      “You guys are fucking weird,” Nathaira commented with a shake of her head.

      “And you’re not?” Cacia practically pounced.

      “I feel attacked.” Nathaira placed a hand against her chest, exposed from the multiple buttons undone on her black dress shirt tucked neatly into her black ripped jeans. She pulled a silver flask from her pocket, placing it to her lips and taking a sip.

      The sounds of their heels clacking against the stone was the only sound the rest of the way to the Myst. When they finally reached the club, the line was long, and they let out a collective groan.

      “Mila!” A familiar voice sang through the air. Echo stood at the door, waving her hand as she leaned against the tiger shifter bouncer.

      They exchanged hugs before Echo grabbed Emelia’s hand and guided her under the ropes, Cacia and Nathaira following behind. Echo shot a thank you to the bouncer as he threw her a wave.

      The club greeted them with blasting music and the smell of smoke and booze.

      “Oh, I missed this.” Cacia shot her arms up, already feeling the music, swinging her hips.

      “I’m going to get drinks and find us somewhere to sit,” Emelia shouted above the music, getting nods from the group.

      She walked up to the bar, lighting up a moonflower spliff she’d snuck into her purse as she went. She took a puff, feeling the warmth caress her lungs, blowing out the stress of the past few weeks.

      “What can I get for ya, hot stuff?” The bartender leaned in towards Emelia. She let out a laugh, realizing the very familiar bartender didn’t recognize her.

      “Four shots of unicorn magic, an atomic bomb, a black beer, a seafloor, and a whiskey on the rocks with cherry juice.” Emelia took another hit of her spliff as the bartender raised an eyebrow.

      “I only know one person who drinks whiskey with cherry juice-” Emelia cut him off.

      “And you think it’s absolutely disgusting, I know.” Emelia laughed as the bartender shot a look up at her.

      “Mila?” he asked incredulously, and she laughed, nodding her head, taking another hit of her moonflower.

      “How have you been, Eryix?” Emelia asked as he placed her drinks on a black tray.

      “I feel like I should be asking you; I haven’t seen you since graduation.” He rolled his sleeves up and leaned against the bar.

      Emelia placed her hands against the tray, watching the veins and muscles appear from the human warrior’s forearms. Emelia never was really attracted to human men, but this one, with his short ginger hair, rippling muscles, blue eyes, and clean cut beard, always made her curious.

      “Find me later and we can catch up.” A lie, she knew, but the want for Eryix was real, especially because of the dull throbbing that had been sitting between her legs for days.

      “I’m off in an hour. I’ll find you.” Eryix sent her a smiling smirk and she plopped a cherry into her mouth with a wink. She grabbed the tray before returning to her friends, who were waving her down from a table.

      She held the tray in one hand and puffed at her moonflower in the other, consciously swinging her hips a little with every step. She sat the tray on the table, bending down slowly before passing a shot to all of them.

      “To getting to chill the fuck out,” Emelia toasted as they lifted their shots.
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      Emelia moved to the beat, everything around her feeling like slow motion as the drugs and alcohol flowed through her system. She tilted her head back as she moved her hips to the music. She ran her hands through her long hair as she listened to the laughs of her friends, smiling at how free she felt. Cacia grabbed her hips, pulling Emelia close as Echo pressed into her back, melting together like they did the last time they danced.

      Nathaira watched the girls from her seat, her scaled wings, normally concealed, stretched out to hold their spots as she leaned back, kicking her legs onto the table in front of her. Her lip ring sparkled under the lights of the club as she bit and flicked her tongue at it. Emelia could understand, especially in her drunken state, why Cacia had been wrapped up in Nathaira’s arms earlier that day. Nathaira was sipping from a brown glass bottle as she watched the girls, mostly Cacia. Emelia sent her a wave and she raised her glass in response as Cacia tilted her head back in a laugh. Gods, it felt good to let go. Strong hands came from behind Emelia, Echo having returned to their table, and she was gently tugged into a hard chest.

      “Found you,” Eryix whispered in her ear.

      Cacia made her way to the booth, plopping down drunkenly next to Nathaira, watching Emelia cautiously. Cacia’s hand grazed over Nathaira’s thigh, and she stiffened slightly as the brown bottle was dangled between her fingers, pressed firmly against her lips.

      Emelia turned around then, facing Eryix as she wrapped her hands around his neck, running her fingers through his hair while she grinded against his front. She didn’t answer as she leaned her face closer, brushing her lips against his, biting down on his lower lip softly.

      “Want to find somewhere more private?” she asked, her voice dropping lower.

      A smirk tugged at Eryix’s lips as he took a step back, reaching for her hand. Emelia took it willingly, looking over her shoulder at her friends, wiggling her fingers in a wave goodbye.

      They walked through the club, shoulder-checking people as they passed through. She held on tighter to Eryix’s hand to keep from losing him in the crowd. She felt his strong hand wrap tighter around hers, and she practically moaned at the sensation, thankful that he was human and couldn’t smell her arousal practically weeping through her panties. He pushed past a crowd of people blocking the employee break room.

      “Move the fuck out of the way,” Eryix shouted, dominance radiating through his voice, making Emelia shudder. The crowd split and he pushed through the door.

      They were barely inside before Eryix turned, locking the door behind them before pushing Emelia up against the wall. She let out a moan as he kissed down her neck, pinning her arms above her head with one hand as his fingertips traced the inside of her thigh.

      “I’ve wanted to do this for so long.” He looked into her eyes as he placed a deep kiss on her lips. She moaned, opening her mouth to let his tongue lace with hers.

      She felt his fingers slide up her legs, pushing her dress up as he traced over her with a knuckle. He hooked his fingers around the straps of her thong and pulled it down in a swift movement, letting the scrap of fabric drop to floor. She wasted no time stepping out of it, lifting her leg around his waist to pull him closer, feeling his hardness press against her.

      Eryix moved to her neck, kissing down her body, letting out a groan at the feel of Emelia’s skin. He propped one of her legs on his shoulder, her heels digging into his back as he kissed up her ankles to her inner thighs and then. Gods.

      Eryix placed his tongue right on that sweet spot that made Emelia moan and shake. Gods, she’d needed this. He plunged a finger into her, making her wrap her hands in his hair to keep his tongue circled around that spot that made her legs weak. Her moans got louder, and one arm flew up to clutch at the door. She tilted her head back and bit her lip as he sucked on her clit.

      Without warning, Emelia was on the ground as the door flew open with a loud bang.

      “What the fuck, man? Don’t you know what a locked door means?” Eryix boomed, running fingers through his messy hair before Emelia’s eyes found their intruders.

      Kai and her brother, who looked like he wanted to vomit.

      Kai didn’t miss a beat, pulling her up from her shocked position on the ground. “We’re leaving, let’s go.” Emelia rolled her eyes; he was practically seething for absolutely no reason. She pulled her dress down, watching as Kai’s eyes darted down to the junction of her thighs.

      “Hey buddy, she can decide for herself if she wants to go.” Eryix stuck a hand out in front of Emelia, blocking her from leaving.

      “Pretty boy, are you aware that you were just tongue deep in a princess?” This time, it was Lex who spoke, more annoyed than angry.

      Emelia pressed a hand to Eryix’s shoulder with a sigh. “It’s fine, Eryix. They’re just my security,” she joked as she followed them. Emelia turned around before they walked out the door.

      “Call me. We can find time to.. hang out, later. Oh and keep the panties. Consider them a souvenir.” A smirk played on her lips.

      Lex nearly vomited as Kai picked her up and threw her over his shoulder, one arm making sure to keep her dress pulled down as she pounded onto his back.

      “Let me go, you know-it-all alpha-hole!” she screamed, but he just laughed, not even budging at her strikes. “This is ridiculous! I was just having a good time.” She huffed as Kai made his way across the club, setting her down in front of her friends.

      She glared at them as Echo and Cacia both pointed to Nathaira. “In my defense, I didn’t know they were gonna do all that,” she said, shaking her hand.

      Lex didn’t say anything, just lit a cigarette and pressed it to his lips. Emelia snatched it from his mouth and took a hit, and he pouted in response. “I’m going to get another drink.”

      Before she got far, ice crept up the floor under her feet. She watched it stretch across the club and onto the dance floor, her eyes widening. Is this a special effect? She dropped the cigarette as a test, and it fizzled out as it hit the floor. This is actually ice.

      Loud noises boomed around her and then seconds later, screams. Before she could react, people dressed in black, faces covered in demon masks, swarmed the club, guns in hand, as people ran, trying to find any possible exit. Bodies hit the floor as one shot after another rang out. She stood, rooted in place in shock, not knowing what to do.

      As her body caught up with her mind, she turned, only for her blood to run cold. Her friends, her brother, all of them, with a gun pointed at their heads. Emelia couldn’t breathe. She couldn’t run. She could do nothing. She was so close, just feet away, but she couldn’t do anything.

      ‘Put your hands up.’

      The words rang through her mind, and this time, she listened. She lifted her hands just as the shooter pulled the trigger, showering her family with bullets. She tucked her head into her chest and squeezed her eyes shut, wishing she could do more to protect them. She didn’t want to see what came next.

      Nothing did. She looked up, her skin sparkling like diamonds and her back burning gold like sunlight. A bubble surrounded her and her friends, filled with gold magic. One after the other, bullets shot at the forcefield, but none made it through. They bounced back, hitting the shooter in the chest as they fell to the ground. The others took one look at the golden orb surrounding Emelia and her friends, and they scattered into the shadows.

      Emelia dropped her arms as soon as they fled, and she collapsed to the ground as the bubble dissipated.  Her chest moved up and down quickly, her body weak. She attempted to sit up as Echo and Cacia ran to her in the center of the club. Kai and Lex went to look at the shooter’s body.

      “Purple blood,” Kai said as he dipped his fingers into the bullet wound.

      “The Frost? Kaffir from Avaldenn? Why would they be here?” Emelia croaked, but her questions were drowned out by strange beeping, which only quickened as the seconds went by.

      “Get down!” Lex yelled, as Kai and Nathaira jumped to cover them. They spread their wings, a mix of black scales and leathered wings, as the bomb went off.
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      “It was Frost,” Nathaira said, running a hand through her hair, trying to keep it out of her face as she leaned over the table, her hands pressed hard against the surface.

      “Why were they there, though?” Lex asked, casually munching on an apple as he propped his feet up on the long meeting table in the center of the room.

      Cacia rolled her eyes, arms crossed over her Arcadian battle suit, her short hair thrown into a low bun. “Wasn’t the Frost king at the naming for Emelia?” she said, annoyance dripping from her tongue as she pushed Lex’s legs from the table. “You’re in the King’s castle. Act like it.”

      Kai didn’t seem to notice the exchange. “He was. I spoke with him briefly about the security measures of the Frozen Gate against the Inferno.” He’d been pacing for what seemed like hours.

      “He never spoke to Emelia,” Lex said through a mouthful of apple.

      “They weren’t there for her, not originally.” Nathaira’s fist clenched harder. “They were there for me.”

      The sounds of doors closing rang out, and their eyes darted to a tired Emelia in an oversized white t-shirt, rubbing her eyes with messy hair.

      “Why would they be there for you?” she whispered, her voice rasping with sleep. A guard followed behind her into the room.

      “I am so sorry, Your Highness. I told her to return to her room, but she insisted.” He bowed slightly to the Prince of Crevassa, but he waved him off.

      “It’s fine, Leo. Please return to your post.” The Fae guard bowed and made a hasty exit.

      “Since when are you in charge of me?” Emelia made her way to the table, the hem of her shirt rising with each step.

      “Since you decided to fuck a human in an employee break room.” Kai’s hands clenched into fists by his sides, and Emelia crossed her arms over her chest, leaning her hip against the table.

      “I didn’t fuck him,” she seethed out, and pressed her hand to her mouth as she let out a yawn.  “Anyways, why would they have been after you, Nathaira? Whatever they are,” Emelia asked, plopping down into one of the chairs and kicking her feet up, just as Lex did.

      “Gods, the two of you are too much alike,” Cacia grunted with an eye roll as Lex kicked his feet up again, matching his sister. Nathaira ran her fingers through her hair as she took a deep breath, ignoring the pissing match in front of her.

      “Oh, this should be good,” Cacia said as she crossed her arms, sending a smirk to a stressed looking Nathaira.

      “Your father, King Adonis,” Nathaira clarified. “He did hire me for some particular talents I hold.” She took a deep breath. “I met your father a hundred years ago, only in passing, but he knew of me. Fourteen years ago, he hired me because I was called to find information on his child.” Nathaira looked at Emelia, whose face seemed almost bored, but Emelia could practically hear her heart quicken.

      “And what talents are those?” Cacia said, dripping with sarcasm, her smirk earning a glare from Nathaira. She sighed, sitting up a bit straighter.

      “I was a part of the Assassin’s Guild.”

      Emelia kicked her feet down almost in sync with her brother as Kai’s hand went to the gun on his hip.

      “You’re a fucking Assassin?” Emelia practically radiated dominance and anger.

      “Was an Assassin,” Nathaira clarified. She pulled a corner of her battle suit down, showing the Assassin’s crest burnt into her collarbone, slashed out through the center.

      “Your father helped me get out and I later took down the guild.” She eyed Cacia, who rolled her eyes. Silence filled the air as Nathaira swallowed deeply. “I killed the Frost king’s daughter,” she said quietly, slumping down further into her chair. A wave of guilt and remorse crossed her face. “She was a seeker; she could reach out and find the answers your father wanted.” She seemed to choke back tears as she unclipped the metal armor from her right arm, exposing  her skin that was embedded with black scales, that phased out near her forearm.

      Emelia’s eyes went wide. “She told me I would kill the person I loved the most and continued to ignore the questions I needed answers to, so I panicked. Filled with fear, I melted her.” Nathaira looked down as Emelia stared at her arm.

      “You’re a dragon shifter,” Kai said smoothly. “You’re one of my people.”

      Nathaira practically scoffed at the words. “Dragons are rarer than a demon shifter. My kind hasn’t existed in thousands of years. We’re not shifters at all. We’re are more similar to the wolves in Arcadia than those shifters in Crevassa. Our dragons are part of us, a bond and connection you could ever fathom.” She practically growled. “I would have been used for my powers or killed if I were part of your people.” Nathaira practically spat at Kai. “At least here, I’m allowed to have a choice.” Her eyes went dark as she took a deep breath, purple fire swirling around her arm.

      “Your anti-segregation laws are bullshit. You all still hate each other, for some reason or another.” Nathaira seethed with controlled anger. Cacia looked down to her hands, the hands that melted her family’s home. “In Megaris, we were a melting pot of Kaffir. Only one thing kept us from slitting each other’s throats: the oath of the guild.” Nathaira ran a hand through her hair as she chewed on her lip ring.

      “She’s right,” Cacia’s voice spoke up, quiet but confident. “The laws are bullshit, but no matter what, I’m glad to have my parents.” Emelia nodded, thinking about her parents, who were probably worried sick about her and Lex.

      “How would they have known you’d be at the club, though?” Lex asked, sitting up straight in his chair.

      “My best guess is they saw us at Emelia’s naming and tailed us.” Nathaira shrugged. “I’ve been under King Adonis’s protection for years, but if the Frost King had the chance, I’m positive he’d take it.” She leaned into her seat, huffing a breath, as if an indescribable weight had been lifted from her shoulders.

      Emelia’s eyes drooped, her mind sluggish from too much information. She felt so depleted of her energy, and she just wanted to sleep. She shook her head, trying desperately to wake herself up.

      “We need to figure out exactly who we’re dealing with and what this means for us, and what they know about me, if anything.” Emelia sounded like a leader, a side of her she’d never seen in herself before. “But first, I need to take a nap. I have a migraine.” She rubbed her temple and stood up to leave.

      “I’ll walk you.” Kai stood up, but she held up a hand.

      “You’ve done enough, security guard. I think I can make it to my room just fine.”

      Kai glared in response but didn’t push her. “Before we go, I think it’s best if we all continue to stay in the castle for the time being, at least until we have an understanding of what’s going on.”

      Emelia just nodded, too exhausted to fight with him, and marched to the door, her white t-shirt leaving barely anything to the imagination.
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      Cacia laid in bed next to Emelia, who was rolled on her side. Cacia’s little body wrapped around her as she ran her delicate fingers through Emelia’s hair. Emelia kept her eyes closed as she pretended to be asleep.

      “I know you’re awake,” her friend whispered. Emelia rolled over, scooting down to tuck her head into her chest, wrapping her arms around her tightly.

      “This has all been too much,” Emelia whispered, and Cacia inhaled deeply.

      “I know. A lot has happened, and you haven’t really had time to process.” Cacia rolled her fingers through Emelia’s hair as she pulled her waist tighter.

      “I never wanted any of this. I was perfectly fine with how things were.” She was sobbing softly now.

      “Well, not to brag about my best friend or anything, but if it wasn’t for you and that neat trick, we’d be dead. Some changes can be good.’’

      “I don’t even know how I did that,” she sighed before tucking her head further into Cacia. “Have you been watching me all night?”

      “I slept for a bit, but I really just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Emelia sighed, sitting up, Cacia following her movements.

      “I would like to go home,” Emelia stated definitively. She missed her apartment. She missed waking up to her annoying brother and making breakfast. She missed work, for heaven sakes. At that thought, Emelia shot up from the bed, rushing to fix her messy hair.

      “Where are you going?” Cacia asked.

      “I want to go back to work, but I need to go talk to my father!” Father.

      That was the first time she’d called him that. It felt wrong, but right at the same time. She darted from the room, making her way up to the third floor where her father’s study was. She stood in front of two white doors, vastly different from the gold ones everywhere else. She knocked.

      “Come in.” A tired voice rang out as she opened the door to let herself in.

      “Good morning, Your Highness,” she said, bowing as she winced at her awful exterior. She should have gotten dressed first. King Adonis looked up, flashing her a smile and a cheeky laugh.

      “Seems you have something very important to ask, that couldn’t wait for you to get dressed.” He gestured to her oversized shirt and sweatpants.

      “Sorry,” she muttered with a half-smile, making him laugh again.

      “Come, daughter. Sit, and no formalities please. Call me whatever you’d like.” He stood up from his chair, moving to the front of the desk and leaning against it. “What brings you here, my dear?” King Adonis asked with a gracious smile. Emelia fiddled with her fingers, nerves filling her body.

      “Am I allowed to return to my job at Arcadia Medical?” Emelia took a deep breath.

      “Do you want to return? You don’t need to, and there are duties here I can assign you if you’d rather.” Adonis shrugged his shoulders.

      “I love my work. I really miss my coworkers, and I liked my hours there. It paid well. I’m not sure I’m ready to live like a princess full time.” She paused, looking up at him. His eyes seemed sad.

      “At least, not yet,” she added. “I can help with small duties? You know, get my feet wet before diving into the water.” She rubbed her feet together nervously in the chair.

      “This is a lot to take in in such a short amount of time.” King Adonis radiated royalty like it seeped from his pores. “I had a whole life to learn my role, and you’ve only had a number of days. I will call Arcadia Medical and see what they can do, but you must agree to a few days a week here, to learn your duties as heir.” Emelia shook her head with a large smile before jumping up and wrapping Adonis in a hug

      “Thank you!” Her eyes shot open as she realized what she’d done, and she quickly stepped back. A chuckle sounded, then the soft but scratchy kiss of lips and a beard hit her forehead.

      She assumed that was her cue to leave, but she stopped at the door, her hand pressed on the handle. “Can you not tell Arcadia Medical who I am just yet? I’d like to keep my anonymity up a little bit longer. Earn my place and all that.” She looked down to her hand pressed against the handle

      “As you wish, daughter. My lips are sealed.” He made a joking movement of zipping his lips, but he looked at her with something akin to pride. Was he proud of her? Emelia shook the thought out of her mind and opened the door, heading back down the hallway from which she came.
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      Two weeks. Emelia had been relaxing and speaking to absolutely no one for two weeks. They probably would’ve thought she was dead if it wasn’t for the occasional text she shot her mom saying she was alive. She needed peace after the weeks of chaos. Her phone rang beside her, and she lifted it to see her mother calling for the millionth time. She grunted and picked it up

      “Mom, I’m fine.”

      “You haven’t spoken to anyone in weeks, and your brother said you’ve barely come out of your room.” Her mother tried to seem sweet over the phone, but Emelia knew she was annoyed.

      Emelia rolled her eyes as she responded. “Mom, I start back at work today. I just needed some time to take it all in.” Emelia slid off the bed, padding to her bathroom.

      She moved to wash her face, putting her phone on speaker. “I understand honey, but you can’t just leave everyone to handle things on their own.” Emelia grunted through the phone.

      “Mom, they’re warriors, or Assassins, or informatics. They can handle everything perfectly fine themselves.” Annoyance practically seethed through her pores. The resulting argument was messy, and Emelia regretted it almost as soon as they hung up. Emelia leaning her head into her hands, her phone pressed against her forehead as she propped her elbows on her knees.
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      “Look who decided to leave her cave.’’ Lex leaned against the counter as Emelia walked out of the bedroom decked out in a new blue suit, her white hair tossed into a long ponytail.

      “I’m just going to work. I don’t need shit from you too.” She rolled her eyes, grabbing an apple as she went.

      “Mom called?” he asked, sipping his coffee. Emelia shot him a look and he smirked, directing his gaze to his cup. Emelia fixed her purse onto her shoulder.

      “I’ll meet you guys around four, alright?” she said as she gripped her keys. Lex just nodded as she made her way to the door. “Please remember to lock the wards this time.” He raised his coffee cup at her, and she walked out the door, making her way down the stairs.

      Emelia loved driving her car. The peace she felt when the music was on and the windows were rolled down relaxed her more than anything she could ever replace it with. She smiled and turned the station, slowing down at a red light.

      “You should really be more aware of your surroundings.” A voice came from behind and she slammed on her brakes, making a small nymph girl fly forward from the back seat.

      Emelia swiftly pulled her gun from the door and cocked it back before pointing it at the girl. “Who the fuck are you and how did you get in my car?” She held the gun steady as the girl lifted her hands and crawled over the seat to the passenger side.

      She’d tried to be smooth, but really, she fell forward in a clumsy pile.

      Emelia kept the gun held steady as the light turned green, and she turned to park on the side of the road. “Get the fuck out. I’m not in the mood, Nymph.”

      The girl smirked at Emelia, but kept her hands up. “Wow, Nymph? I thought I did a good job on this Fae costume.” The girl looked down at herself. Her skin was light pink, but her hair was short and dark as night, matching her eyes.

      “Only Nymphs’ skin color is vivid.” Emelia kept the gun pointed square the in the nymph’s face.

      “Oh, that’s an easy fix.” The girl closed her eyes and her skin shimmered down to a sun kissed tan.

      Emelia eyes went wide, and she held the gun tighter. “Who the fuck are you?” she spat again.

      “Oh darling, I can’t believe you don’t recognize your own mother,” the girl said with a pout.

      “My mom is annoying and blonde and Elven and I just got off the phone with her.” The girl snapped her fingers, and Emelia’s spine started to burn where her tattoo laid.

      “Ah, it hurts doesn’t it?” she asked with a smirk. Emelia lowered the gun.

      “I’m not going to ask again.” She rubbed her lower back softly under her shirt.

      “I’ve come to see your father, and since I have no idea how these contraptions work, I have decided that you shall be my guide.” The girl smiled at her.

      “That doesn’t answer my question, and my answer is no, I have work.” Emelia leaned over and opened the door. “The next bus will stop on the corner in thirty. You can use that.” The door slid closed as Emelia moved back to her seat, throwing her head back on the headrest.

      “I am not taking a bus. I will be taken by my daughter, even if I have to wait.” Emelia looked over at the girl.

      “Look lady, I’m not your daughter and I don’t have time for some new revelation. I’ve had enough of those for today. I’ll drop you off, but that’s it. I have places I need to be and no more time to deal with cryptic shit.” Emelia turned the key over and put the car back in drive, pulling off from the side of the road towards Arcadia.

      “You’re as stubborn as you are in our dream states.” Emelia slammed on the brake, sending her and the girl flying forward.

      “Ow! Will you please stop doing that?” The girl rubbed her head.

      “How the fuck do you know about my dreams?”
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      “Just stay around the area, and take this.” Emelia handed the girl a phone she’d pulled out of her glove box.

      “What is this box?” The girl moved the phone around in her hand and Emelia rolled her eyes as she turned it on. The girl gasped and tossed the phone to the ground, but Emelia caught it.

      “Don’t drop it! You’ll break it,” she hissed before handing it back to the girl. “It’s a phone. Watch.” Emelia dialed her old phone number and the phone in the girl’s hand began to ring, her eyes widening as she watched.

      “Hit the green button.” The girl poked at the button on the screen. “Now, hold it up to your ear.” The girl followed directions slowly. “Can you hear me?” Emelia asked, and the girl gasped, then smiled.

      “I can hear you through the magic box!” she smiled, practically squealing with glee, and Emelia rolled her eyes.

      “Now hit the red button on the bottom of the phone.” The girl took it from her ear and pressed the red button. “That is a phone call. If there’s an emergency, you can click my name here.” Emelia showed her how to find her contact information. “If I call you, just hit the green button to answer and the red to end the call when we’ve finished talking.” The girl nodded her head, smiling happily.

      “You can walk around the area; there’s shops and some food places. Just don’t come into the medical center and do not leave the area. If you get tired, just call me and I’ll come unlock the car for you, okay?” Emelia spoke slowly to the girl to make sure she understood.

      “It’s been years since I’ve been here. Athena told me about all this technology, but I barely believed her.” The girl smiled, opening the door of the car and stepping out. Emelia rolled her eyes; this girl must be delusional, but part of her felt drawn to her, like a pull. Then there’s the weird dream thing.

      Emelia pulled some money from her purse. “Here’s some money for the shops and food. Call me if you need anything, and please try not to freak anyone out.” Emelia sighed, running fingers through her hair as arms wrapped around her waist.

      “Thank you, daughter. I shall see you soon.” Emelia patted the girl’s back as she snuggled into her chest.

      “Yeah, whatever you say.”
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      “Mila!” A cheerful voice came from behind Emelia as she made her way into the medical center.

      “Kalee! What are you doing here?” Emelia smiled, greeting the Elven woman who had a way of repeatedly showing up in her life.

      “I’m helping out today! They were a bit short staffed, so I’m just helping with the basics that don’t require healing powers.” She held her head up proudly. “They told me you would be coming today, so I thought I would meet you! Be a familiar face to help you out.” She knocked Emelia’s shoulders with hers.

      “This isn’t my first time here, Kalee,” Emelia giggled.

      “Oh, shove it. Come on, someone else is here to see you.” She grabbed Emelia’s hand, pulling her up the stairs, practically dragging her into the records room.

      “Hey Fishbait, she’s here!” Kalee yelled through the room. A splash of water hit Kalee in the face as a slithering siren came down the stairs.

      “Hey there, Master,” a smooth voice spoke.

      “Hey there, Mistress,” Emelia sang back as they both laughed. Kalee left them then, muttering something about being a third-wheel.

      “What are you even doing here?” she asked Echo, who made her way to a records shelf.

      “I’m the Keeper for Vinetta, and I had to do some research here today, so I offered to train you.” She climbed up a ladder that rolled against the ceiling-high shelves.

      “I’m not a keeper, just an admin.” Emelia held the ladder, making sure Echo didn’t slip as she came down.

      “Freya was supposed to tell you,” Echo grunted and rolled her eyes as she stepped down from the ladder. The doors opened then, a panting nymph hurrying in, pressing her hands to her knees as she stopped in front of them.

      “Speaking of the devil,” Echo muttered, holding the file to her chest.

      “I am so sorry, Mila,” Freya said between pants, her green skin now light green, as if she was flushed. Emelia laughed.

      “Girl, sit down.” She pulled a chair out for Freya, making her sit.

      “What’s the rush?” Emelia said, as Freya plopped down into the chair.

      “I have been running around everywhere and I totally forgot to tell you about your new position, and then I saw Kalee stomping out of here and figured she’d brought you to Echo” She said everything so hastily, her sentences were mere blurs.

      “Slooow dooown,” Emelia laughed. “Everything’s okay. Just tell me what’s going on.” She took a seat in front of the Nymph.

      “I got promoted to the admin position, while you were on your leave of absence, and we didn’t have an open position for you, so Alaya thought it would be best to put you as keeper. You always showed interest in it, and you deserve the position more than anyone.” She smiled at Emelia, who frowned slightly.

      “Alaya didn’t say any one told her to do this?” The nymph looked at her confused, tilting her head.

      “Why would she? I was the one who helped make the decision.” Emelia took a deep breath; King Adonis had kept his promise.

      “I’m happy to take the position.” Emelia smiled and stood up straighter.

      A keeper. She’d always wanted to be a keeper. She’d worked hard for it, but when she moved to Athenia, she thought she’d have to start all over again at the bottom.

      Echo chimed in. “I’m doing research for the Queen of Vinetta on some experiment they’re working on, so I offered to help. I could also use your brain to pick through.” Echo smiled at Emelia, who shined back at her before slipping her suit jacket off and placing it on the back of the chair.

      “Let’s get started then.”
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      “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow. We can dig through more information for Vinetta then, since today was mostly training.”

      Emelia hugged her friend goodbye as they stood in front of the exit doors. She was filled with happiness from the new things she learned today and her new job placement.

      As the keeper, she’d have access to so much knowledge. It wasn’t just the history of Arcadia. It was medical research, dedication, magic, training embedded into their medical knowledge. She’d dreamed of this job. She’d do basic record keeping, but she’d also be the one to dig deeper for medical research projects, to help with questions about new experiments and findings. She was ecstatic to help her friend with her research for the Queen of Vinetta; they trying to identify a flower that had suddenly appeared growing near their waters.

      “Who’s that by your car?” Echo pointed to the Nymph leaning up against Emelia’s car, looking intensely at the phone in her hand.

      “Princess assignment.” The lie came out smoothly as she shrugged her shoulders. She’d honestly forgotten about the girl. Oops.

      “I gotta go; I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?” Emelia raised an eyebrow as she tossed her bag on her shoulder. Echo sent her a nod before waving goodbye.

      Emelia smiled, waving back to her friend until she was far enough away to relax her face. She sighed, watching the girl closely. She had bags surrounding her feet and she was dressed in all new attire. She wore a tight black shirt cropped above her belly button, and her short hair was braided into a crown around her head. She’d somehow found denim jeans that hugged at her waist and flowed out at the knee.

      “Looks like someone decided to blend in,” Emelia quipped as she unlocked her car.

      “I figured I was standing out too much in a white gown in this weather.” The girl fanned herself before stepping into the car and tossing the bags in the back.

      “Probably a good idea, but how’d you buy all this? I didn’t give you that much.” Emelia slid her seatbelt on and turned her keys to start the car.

      “I have my ways,” was all the girl said as she shrugged her shoulders. Her face was buried deep into the phone. “Did you know that people can put their numbers into this box, and you can send them messages instantly?” The girl shoved her phone into Emelia’s face, and she pushed it away gently.

      “Driving,” she sneered. “Yes, I’m well aware.” She leaned her head onto her hand against the frame of the car as she drove with the other one.

      “Some kind, and beautiful may I add, gentleman asked to put his number into the box and showed me how to use it. He has been sending me very funny pictures.”

      “Those are called memes.” Emelia kept her focus on the road, not really paying attention to the conversation.

      “Oh yes, I heard of those from Earth. The humans used to talk about them all the time.” The girl laughed, looking at the phone.

      “Yeah, people in Athenia started it here in Eros, when they came to Thera.” Emelia spoke casually. “Did you actually do anything today? Or did you just look at memes?”

      “You are incredibly rude.” The girl’s tone was almost domineering, and Emelia’s back flared.

      “You know shit about me that I haven’t told anyone and demanded to see my father before you explained. I don’t think you’re in much of a position to say anything right now.” Emelia rubbed her back gently, but the pain began to fade, and she took a deep breath. She pulled up to the gates of the castle, and a guard walked to the car.

      “Princess Emelia, how are you today?” Emelia gave the guard a smile as he bowed.

      “I’m wonderful, thank you. My friend and I are here to discuss the events of the shooting a few weeks ago with my father.” The guard nodded before punching a code into the wall, opening the gate.

      “Everyone is in the meeting hall, Your Highness.” He bowed again as Emelia rolled her window up and drove through the gate.

      She parked, then leaned her head back against the seat and sighed.

      “Don’t like the princess thing?” The girl chirped to her as she sat up more into her seat, tucking the phone into her pocket.

      “I lived a quiet, peaceful life before this. I’m glad to know who my biological father is, but I never asked for this. I’m being forced to live in a way that isn’t me.” With a deep, resounding sigh, she stepped out of the car and watched as the girl followed, looking up at the castle

      “Out of all the years I’ve known your father, I never came here.” The girl seemed to shed a tear before wiping it away and following Emelia to the entrance.

      “Trust me, it’s not everything it seems to be.”
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      Emelia walked through the halls of the castle as the girl followed her. “Gods, can you please hurry up?” She grabbed the girl’s arm, pulling her to the meeting hall. The guards bowed their heads and Emelia gave a soft smile. They opened the doors and Emelia released the girl’s arm.

      “Well look at you, all dressed up.” Nathaira leaned back in her chair, her arms crossed over her chest. Emelia flipped her off .

      “I’m coming from work, asshole,” she said before sitting with her bag in one of the chairs.

      “This is..” She gestured to the girl next to her and paused, realizing she never got the girl’s name.

      “Kore.” She gave a soft smile and Lex sat up, kicking his feet off the table

      “Like the goddess?” She raised an eyebrow as Kore nodded her head.

      “Well, it’s fitting. You sure look like one.” He gave the girl a wink as she shook her head, laughing.

      “She thinks she is an actual goddess, so I wouldn’t feed into it so much.” Emelia rolled her eyes, grabbing her battle suit from the bag. “I’m going to change. Give me five minutes.” She looked around to see everyone eyeing Kore, except Kai, who was nowhere to  be found. “Don’t annoy her.” They gave Emelia a fake salute as she walked to the nearby bathroom.

      She slipped off her clothes, changing into her battle suit that King Adonis thought she should have for her day to day duties. She pulled the cream suit over her shoulders before sliding on the pants and looking at herself in the mirror. It was similar to the King’s, but with less protective armor. A small crown with a sword through the center of it was embroidered in gold against the right side of her chest. The family crest.

      She tightened her pony tail before taking a deep breath and gathering her clothes. Laughter filled the room as she walked in. Kai had made his appearance now, although he sat silently, watching the table’s movements. She set her bag on the ground before taking her seat.

      “Look who has the fancy battle suit now,” Nathaira teased again. Emelia huffed and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Let’s just get into it.” She waved a hand at everyone to begin.

      Lex stood and cleared his throat. “Couple of the guys in Crevassa and myself looked around at the cameras around the club, but there wasn’t any sign of the Frost or any of the other people who got into the club.” He stretched his neck. “Which means they had a way to get in undetected, or they were already there.”

      Emelia pressed her hands to her forehead. “The Myst doesn’t  have cameras either. They know they do too much illegal shit to ever have evidence.” Emelia tossed her head back against the chair. “What about the magic residue? Could we use it to track where they came from, what their powers were?” Emelia tapped her foot under the table.

      “It doesn’t seem like they used any kind of gifts, only human weapons.”

      “That’s impossible,” Emelia said.

      Cacia looked at Emelia with her head cocked in confusion. “How?”

      Emelia took a deep breath, looking at them with a concerned expression. “They turned the floor to ice. Didn’t you see it?”

      “What do you mean you saw ice?” Kai spoke up finally, instead of staring her down.

      “When I was walking to get a drink, I looked down and saw the floor covered in ice. That’s why I turned around, why I got to you guys in time.” She fidgeted nervously, biting at her bottom lip.

      “Mila, there was no ice,” Cacia spoke with caution. “Are we gonna talk about how you were able to create a shield like it was natural?” She raised an eyebrow and Emelia leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms in her defensive stance.

      “I don’t know. Instinct I guess. I probably can’t even do it again.” She shrugged her shoulders, and a giggle came from Kore.

      “Do you have something to say?” Emelia raised an eyebrow at the girl, who made a zipping motion with her lips. Emelia rolled her eyes.

      “When will the King arrive?” Emelia asked, and Kai looked down to his watch.

      “He should be here any minute.” Emelia rested her head into her hand on the arm of her chair.

      “Okay, what else?” she asked the group.

      “Well, from what I know with my history, they were definitely Assassins, but with unusual protocols.” Nathaira’s face screwed up, like she was in deep thought. “Assassins never make that big of a scene and if we’re caught, blowing our heads off is not the usual way to go.” Nathaira shook her head. “Either they don’t have the money and access to the right tools, or they have someone with serious control issues.” Nathaira leaned back in her chair. “That guy was dead before the bomb ever went off.”

      “That means whoever’s in control has a way to ensure they don’t get caught, or even somewhat tied back to their employer.” Kai ran a hand through his unbound hair.

      “The blood color still ties them to the Frost,” Emelia reminded them, speaking with her hands, as if tying the pieces together. “What if the others weren’t Frost? Nathaira thought it could be the Frost king coming for her, but what if that was the whole plan, to confuse us? I’m sure whoever they picked, somehow, one of you managed to piss someone off.” Everyone looked at Emelia with dark eyes.

      She just shrugged. “What? I didn’t even know I wasn’t human until a month ago and all of you have the tempers of Hades.” Emelia watched as Kore tensed up at the name.

      The doors to the meeting hall opened and everyone stood in unison, other than Kore. Emelia tapped her arm, and she recognized what she was supposed to do and stood.

      “Good evening, Your Highness,” Emelia greeted her father with a soft head bow.

      “Good evening, daughter.” The King walked to Emelia with a smile and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. It comforted her, different from the attention she was given growing up, a different type of soothing.

      “King Adonis, I would like you to meet-” Emelia stepped to the side, exposing Kore to her father. His eyes widened as he took her in.

      “Kore?” the King spoke softly.

      “Adonis.” Kore smiled from ear to ear.

      They stared at each other for what seemed like an eternity.
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      “What the fuck is going on?” Emelia watched as King Adonis wrapped his arms around the small Nymph and pressed a hand to her face as she looked up to him. Emelia filled with anger and Cacia watch as her eyes started to glow gold. She walked to her friend, pressing an arm on her shoulder and rubbing gently.

      “Calm down. Take a deep breath.” Cacia’s voice was a soft whisper in her friend’s ear. Emelia followed her instructions and her eyes fell softly back to their natural state.

      “This is her, my love.” King Adonis pressed his forehead against Kore’s as she smiled softly, blush painting her cheeks.

      “I can’t handle any more of this.” Emelia plopped down and held a hand to her forehead, rubbing her temples as her friend circled her hand softly against her back.

      “Is no one going to explain?” Emelia shot an annoyed look to her brother, who pursed his lips and looked away from her death glare.

      “I think this may just be a conversation for Emelia.” Kore looked at everyone with an apologetic smile.

      Everyone nodded and stood from their spots. “Meet me at the apartment,” Cacia spoke softly before patting her on her shoulder when Emelia gave her a nod. Each one gave a soft bow to the King and Emelia, who rolled her eyes as they exited the meeting hall. Kore and Adonis sat next to each other, their hands wrapped together.

      “What are you doing here, Kore?” the King asked.

      “I had to see you. I couldn’t keep talking to Emelia in her dreams. It was killing me.” Kore looked down at her hands, sadness filling her face.

      “I still don’t understand how you know about my dreams or how you have anything to do with them.” Emelia crossed her arms over her chest, leaning back into her chair.

      “I’m afraid I was not completely truthful with you, daughter.” King Adonis released Kore’s hand and lifted the crown off his head, running fingers through his hair.

      “When I found out your mother was married, I also found out who she was, who she was married to.” He looked to Kore and back to Emelia. “Your mother, Kore, is Persephone, the goddess.” He smiled sadly at Kore, whose head was still looking down at her hands.

      Emelia looked back and forth between them as they waited for her to say something. Eventually, she just smiled, trying to hold it back before bursting out laughing.

      “No way. If you’re trying to claim that this girl is my mother and a Goddess, you have to be out of your mind.” Almost in sync, they glared at her.

      “If you were in my dreams, you’d know you look nothing like the woman who claimed to be my mother.” Emelia leaned back in her seat. “You’re probably just a witch with a good glamor spell and a way to get information.”

      “Child, you are the most stubborn girl I’ve ever met.” Kore stood from her seat, pushing it back and taking a step before waving a hand in the air.

      Flowers suddenly appeared from nothing and swirled around Kore’s body, like a soft tornado of spring. They slowed, disappearing into nothing, exposing a tanned woman with black hair that reached the floor, dressed in a tight white dress that grazed the ground. Her eyes were multicolored and glimmered at Emelia knowingly. She held a crown of flowers, like the ones from the field in her dreams.

      Emelia’s mouth fell open softly as she placed the crown gently atop Emelia’s head. She sat back down next to Adonis, who smiled softly at her and held her hand.

      “What, no remark for your mother now?” The goddess raised an eyebrow.

      “But you- I-” Emelia tried to string words together. “You said you couldn’t come here,” Emelia finally articulated after trying to gather the words in her mind.

      “No child, I said I cannot come here often. I was able to leave Hades for a time, as he is currently- preoccupied.” She spit the last word, almost in annoyance.

      “So, what’re you doing here?” Emelia raised an eyebrow.

      “I did say you would eventually believe me.” The goddess twirled a piece of hair around her finger. “After the shooting, I worried. I needed you to finally see the truth, and the only way you were going to believe me was seeing it yourself.” Kore looked at Adonis with a soft smile. “We have many things to discuss, my love.” He grasped her hand and kissed her palm delicately.

      “We will. Soon.” He was gentle with her, like how Emelia’s Elven parents were with each other. It was an awe-inspiring kind of love.

      Emelia pressed her fingers to her forehead, tears starting to prick at her eyes.

      “Darling, why are you crying?” Kore’s soft fingers touched under Emelia’s chin, lifting her face. She delicately moved the goddess’ hand and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

      “Has anyone stopped to think that maybe this is all too much for me?” The tears weren’t from sadness: she was overwhelmed, and she couldn’t manage it on her own any more.  “I look at myself in the mirror and I don’t even recognize myself. I’m not me. I am completely gone.” Emelia sobbed harder, the truth hitting her all at once.

      “Daughter you-” Emelia growled, baring her teeth. She shot up from her seat the chair flying back with her momentum

      “I am not your daughter, you may have been my genetics, but you left me alone.” Emelia seethed as tears streamed from my eyes “You made a choice, to keep me from my father. You tossed me away because you feared your own husband because of the choices you made.” Emelia slammed her hands against the table leaning forward to look into the goddesses eyes. “You are not my mother, My mother is a warrior, my mother raised me, my mother would never leave me or at the least she would trust my father to protect me if she couldn’t. You couldn’t even do that.” Emelia started to walk away.

      “Emelia Leeok-Sunborn!” The goddess yelled a voice full of dominance and god “I am your mother, if you like it or not. I did not raise you, you are right and I would never replace Siofra, but the fact is I am your mother, you are my child and you are part god. Eventually, you will have to accept this.” Emelia stopped in her steps turning to face her mother who stood in front of her sitting father.

      “I  have no idea what I am yet, but when I figure it out, Your husband is the first on my list.” Emelia’s eyes no longer glowed gold with power but a bright red color, different from those of demon shifters, filled with wrath. Adonis and Kore looked at her and saw nothing- nothing but death.
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      Emelia drove the entire way home with her windows down, music blasting as high as she could get it, just to tune out the noise in her head. Literally, the noises of her Goddess mother speaking to her through her mind. Eventually, the goddess gave up on the lack of response and she felt like she could finally breathe again, her anger decreasing. She decided to park a bit down from her normal parking lot to walk; walks always did the trick.

      She tossed her head phones into her ears, continuing the loud music from the car, and enjoyed the walk back to her apartment. She embraced the cool night air, dancing to her music as she made her way down the street. Street lights lit up the sidewalks as drunken people laughed and made their way into clubs. She smiled; she loved the peace of watching people be so happy. She missed that with her friends. Ever since the ceremony, it was like everyone, and everything, had become so intense. Just for a moment, she wanted to embrace the simple things. She took a deep breath and crossed the street after checking for cars. She made her way to the door of her apartment building and punched in the code to unlock the doors.

      Without warning, something grabbed her ankle.

      “What the fuck!” Emelia jumped back, stomping at the shadow around her ankle before she heard a grunt of pain. The shadows dissipated, exposing a bleeding angel whose long, light gray wings were now dancing in red.

      “Mila-” a voice croaked out, holding a hand to its stomach. The angel coughed, and blood spewed from his mouth.

      “Valen!” Emelia dropped to the ground, pressing her hands against his. She couldn’t think about anything other than the blood pouring from beneath their hands.

      “What happened?” Emelia scrambled for her phone, one hand pressed firm against him as she typed.

      “Shot,” was all he could get out. She dialed Cacia’s number, blood soaking the screen of her phone.

      “Hell-” Cacia sang through the phone.

      “Get Nathaira down here. Tell her to keep the balcony door open, she’s gonna-” Before Emelia could finish her thought, Nathaira was at her side, her scaled leather wings spread.

      “Get him up there.” Emelia pointed to the balcony of her apartment.

      “What about-”

      She didn’t let Nathaira finish. “Just get him the fuck up there. Cacia, get my med kit.”

      Nathaira lifted the angel into her hands. “Gods, you’re heavy.”

      She strained out as she launched into the sky, her scaled black wings sparkling purple under the street lights. Emelia grabbed her bag, bolting into the building and up the stairs to her apartment. She slammed through the door as Nathaira set Valen on the table, a worried Kai and Cacia by her side. Kai looked murderous, and Emelia didn’t understand what he was doing here, but that was an issue for later.

      “Move the fuck out of the way.” Emelia pushed through, making her way to Valen’s side as Cacia ran next to her with the med kit. Emelia ripped at Valens shirt, finding the hole that had started to turn black around the entry. She rolled him to his side, searching for an exit wound.

      “Fuck. The bullet’s still inside. I have to cut it out.” Emelia gently laid him on his back.

      “Shouldn’t we take him to a hospital?” Kai spoke, and Emelia shot him a glare.

      “He won’t make it to the hospital, and I have done enough bandaging, research, and training to know what I’m doing. If you’re not gonna help, get the fuck out,” she snapped before reaching for a small scalpel and forceps. She sliced the skin wider around the wound, the black spreading across his skin in veins.

      “It’s a poison bullet,” Nathaira said, pulling a small bottle from a satchel at her side. “He needs to drink this, or the poison will kill him.” Emelia nodded as she dug deeper into his skin, searching for the bullet.

      Valen jolted with pain, and Emelia let out a huff of frustration. “Hold him down. He isn’t healing because of the poison in the bullet. I have to get it out or he’ll die.”

      Nathaira grabbed a shoulder and Cacia grabbed the other as Nathaira opened his mouth and poured in the contents of the bottle. “Swallow, bird brain.” Valen obliged.

      Lex grabbed at Valen’s feet as he groaned in pain; Emelia had to slice through muscles that begged to heal themselves as she went.

      “The bullet keeps going deeper.” Emelia dug her forceps in, trying to get any grip on the bullet she could.

      “Fuck,” Nathaira hissed. “It’s a crawler. They haven’t been allowed in decades.”

      Suddenly, Emelia had an idea. “Cacia, can you melt it?”

      Cacia bit her lip, but nodded, and raised her hand over Valen’s stomach. Valen screamed out as fire ripped through him.

      “Okay, stop!” Emelia held a hand up and watched as the melted bullet curved around his muscles, hardening again. She quickly cut around the bullet and grabbed it before it could move again. She went back to digging, making sure every piece was removed.

      “I think I got it all.” Emelia watched as the wound started to heal itself, but it was still healing too slowly.

      Nathaira answered her unspoken question. “The antidote is going to take some time to kill all the poison. He’ll need to be stitched up.” They watched as Valen’s chest moved in slower, calming breaths.

      “His bleeding is going down; let’s get him to my room. I’ll stitch him up there. He’ll be more comfortable.” A low growl ripped from Kai, but Emelia chose to ignore it.

      This day could not possibly get any worse.
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      Emelia’s hands were covered in blood as she examined Valen’s wound. It had started to dry, dark red paint smeared over her fingers and palms. She stared at them for a second, panic almost taking over. No, she couldn’t; not now. She quickly wiped her hands on a towel before drenching Valen’s wound in water and disinfectant.

      His eyes were closed, and he was utterly unconscious, but his body still hissed in pain. Emelia quickly wiped away the blood and tried to hold pressure as she grabbed what she needed from her kit with her free hand.

      Needle and thread. Not the most surgical or ideal way to stitch a wound, but it would be enough for now. Enough to help his body heal properly. She pressed the towel on his wound as she quickly threaded the needle, her hands trembling as she went, stained with blood. She moved the cloth, wiping away the blood that seeped out with it, and quickly began stitching. The movements flowed through her like water. She’d only done this a few times, typically with the right materials, but it felt so natural.

      “Ironic, isn’t it?” Emelia chuckled to herself as she spoke to the unconscious man on her bed. “You cheat on me, I punch you in the face, and here I am, stitching up your bleeding wounds.” Valen let out a moan of pain and it brought a smirk to Emelia’s face. “You deserve it. Maybe not getting shot, but definitely this.” She hardly noticed how the thread started to turn gold under her touch as she stitched together the muscles and skin.

      “I honestly can’t believe what you did.” Emelia sighed and felt a warm, wet feeling on her cheek. She wiped her face with the back of her forearm. She hadn’t considered how hard Valen’s betrayal had hit her; she hadn’t had the time to feel the heartbreak.

      “We’ve known each other since we were six, and it took you twelve years to get the balls to ask me out.” She laughed sadly, remembering the day Valen took her to see her favorite band.

      It was their first year at university, and they’d gone to dinner, where he surprised her with tickets to Death and Lillies, Emelia’s favorite girl band. He’d asked her to be his girlfriend in the middle of her favorite song. She remembered how she jumped happily, wrapping her arms around his neck, planting a kiss on his lips.

      Valen, Emelia, Cacia, and Echo. Childhood friends from different regions. Look where they were now.

      Emelia wiped more tears from her eyes as she finished the stitch. Things were so good back then. She missed the simplicity. Now, here she was, covered in blood, stitching up a bullet hole in her ex-boyfriend’s side. She clipped the thread after tying off the stitch and gathered her things, tossing away the bloodied items. She observed Valen for a moment, his naked chest moving with each breaths. She grazed a hand over the tanned, muscular skin and watched as the black veins of poison began to fade. She sighed a deep breath, one she hadn’t realized she was holding.

      She thought about all the good moments with Valen and her friends, all ruined by one bad night, one stupid thing he did. “You know, you’d probably think it’s hysterical, the situation I’m in.” She wrapped her hand into his strong, soft one. “I’m apparently some magical princess. Emelia Leook-Sunborn, Princess of Arcadia.” She practically gagged at the words. She never wanted any of this, but apparently, she didn’t have a choice.

      She released his hand, setting it gently down on the bed. She turned to the bathroom to wash the blood stained on her hands, but a hand reached for her elbow before she should leave.

      “A princess?” Valen’s voice was raspy, dry.

      Emelia smiled at him as the tears on her face dried and she nodded her head.

      “You haven’t rebelled and revoked the crown yet?” A half smile played on his lips and Emelia laughed.

      “Echo and I are plotting to take down the empire instead,” she joked, which earned a laugh from Valen as he clasped his hand over his wound and cringed. She rushed back to his side, worry written on her face.

      “I’m okay.” He reached his hand out to place it on hers. “It’s just sore.”

      Emelia released a breath as she sat gently on the bed next to him.

      “I’m sorry,” he muttered as Emelia raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry for showing up here wounded, after what I did to you. There’s no excuse, and you could have left me out there for dead.”

      Emelia shook her head. “I would never do that, no matter how I feel.” Emelia clasped her hands in her lap and looked down at them. “Why’d you do it? You’d just called me and were waiting for me. I don’t understand.”

      Valen shook his head slightly and looked up to the ceiling. “There’s no reason. I didn’t want to hurt you. I didn’t have the intention of doing it so you would see, so you would leave me. It was..” He sighed, taking a deep breath and cringing as he ran a hand through his hair. “It was pure stupidity. I won’t even blame it on being drunk. It should have never happened.” Emelia could feel the honesty radiating from his words.

      “Do you want to shower? You smell like trash and blood.” Emelia wrinkled her nose at him. She really didn’t want to talk about this anymore.

      “Ah yes. I heard about how you magically became Fae overnight.” A smirk played on his lips, and she faked a gasp.

      “Who told you?” she asked, as if it was an interrogation.

      “Eryix, after your fun night at the Myst. He’s been in love with you for years.” He wiggled his eyebrows playfully. “A shower does sound nice, but I don’t know if I can manage it right now.” Valen placed a hand over his wound.

      “I’ll help.” Emelia spoke without hesitation before jumping off the bed. She pulled a large black shirt from her drawer and walked to the bathroom.

      She stripped off her blood stained clothes and scrubbed at her hands as she watched the blood spiral down the drain. She pulled her hair into a bun and slipped on the black ‘Death and Lillies’ oversized t-shirt. Valen still lay on her bed when she got back, and she leaned against the door, her head gently resting on the frame.

      “Will you let me help you? It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before.” He gave her a small laugh before nodding his head.

      She helped him adjust to a sitting position before propping his arm over her shoulder and lifting him to his feet. She felt him moving his weight into his body, obviously trying not to overwhelm her.

      “Don’t worry, I’ve got Fae strength now.” He relaxed slightly as she walked him to the bathroom.

      He sat down on the toilet as she went to turn the shower on. She helped remove his shoes, pants, and boxers, avoiding all contact with that very familiar friend of his. She tested the water with her hand before helping him inside.

      Emelia stepped in behind him as he drowned his head under the water, looking at his blood-soaked wings on his back. His muscles were tense, the long sword tattoo between his wings bunching with strain. She grabbed a washcloth and soap as she started delicately cleaning his wings. He flinched slightly at the feeling, and she paused, making sure he was okay before proceeding.

      “When did you get this tattoo?” she asked and he moaned softly at the relaxing feeling of the water.

      “After the ceremony, every archangel gets some variation of it.”

      She moved to the other wing and washed the blood away, tracing a finger down the center of his spine as she went. His muscles tensed at her touch, and she gently tugged on a shoulder to have him face her. Valen tossed his hair back, letting the water run down his body, and Emelia had to force her eyes from looking lower than his waist. She rubbed the washcloth over his front, erasing the blood stained skin as she observed the closing wound. She moved her hands up his chest, feeling the toned muscles of his stomach and chest under the cloth. A subtle growl left Valen’s lips.

      “Maybe I should do this,” he said softly as he stopped Emelia’s hand, which was moving a little lower than she’d planned.

      “I thought I was doing a fine job.” Emelia felt arousal building in her core as she flicked her eyes up to meet Valen’s.

      She knew this had to be the stupidest thing she’d ever done. She stepped under the spray, the water drenching her shirt, plastering it to her body. Her nipples poked through the fabric, hardening under Valen’s gaze.

      “Mila.” It came out cautiously, but Emelia stepped closer to him, closing the last gap of space between them.

      “Yes?” she asked, her voice soft, almost sultry. This was stupid, so stupid, but she needed it. She needed to feel wanted, like something more than just a title.

      “If you don’t stop, I won’t be able to help myself.” His hand was still wrapped around her wrist from where he’d stopped her, but he didn’t keep her from trailing lower.

      “Then don’t.”

      Another growl escaped his lips. Stupid. So,so stupid. “Mila, I still love you. I don’t want to use you like this.” His voice was sincere but thick with arousal, and she could feel the hardness thickening between his legs.

      “Valen, you were my first love. You could never use me.” The words crushed her heart as a tear slipped down her cheek.

      She would always have a part of her that loved him, she STILL, loved him even after everything. He was her rock, bestfriend, protector, lover. Part of her heart will always belong to him, no matter the stupid things he may have done, but right now this wasn’t about that. She needed this release, and craved it. Just for someone to cure the loneliness even if for one night. She needed his touch, to feel him for him to feel her. She needed to forget about the past weeks.

      “Valen, tell me how bad you want me.” She waited for him to reply as he watched her. She tilted her head up towards him “Tell me.” She said again, letting her voice drop.

      He looked down at her as her wet shirt stuck to her body. “More than anything.” He stepped closer and she placed a hand against his chest.

      “Not good enough.” She trailed her fingers down the length of his tone muscles.

      Valen dropped to his knees slowly, one leg and then the other. He gripped her leg, placing it over his shoulder, kissing the inside of her thigh softly. “Please Emelia, I need you more than anything.”

      She smirked at him as she watched him worship that sweet spot on her thigh. He looked up to her and his eyes met hers. She moved her leg from his shoulder attempting to be graceful on the soaking wet shower floor he kneeled against. She placed a finger on his chin, leaning down to him as she made him look up to her.

      “Gods, I love a male on his knees.” Emelia’s irises flickered gold for only a second and she wrapped a hand to the back of his neck as her lips hovered over his for a second and she could feel his breath against her lips that seemed to burn with need. She couldn’t take the wait anymore, the tension that built in her. Soaking wet in that black t-shirt that stuck to her like glue, she leaned in and pressed her lips against his. Her lips collided with Valens and he stood still for a moment before melting into the wet warm kiss and standing to take her into his arms.
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      Valen dragged her hips forward, and she wrapped her fingers through his hair. Her black shirt clung to her skin as her nipples hardened beneath the fabric. He ran his hands up her legs, slipping one between her thighs. She could feel his cock thickening between them as his hand trailed its way to her sex, grazing over her thin, soaking wet thong.

      She moaned into his mouth, allowing him to slip his tongue into her mouth, tasting every part of her. He slipped his hands under her wet shirt to glide his hands up her stomach, ghosting over her breasts as he kissed his way down her neck. Emelia moaned softly, her fingers entangled in his hair as she tilted her head back, opening up to him.

      “Gods, I missed you.” His voice was deep, husky as white light flickered in his eyes. In one swift movement, so quickly Emelia barely registered it, Valen had her t-shirt on the floor, baring her to him entirely.

      “Fuck me, please,” Emelia begged as Valen’s eyes flickered again.

      He slipped his fingers under the strap of her lacey thong and kissed her stomach as he slowly knelt down, helping her step out of it. She moaned at the touch of his lips on her hip, on her thigh, everywhere. She hadn’t realized how lonely she’d been, how she missed the touch of another’s skin on hers.

      He stood back up, clasping his lips to hers as he lifted her up, threading her legs around his waist. “Say it again,” he demanded, whispering in a husky voice that made her practically drip.

      “Fuck me, please,” she breathed against his lips.

      He pushed her body up against the glass before brutally sitting her on his cock and sliding into her. He was soft, almost loving, and it frustrated the hell out of her.

      “Stop teasing. Valen, please.” Emelia wrapped her legs tighter around his waist, sinking down until he bottomed out inside of her. Valen let out a low growl of pleasure as she clenched down before slowly sliding back up.

      “Fuck, Mila,” he groaned into her neck. He held her hips as he slammed himself up, deep into her, fucking her against the glass long and hard. Emelia dug her nails into his back, and he pressed his lips into hers as he picked up the pace, their hips slapping together with each brutal thrust.

      “Gods, yes.” Emelia let out a moan.

      “You feel so good.” Valen tilted his head back and Emelia took the chance to tighten her body around him, digging her teeth into his neck.

      His resulting moan was deep and rumbled through Emelia’s chest. He pulled her closer and turned quickly before flipping off the water. He pushed open the glass door with his hip, but groaned slightly at the pain.

      “Shit, Valen, are you okay?” Emelia pulled her face from his neck to look at him, her eyes glowing a deep gold from pleasure. He just smiled at her softly.

      “I’ll survive.” He didn’t give her time to respond, before grabbing her head, pressing his lips to hers. She smiled into the kiss as he laid her down on the edge of her bed, and she trailed her fingers down his front, reveling in how perfect his body was, even injured.

      “Give me your worst, Angel.”

      He smirked, his eyes flaring with the challenge. He grabbed her by the neck, pushing her into the bed, as he guided his cock back into her with the other. Her moans filled the room as he stretched her; she was going to have bruises in the morning from how hard he was snapping his hips. The bed creaked ominously, but Valen never stopped. Emelia gripped the sheets as he filled her, meeting his hips with hers on every thrust.

      “Gods, you’re so sexy.” He was on his knees on the bed now, pushing her hips up as he pulled out, earning him a whimper of protest.

      She didn’t have time to process the loss when he licked her sex, circling that spot she loved so much with his tongue. She practically choked at the sensation. He gripped the headboard then, nearly crushing it as he forced himself fully into her again. Her nails dug into his lower back, spurring him on.

      She was close, so close. “Please don’t stop,” she cried out, almost crying from the intensity.

      She begged like she’d never been touched before, like she couldn’t get enough. The bed shook as Valen’s thrusts turned punishing, his fingers practically splintering the wood of the headboard.

      “Come with me.” She looked into his eyes, desperate to feel the rush of coming together. She could feel his cock throbbing inside her, and he picked up even more speed, fucking her faster than she thought possible. Every thrust of his hips brushed her clit, sending her higher and higher towards her orgasm.

      They moaned in sync as Emelia’s stomach tightened. Pieces of headboard rained down on them, Valen’s hands completely submerged in the wood. Her release was so close, and she suspected his was too. It coiled faster, hotter, brighter in her core until she was screaming, digging her nails deeper into his shoulders as she came, feeling hot rivulets of blood streaming under her fingertips. Valen followed her, groaning he emptied himself inside her. He fucked her through her climax, gripping her legs, angling them up to deepen the angle, until they were falling. They hit the floor with a loud thud as they came down from their high.

      Emelia breathed heavily, Valen still inside her as they stared at the now-collapsed bed that laid in the middle of the room. They looked at each other with a smile before bursting into laughter. The two of them had always been this way; it was a different kind of comfort they had together.

      Valen slid off Emelia and she scooted so he could lay next to her. Long and gray, she traced her fingers across the soft feathers of his wings, watching him breathe.

      “What?” He looked at her with a smile before gripping his side, rubbing it tenderly.

      “Does it hurt?” She bit her lip and he nodded.

      “One hundred percent worth it though.” He smiled and she leaned to kiss the spot. “What does this mean for us?”

      Emelia looked at him, his eyes filled with hope. She looked down before cuddling into his chest, wrapped into his wing, careful of his side.

      “I don’t know now,” she said simply. She didn’t know. She didn’t know anything right now.

      “One day at a time,” he said as she looked up at him.

      “Yeah, just one day at a time.”
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      Sounds of giggling filled the kitchen as Kai walked down the hallway, rubbing his eyes as light filed into the apartment.

      “Okay, Mister Archangel-in-Training.” Emelia’s sarcastic voice filled Kai’s ears as he turned the corner to see her beautiful, slender frame sitting on the counter, in nothing but a t-shirt, her hair tossed into a messy bun.

      “At least I didn’t wake up overnight looking completely different and a princess to boot.” Emelia smacked Valen’s arm, and a low laugh filled the space.

      Kai hardly noticed the man standing between Emelia’s legs, shirtless, muscular, with a megawatt smile. Kai’s fist clenched, and he watched how Emelia perked up before jumping off the counter, snuggling up to Valen with a coffee cup in her hand.

      “Good morning, sleepy head!” Emelia smiled the biggest smile he’d ever seen. His heart clenched, knowing it wasn’t for him.

      “I didn’t know you were staying, or I would’ve made breakfast!” She leaned into Valen’s back, who placed a kiss on top of her head.

      “Coffee is fine,” Kai said in a low, sleepy voice as he walked to the pot, pulling a mug from the cabinet and pouring himself a nice, black cup. He took a sip, walking towards the living room.

      “You’re welcome.” The sarcasm slid from Emelia’s voice like honey, and Kai just gave her a wave as he walked to the couch.

      Lex laid out on the floor, wrapped in blankets, and Kai gave him a kick that earned him a grunt.

      “Dude, wake the fuck up,” he said, giving him another light kick.

      “Fuck, okay, I’m up.” Lex sat up on the floor, wiping sleep from his eyes.

      Cacia and Nathaira stretched as they walked out of the other bedroom. Cacia’s hair was tossed messily in a bun that seemed to match Emelia’s, and a pink silk nightgown. Nathaira had her hair down, but it was messy, a rare look for her. She paired it with black sleep shorts and a sports bra.

      “Thanks for letting us crash in your room, Lex,” Cacia spoke through a yawn as Nathaira nodded.

      “Only the best for the ladies.” Lex shot them a finger gun salute and smile that he got a head shake and an eye roll.

      “How do you put up with all that noise?” Nathaira said, nodding at the giggling in the kitchen.

      “Honestly, I want to kill the bastard right now, but she hasn’t had anyone here since I moved in, and she’s been through a lot recently. He was her best friend. Maybe she just needs a release.” Lex wiggled his eyebrows on the last word, but there was a hint of worry in his voice.

      Giggling filled their ears again, and they rolled their eyes at the same time. They all walked into the kitchen to see a lip-locked Valen and Emelia. Cacia cleared her throat, which had Emelia pulling away with a blush and wiping her lips. Kai tensed as he watched the two, raging even more from the reaction on Emelia’s face. She was beautiful, and more than anything, he wanted to snatch her from the counter and scoop her away. He took a deep breath, shaking the thoughts away.

      “I think we need to discuss what the hell happened last night,” he spoke smoothly, princely.

      Emelia nodded, pushing Valen back, who sent a nervous smile to Cacia. She was still glaring at him, fire in her eyes. Emelia just shook her head and jumped back from the counter. Valen tucked his wings in, folding them into his spine.

      “Echo should be here shortly.” Emelia walked to the table, setting down her coffee and kicking her legs up into the chair.

      Her arms rested against her knee tucked into her chest.. The lace of pink underwear peaked through from under the shirt, and Kai’s eyes flickered before he took a seat at the other end, trying to put as much distance as possible between them.

      A minute later, a knock landed on the door. “I got it!” Lex ran quickly, trying to avoid the thick tension in the kitchen.

      “Where the fuck is he.” That’s all they could hear, other than Lex sputtering, trying to come up with an answer. Valen caught sight of the angry siren, whose claws were out, sapphire eyes glowing.

      “Echo, no-”

      Echo slapped Valen across the face, nails digging into the skin as he started to instantly heal.

      “Echo, what the fuck!” Emelia jumped from her seat before Valen put an arm out, gesturing for her to sit back down.

      “I deserved it, Mila.” He ran fingers through his hair.

      “You’re a cheating bastard,” Echo spat. “You deserve worse.”

      “You fucking cheated on her?” Kai roared, leaning against the table, his hands pressing into the wood so forcefully, the wood shook.

      “Can everyone just calm the fuck down?” Emelia yelled, silencing the chatter of the room. “Sit your asses down and chill out.” Everyone listened, crossing their arms over their chest, Kai still with a death grip on the table.

      “What I decide to do is up to me. Valen made a mistake and we aren’t jumping back into a relationship. Our decisions are just that – ours. It’s between us,” Emelia seethed.

      The shock in the room was palpable. Emelia took a seat, resting her head in her hands with a sigh. “Right now, I need something.. normal.” She took a deep breath and looked at Valen. “You guys are my normal, and I need you now.”
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      “Okay, so let me get this straight. You got some cryptic letter to meet you at The Grove in the middle of the night and you thought it was a good idea to go?”

      Valen shrugged his shoulders. “I never said I was smart.” His self-deprecating humor made Emelia laugh.

      This is how it used to be. The four of them, just goofing off.

      “What did they look like?” Kai nodded his head towards Valen, but Valen just shook his head.

      “I’m not sure. They had a creepy mask, but it covered everything. They were small, maybe Cacia’s height, but they didn’t use any powers, just a gun.” The group looked at each other, terror clear on their faces.

      “What?” Valen’s face darted around in concern.

      Emelia bit her lower lip as Cacia rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “The night of the shooting, they wore masks too, but the person who shot at us was average height, not sprite size.”

      “Since we’re talking about my height, could it be possible they have sprites in the mix?” Cacia sighed, running a hand through her short curls.

      Kai wrinkled his nose. “Sprites aren’t typically violent, though.” Everyone shot eyes to him before bursting into laughter.

      Cacia wiped tears from her eyes. “Oh, little prince. Have you met me?” She took a deep breath to calm her lungs. “I literally burnt down half my neighborhood when I was six.”

      Nathaira nodded with a smirk that almost seemed proud. “Sprites are definitely not out of the question, but that means whoever is planning attacks is involving all creatures. They have human weapons, which means they have some connection with Athenia.” Nathaira connected the dots in real-time as they spilled from her mind. “But they have assassin’s bullets.” She pointed to the healing wound on Valen’s stomach.

      “These people have planned this; they have made a spider web of allies.” Emelia tapped her chin before leaning to sip her coffee. Her eyes glowed gold as she sipped the liquid. She thought about the events of the past few weeks. “We know there’s a Frost involved, humans for the weapons, potentially other Kaffir, and they’re somehow obtaining assassin bullets.” Emelia looked at Nathaira. “What do you know about the bullets, and when was the last time you heard of them being used?”

      Nathaira ran her fingers through her messy hair. “The bullets are made from poison that nulls the healing abilities of Kaffir and eventually, if not caught in time, it will spread to the heart, killing the victim. It was discontinued when I took out the guild, at least that I’m aware of.”

      Emelia leaned back in her chair, arms crossed as she twisted her lips, thinking. “Everyone, go home, take the day. Relax, unwind, do whatever you need to do. Tomorrow, we’ll convene at the meeting hall. Bring information on anything you think is important.”

      Everyone lazily nodded their heads and Kai gave an eyeroll. Emelia wanted to strangle Kai for his impertinence. “Yes, that means you too, Prince.” Emelia spat out the words and he bowed his head.

      “Whatever you say, Your Highness.” He gave her an overly dramatic bow, and she stuck her tongue out at him as the group filed out the door, leaving only her and Valen at the table.

      Her leg tapped unsteadily, her nerves making an appearance. Valen placed a firm, but gentle, hand against her knee, using his thumb to make circles on her skin.

      “We’ll figure this out.” His voice was soft and reassuring. Emelia gave a big sigh and tilted her head onto his shoulder.

      “I just don’t want anyone else to get hurt.” It was true; she couldn’t watch anyone else she loved get hurt, particularly not if this had something to do with her.

      “Why don’t we just relax today? Just you and me, work on that one day at a time thing.” Valen whispered it into her hair, planting a kiss to her head.

      Emelia looked up at him, turning her head slightly, still rested on his shoulder.

      “I’d like that.”
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      The smell of salt and sand filled Emelia’s nose. Crisp and peaceful, just like the sea. She’d always loved the beach, watching the waves crash, the children building sandcastles as the mermaids dazzled them with water magic on the shore. Emelia reached for her bag, pulling out her sketch pad as she observed a beautiful blonde mermaid making sand animals in the air.

      “Are you ever going to draw me?” Valen’s voice drew Emelia’s attention to him.

      “I’d prefer to paint you naked.” Emelia gave a subtle smirk and Valen placed a soft kiss on the back of her neck, just under the string of her bikini top.

      She smiled as he wrapped an arm around her waist, pressing his chin to her shoulder as he watched her sketch. Charcoal stained her fingers black as she looked up at the scene, then down to her paper, making sure not to miss a single detail of her beauty.

      “Mermaids are always so breathtaking.” She tried to capture every detail of the mermaid, her straight hair flowing down to her curved tail, covering her exposed breasts, the starfish that played on the side of her ear.

      “They are, but none compare to you.” Emelia blushed as she looked over her shoulder at Valen, who placed a quick kiss on her lips. “Would you like to go to dinner after you have finished your masterpiece?” They’d been here for hours, and it was nearly dusk.

      “Can we go to the restaurant by the pier? I wanted to watch the sunset.” Emelia looked out at the vast water spread in front of her. “Plus, sushi sounds like a fantastic idea.” She tapped the tip of Valen’s nose with the charcoal before going back to finish her sketch.

      “Sushi sounds wonderful; I’ll pack up while you finish.” Valen got to his feet to pack the picnic basket with all their goodies. Emelia danced the charcoal around her paper, wanting to get every stroke right.

      She sat the charcoal back in its tin and blew the extra dust from the paper. “Do you like it?” Emelia held the paper up to Valen and he smiled, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

      “It’s beautiful.”

      She tucked her things into the basket as Valen rolled up the blanket. “Do you want to set everything in the car and walk to the pier?” Emelia nodded as she dusted the sand off her legs.

      Valen made his way towards the car and Emelia followed closely behind. Her white hair shimmered in the sunlight, her black sunglasses dimming the sun that seemed to be so much brighter in Vinetta. The hot air pinched at her cheeks as she walked, her sandals dangling from her fingertips. Valen set the picnic basket into the car and turned to grab her hand. A smile played on his lips. His flower-printed shirt was unbuttoned, exposing that glorious chest Emelia loved. He kissed her on the top of her head before lacing his fingers with hers.

      “I haven’t been to the beach in a long time. Thank you for taking me.” Emelia smiled up at Valen as they walked down the busy street.

      People drove by, windows down and music playing. Emelia hadn’t been to the beach since she was a child; she’d had an episode in the water and almost drowned. Since then, she’d hated the water, but always loved the beach.

      “We can come whenever you like or when you just need some piece of mind.” Emelia clutched his hand tighter as they made it to the blue and white restaurant that sat facing the wide ocean.

      Vinetta reached just above the shoreline, so the beach, restaurants, and all little shops sat were ruled by Queen Alora. Most residents of Vinetta who enjoyed being on land worked here, but you’d find most of the older water Kaffir under the surface.

      Valen opened the door to the restaurant and gave a dramatic bow as she walked in. She lifted her sunglasses atop top of her head, pushing her hair back.

      “Welcome to Aquatica. How many will be dining with us today?” The blue haired hostess, a water nymph, greeted Emelia and Valen.

      “Two please. Outside, if possible.” Emelia gave the hostess a gracious smile and she nodded, gesturing for them to follow.

      They walked out to the wooden deck just above the underwater portion of the restaurant, for those who preferred the sea. Emelia cleared her throat as they sat.

      “I can pay, by the way. I know we aren’t officially back together, so I don’t want you to feel like you have to.” Valen set the menu down, looking at Emelia with an incredulous look.

      “Mila, when have I ever let you pay? Even as friends, you tried and failed.” He chuckled under his breath and Emelia stuck her tongue out with a delicate eye roll.

      “I was just offering.” Valen shook his head gently ‘no’ before he went back to his menu.

      Emelia looked out to the horizon, where the sun met the sea and beautiful colors of the sunset fell from the sky. A dream. This was a dream. Valen with her, the sky sinking into night, the smell of the ocean. She never wanted anything more than this.
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      Emelia waited in the meeting hall the next day, Valen, Kai, and Lex by her side. She tapped her leg nervously under the table as she waited for the King. Kai and Valen seemed to be having an epic stare down as they sat across from each other, making Emelia’s head-of-the-table seat a little awkward.

      “Can you two cut it out?” Emelia snapped, tapping her feet faster.

      She didn’t want to be here, and she didn’t want to do this. Not today, not ever. She looked at the two men, who seemed to settle back in their chairs at her outburst. Lex fiddled with his boot strings as he had one foot kicked up on the table, his tongue out in focus.

      “Did you forget how to tie your shoes?” Kai snickered at Lex as he completed his battle with the shoe strings. He held his hands up in success.

      “I apologize, Your Highness. One of my idiot friends decided going drinking until about four hours ago was a fantastic idea. So, excuse me if I’m still a bit intoxicated.” Emelia snapped her head towards Kai at Lex’s story.

      “You did what?” Power flooded through her veins as her eyes flickered gold.

      “You said to unwind and relax.” Kai just shrugged.

      “That doesn’t mean getting my brother sloshed to the point where he literally can’t tie his shoes.” Emelia pointed to her brother, who pouted.

      “I did it, just took me a second.” Lex crossed his arms over his chest and pushed his nose in the air like a toddler.

      Emelia shut her mouth. She wasn’t going to win this argument. All she could think about was sinking back into Valen’s arms in the comfort of her bed. She took a deep breath as the doors opened and her father, the King, walked in. The three of them stood, bowing their heads as Cacia and Nathaira walked in behind him.

      “Daughter.” He spoke, flat and annoyed.

      “King Adonis.” She threw him a sarcastic smile, earning a sigh from her father.

      “It has been days, child. Will you ever stop being angry with me?” He sat, motioning to everyone to follow.

      “That depends. Do you and my mother have any more secrets to share with me?” Everyone’s heads snapped to Emelia.

      “Mila,” her father warned, and she smiled.

      “Let’s get down to business, shall we?” She straightened in her seat at the other end of the table.

      For days, her mother demanded to meet in Emelia’s dreams, or tried to whisper in her mind, but Emelia eventually learned how to keep her blocked out, even if there was an annoying banging in her head from time to time. All she wanted was some peace, some time to think. Her father straightened and cleared his throat, pressing a button on the table to summon a hologram.

      “Good afternoon, Queen Alora, Echo, how are you?” The two sirens in front of them on the screen nodded hellos. Echo’s brown hair was braided to her waist in singular strands, golden jewels weaved in.

      Her tail swayed in the water behind her, her blue scales trailing around her body and covering her breast. The Queen sat beside her, tired but regal. Her face was slender, skin tan despite living underwater. Her tail was a mix of black and white scales, similar to Echo’s, that trailed up her body. Her hair flowed behind her in a blue wave, a crown of white shells and jewels atop her head.

      “King Adonis.” The queen’s voice was sharp, but gentle. “How lovely to see and speak to you again. Hopefully, soon, it won’t be over a screen.” Her voice rang through Emelia, sharp and graceful. Adonis nodded.

      “One can hope, Alora.” Adonis smiled softly at the Queen.

      “Thank you for meeting us, I am- processing.” The queen’s eyes saddened softly. Emelia raised her eyebrows questioningly to her father, earning a sigh.

      “I apologize Alora, I have yet to notify everyone on what happened yesterday evening.” The queen’s eyes seemed to sink a bit, but Echo spoke up.

      “Late yesterday evening, Princess Mira was attacked just before her evening studies. She’d been given poisoned tea. Thankfully, a healer was able to slow the poison while we attempted to find an antidote. She has maybe twenty four hours before she will be in serious danger.” Echo spoke with confidence but sadness laced her voice.

      The king sent her a delicate nod, and no one dared speak up to give condolences. Queen Alora took the opportunity to speak up again.

      “My lovely Echo here.” She gestured to Echo, who’d swam forward. “She’s been providing guidance, helping with the research of my daughter’s attack.” The queen seethed at the last words. “We know where the poison is from, but we still require assistance from your keeper.” Everyone’s eyes shot to Emelia, and she sat straighter in her seat.

      “What can I do to help?” Emelia wrapped her hands together against the table, trying to appear regal.

      The queen nodded to Echo to begin. She held up a clear box with a deep purple flower inside, its middle blood red. “These began blooming about two years ago on our border with Crevassa near the Inferno. They’ve since adapted to bloom underwater. We tried to stop them, but they got out of hand. Still, they never grew past the rocks, so we let them stay,” Echo explained. “We’ve studied many plants to match a poison to the one the attacker used, and this was the only one with a match.”

      Emelia studied the flower as she stood and walked closer to the hologram. “I know what this is.” Emelia’s voice was sure and steady. “It’s called Nightshade.”

      Everyone looked to Emelia in shock, but especially Kai. “In Athenia and Arcadia, it used to grow before the Crevassa and Arcadia treaty lands. It created a legible border between the lands. You can still see it, but it’s rare now. Most of the blooms have been there for centuries, and there hasn’t been any new blooms.” Emelia paced around, observing the box.

      “It’s commonly associated with Hades; it used to be an offering to him on Earth: the flower of death.” The room audibly gulped, the tension starting to rise. “Low doses can cause hallucinations. People thought they could speak to the gods if they diluted it enough and placed a few drops under the tongue, but people kept getting the mixture wrong and killing themselves. It was outlawed thousands of years ago.”

      Nathaira’s throat cleared. “This is the poison on the crawler bullets.” She spoke nervously, like she was afraid of what her revelation would imply. “The Assassins lived on the border of Arcadia and Crevassa, Megaris. We learned that if you put enough on a bullet, the poison would find its way to the heart quickly, so even if you hit a shit shot, your victim would still be dead in a matter of hours. It’s how I knew what to give Valen when he was shot.”

      “Nightshade only grows in dark areas, usually where it’s colder,” Kai spoke up. “It’s been popping up in Crevassa recently.” He shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t affect demons, but it’s been making some of the non-demon children sick, so we have been burning it, but it only lasts so long before it blooms again.” Kai ran his fingers through his hair, clearly frustrated.

      “Nathaira, can you get an antidote to Queen Alora in time?” Emelia spoke with confidence, the voice of a princess. Nathaira nodded.

      “I know the recipe. I can make it and have it there in the next twelve hours, at most.” A sigh of relief came from the queen’s hologram.

      “Thank you, Nathaira. Vinetta is forever in Arcadia’s debt.” Emelia gave a gentle bow as the hologram dissipated.

      A debt. The one thing that the queen took seriously was a debt and a debt. Emelia made sure to note it for later, filing it away for a needy moment.

      The room fell silent as Emelia eyed her father from the other end of the table. It seemed like everyone held their breath in the room.

      “Everyone out. Lex, Kai, you stay,” Adonis announced from deep in his chest. Emelia and Nathaira bowed their heads and Valen turned to Emelia, concern written over his face.

      “I’ll be fine. Just meet me back at the apartment?” Emelia looked at Valen with a soft look, as if to comfort him, to let him know that she had this. Valen bowed his head to her, surprisingly ignoring her father, and then it was just Kai, Lex, Emelia, and a stern-looking King Adonis.

      He cut to the chase. “There was another attack this morning. Everyone is fine, but it’s something you two should know about.” Adonis looked over to Lex and Emelia.

      “So why is he here?” Emelia nudged her head towards Kai, arms still crossed over her chest.

      “Because his power, whether I want to admit it or not, is much stronger than mine and more able to contain whatever comes from either of you.” Emelia sat up straighter in her seat. This couldn’t be good.

      “Who was attacked?” She swore she saw her father swallow hard.

      “Your mother and father.”
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      Emelia’s heart pounded in her chest, her ears rang, and the world went quiet. Kai tugged on her arm, and she looked at him, but couldn’t hear the words coming from his mouth. Lex demanded answers, and Emelia looked around at the muffled voices as she felt dizziness spill over her in a chill. Her mom. She’d just talked to her the night before. She’d told her about the new sword her father had bought her, how she could now pass hers down to her, since her father had given his to Lex. She began to breathe heavily, shifting from worry to panic.

      Soft words filled her ears.

      ‘Emelia, let me in.’ That annoying banging was back. Her annoyance began to turn to anger. She wanted to scream.

      What? What do you want? She opened her mind and snapped at the woman. She’d never talked back in her mind before, only in her dreams. ‘Can’t you see I am dealing with something?’

      Her power shot through her mind like a light beam, a powerful sensation she’d never felt before.

      ‘Your mother is fine.’ The words were soft and gentle in her mind. Emelia inwardly sighed in relief.

      ‘Nathaira was there in time.’ The voice began to fade slightly. ‘Listen to your father.’

      As if on cue, the world’s volume began to rise.

      “Nathaira, she got there in time?” Emelia questioned her father, whose eyebrows rose at her sudden interruption. The room fell silent, all eyes on her, watching her react.

      He nodded. “Yes. She was on her way to deliver a message about the attack on Mira. When she arrived, she heard a struggle and went to investigate.” Emelia felt like she could breathe again.

      She had barely trusted this new father in her life, but Nathaira? Nathaira would always protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. She owed Nathaira a debt, one she would give readily if Nathaira ever called for it. She took a deep breath, reading herself to speak.

      “We need to figure out who this person is, what their motive is, and how they’re making these connections.” Emelia presented herself like a commander. “We know they’re using human weapons, but Assassin bullets and techniques, and they had to have some intel about nightshade to poison Mira, and one of them is Frost.” Emelia spoke confidently as she stood from her chair.

      She was starting to get cold – maybe walking while she talked would help. She looked at her feet as fog and ice began to cover the floor, just like the night at the club. Her blood went cold. She stared at the floor – was she seeing things?

      “Everyone get down.” No one moved, as if they hadn’t heard her.

      “I said get the fuck down.” She screamed it, reaching across to Kai for the gun in his holster.

      Within a heartbeat, the door burst open. An Arcadian guard, his face covered with a mask, rushed in, gun in hand. Emelia pointed her weapon and shot, landing a bullet in the intruder’s leg, making him drop to the ground, clutching his thigh. Before he could recover, Emelia kicked the gun away, and watched him go for the watch on his wrist.

      Before he could get there, she stepped on his throat, her heel digging into his collarbone, her gun pointed at his head. She reached down and yanked the watch it off his wrist. “Let me guess, this little button blows your head off, doesn’t it?” She pointed to the red button on the watch, but the intruder gasped for air his throat caving in. She pushed harder as she leaned to rip the mask off.

      Eryix.

      “What the fuck.” Emelia recoiled, letting her foot up as his face started to turn purple. She moved it to his chest, pinning him to the ground as she pointed the gun at his forehead. “You better start talking real fast, or I’ll give you something worse than death.”

      He gasped for air, trying to recover from Emelia almost caving in his trachea. Kai smirked, his arms crossed over his chest. Someone’s happy.

      “You fucking Kaffir scum.” He spat at her as blood spewed from his mouth.

      “I prefer Princess Scum,” Emelia smirked as she kept the gun pointed between his eyes. “You’re how they knew about me and my mom.” She added the pieces together in her head; she couldn’t believe she hadn’t seen it sooner. “All because my security guards couldn’t keep their mouths shut.” She sent a withering look to Lex and Kai, who just smirked proudly.

      She looked back to the human boy. “Such a shame that you’ll have to be tortured until you talk or die now. You did give really good head.” She crouched closer, pushing her gun into his forehead.

      “Filthy Fae bitch.” Blood ran from his mouth as Emelia pistol whipped him across the face. She picked up her boot before kicking him in the head, knocking him unconscious.

      Guards had joined them at the commotion, and Emelia motioned to the ones at the door. “Take this piece of shit and do whatever you have to do to get information out of him.” They didn’t move, staring wide-eyed between her and the King.

      “Emelia, put that gun down.” Her father’s voice rumbled through the meeting hall, and she turned to look at him, her red eyes glowing like the fire she felt in her soul. “Take a deep breath.”

      Emelia felt like she was on fire as she looked at him. Adonis didn’t miss a beat, taking over orders from his daughter. “Do as she says. If it takes torture, then so be it.” The guards nodded, grabbing the unconscious body and dragging it out of the room.

      “Mila.” Her father’s voice was calm as he walked to her. He held his hands up, hoping to calm her down as she pointed the gun at him.

      “You don’t want to hurt me,” he whispered softly.

      “You have no idea what I want,” she spat, but he wrapped his hands around the gun before pulling it away.

      He looked at her, almost with pity, almost with pride. “You’re strong, and you’ve been pushing your gifts down for far too long. When you’re angry or threatened, they spin out of control.” The King crouched, setting the gun on the ground before sliding it back to Kai, who put it back into his holster. The King stepped closer to Emelia, wrapping his hands around her shoulders.

      “Mila, remember who you are.” Emelia eyes flickered an even darker red.

      “You don’t know who I am.” Her voice was not hers; it was deep and deadly, terrifying.

      Emelia shoved her father’s hands away. Whoever stood in front of them was not Emelia, and Kai knew it.

      “Your Highness, let me try.” He placed a hand on the King’s shoulder, and Adonis took a step back.

      “Mila.” Kai’s voice was soft, unlike his normal demanding tone. He took a deep breath, and let down the wards he usually kept up to disguise his scent.

      “Emelia, take a deep breath.” Her eyes flicked gold for a split second.

      “You smell good,” was all Emelia said, and Kai knew. What he’d thought about for weeks, months, every second of every day, he knew in that moment. She gave him the confirmation he needed.

      Kai took a step forward, pulling her close. He unleashed his leathered wings from his back, blocking them from view. He grabbed Emelia’s face, and her eyes met his, both glimmering red with power. He leaned down and grazed his lips against hers. He could feel her breath against his skin, and it made him burn.

      The tension in Emelia’s body slowly released, those red eyes turning back to glowing gold. Her temper slowed, her mind coming back to her. It took a second for her to understand the situation, and she quickly pushed back, smacking Kai in the chest.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Kai looked at her, the red in her eyes flaring, and his wings still stood, blocking them from view.

      “You wouldn’t calm down.” His body was tense, and she watched as every muscle in his jaw clenched, like it took everything to hold back. “Are you calm now?” His voice was tense, and Emelia felt instant guilt.

      “Yes,” is all she could manage. Kai tucked his wings back in and exposed them to Lex and King Adonis as Kai stepped away.

      “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” Emelia collapsed to her knees and held her head in her hands as she began to cry. A warm arm wrapped around her shoulders, and she looked up to see her brother. “Did I hurt anyone?”

      “Not anyone who didn’t deserve it.” He kissed the top of her head.

      “I’m so sorry, Father,” she said between sobs.

      “Father..” Adonis trailed the word on his lips. “You’ve never called me that before.” Adonis walked to his daughter and fell to his knees in front of her, taking his hands in hers. “I think it’s time we work out what you are, what powers you may have, so you can learn to control them.”

      “She showed me what I needed to do. She knew that when the time was right, I could take on the challenge.” He reached a hand out to help her stand. “As your father, not your king, I will do everything in my power to keep you safe.”
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      Emelia kicked and punched, moving swiftly as she hit blow after blow.

      “Emelia, you need to keep your arm tight.” Emelia quickened her punches. Her mother, Siofra, guided her through each step. “Now break left.” Emelia moved and jabbed. “Again.”

      Sweat dripped from her chin and down her chest. Step after step, kick after kick, punch after punch.

      “Control, Emelia, control.”

      Emelia snapped. She stopped mid-punch, tossing her gloves to the ground. “I am controlling!” Her fangs lengthened and her eyes glimmered red as she spun to face Siofra. Her mother stood still, an emotionless expression on her face.

      “Are you?” Her mother raised an eyebrow and Emelia took a step back, catching her breath.

      She closed her eyes and took deep breaths. She counted them in her head, then opened her eyes.   “I am in control,” she spoke softly. Emelia had been training everyday for the last few weeks. Her immortal body was sore and she’d been bruised or wounded from sparring and hand to hand combat training.

      “How are we doing?” King Adonis stepped out into the training field and greeted his sister with a kiss on the forehead. Emelia smiled and ran to the fence, stabilizing her feet on the bottom railing.

      “Good morning, Sun Drop.” Adonis was the only other person she allowed to use the nickname.

      “Good morning, Father.” She’d never would refer to the King as Dad; that title would always be for the man who raised her. Father was perfect.

      “She’s doing better each day; her control is strengthening.” Her mother sent a wink towards her and she shook her head.

      “I still can barely make a spark, though.” Emelia held out the palm of her hand and a small jolt of light bloomed for only a second. She closed her hand and sat on the bench inside the training arena, taking a sip of water to make sure she stayed upright.

      “You’ll get there. Your gifts come from what you feel. You just have to make sure it’s controlled, or it can be lethal.” Her father pressed a hand to her shoulder.

      “It’s difficult to control and feel all at once.” Emelia took another sip, relishing the taste of the cold liquid sliding down her throat.

      “You’ll get there,” her mother reassured her, pressing her hand to the side of her stomach. “We’ve been practicing since we were children, and you’re just now coming into your gifts. It’ll take time to master them at an older age.”

      Emelia sighed. She wished she could explain everything to her mother. The fewer people who knew, the safer they were.

      “How’s your stomach?” She gestured to Siofra, who clutched the spot wounded from the attack.

      How could the daughter of a goddess be so useless, she couldn’t even take her mother’s pain? She thought about it every day. Other than her strength and her inability to control her anger, she had nothing going for her in the goddess arena.

      “It is getting better, just sore. It drained my magic, so it’s taking a bit longer to heal.” Her mother rubbed the sore area. “But we’re discussing you and your magic. Let’s break for today. I hear someone has something special planned for you tonight.” Her mother wiggled her eyebrows.

      Emelia shook her head with a laugh. “Same time tomorrow?” Emelia asked.

      “Take the day off. Happy birthday, sweetheart.” Emelia’s mother laid a head on her brother’s shoulder, smiling and waving goodbye as she picked up her things and made her way quickly to her apartment.
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      Emelia quickly washed up before straightening her hair and curling her curtain bangs back to frame her face. Her hair never seemed to stop growing, so trying out new hairstyles had become a new hobby of hers. She let her hair fall down her back and traced her fingers over the white dress she’d picked out. The back was low and stopped just before her hips, while the front was high to the neck with long white sleeves. The dress stopped about mid-thigh and hugged every curve.

      She checked herself out in the mirror before applying a red lip to finish the look.

      “You look beautiful, darling.” Her mother appeared in the mirror, making Emelia jump.

      “A warning next time,” Emelia gasped, a hand to her heart. The goddess just giggled.

      “It’s not my fault. Your gifts are getting stronger, and it’s far too easy to make myself appear now.” Her mother was showing up in far more than just her dreams now; she could talk to her through any reflective surface at any given moment if necessary, but her favorite time was during meditations or dreams. The mind link between them was so strong, she could practically feel and smell her mother.

      “You look like a goddess,” Kore teased, but a smile traced her face with a bit of sadness.

      “I wish I could be there with you.” Her mother looked down for a moment, and Emelia placed a hand on the bathroom glass.

      “Tomorrow, I have no training. I promise I’ll call out to you.” The goddess seemed to perk up at the idea.

      “Happy birthday, my daughter.” Kore blew a kiss in her direction, then faded out of the glass. Emelia sighed.

      Weeks had passed since the argument with her birth parents. She’d taken a lot of time to get used to the idea, but part of her was saddened at shutting them out. Though the anger still burned in her chest at their inability to live a normal life together. Thank you Hades and Aphrodite.

      “Mila?” a voice shouted through the house. Emelia straightened, wiping the tears that slipped down her face, and sliding on to her silver heels. She grabbed her silver clutch and headed towards the living room.

      “Hey babe, are you rea-” Emelia voice caught in her throat when she saw Kai standing in front of her dressed in an all-black suit, his shoulder-length black hair smoothed back, two braids on the sides.

      “Babe?” He smirked slightly as he leaned into the wall. Emelia ducked her head quickly. She hadn’t seen Kai since the day he, well, since the day he’d almost kissed her.

      “You cut your hair.” Her eyes widened at Kai, who ran a hand through his hair shyly.

      “Yeah, the long hair kept getting in the way when I was flying so I thought it was time for a trim.” His face tinged pink, just enough for Emelia to notice the change.

      “I like it. It looks good.” Emelia stood on her toes as he leaned down slightly, and she ran a hand through his hair.

      “It’s soft, too. Bonus points.” She played with his hair and he stepped back, shaking his head. Her eyes met his for a long second and she cleared her throat.

      “I had no idea you were coming.” Emelia pretended to look for something, anything, in her clutch.

      “Lex invited me. Oh, and this is for you.” Kai held a small black box out to her. “Open it.”

      Kai pushed it towards her, and she took it. “I remembered the day I told you what your tattoo meant, so I wanted something to remember that day, something you can use.”

      She gasped in awe. In the box sat an arm cuff, two snake heads on each end. She pulled it out and watched as they moved, slithering up her arm and wrapping around her bicep.

      “They like you.” Kai smiled.

      “What are they?” she asked, watching the cuff go from animated back to black steel.

      “They’re transfigured serpents.” Emelia raised an eyebrow at him. “Think of a sword and hold your palm out but keep your hand towards the ground.”

      He demonstrated to Emelia, and she followed, imagining a sword, one she’d dreamed of every night: a black blade with a golden center. The snakes slithered down her arm before transforming into the sword she imagined in her head, a snake head at the hilt.

      “Woah,” Emelia muttered as she looked at the sword, then back up to Kai. He smiled at her.

      “Just tell them to return in your mind when you’re done. They’ll go back to your arm.” Emelia thought the words and the snakes returned. “I have a set as well, they can be helpful.” Kai lifted the cuff of his sleeve to show two black serpents wrapped around his wrist like a bracelet.

      “Kai, this is amazing. Thank you.” She smiled down at the snakes that slithered around her arm.

      “It’s engraved, so only those who know the engraving can use it.” The snakes slithered one last time, but this time they whispered into her ear.

      “Through shadows, we will find the light.” Emelia repeated the words back to Kai.

      “It’s an old saying I read in an ancient Greek text in Athenia. I thought it was fitting, when I thought of your tattoo.” He smiled and leaned his head against the wall.

      Emelia’s smile bloomed wider. “Thank you, Kai. I love it.” She really did. It was perfect, like he knew her as well as she knew herself.

      “You’re welcome.” He smiled at her, and she looked down with a blush, tucking a piece of hair behind her ear.

      “Wow, I don’t even get a hello?” Lex called as he and Valen joined them from the kitchen, his arms spread for a hug. Emelia turned and grabbed his face, placing a sloppy wet kiss to his cheek.

      “Hi, my favorite brother.”

      Lex cringed and wiped the side of his face. Emelia laughed and looked at Kai, who was now glaring at Valen.

      “Are we ready to go?” Valen said, smiling widely. Emelia nodded.

      “Just one second. I think I left my phone in my room.” Emelia darted back to her room, but she could still hear the murmurs of their conversation.

      Emelia tried to tune out the words, but with her Fae hearing, it was hard hear anything else.

      “When are you guys going to tell her and stop hiding it from her?” Lex’s voice filled her ears. “It’s been weeks, and Valen, you’ve known her since she was a kid. Don’t you think she is going to be pissed when she finds out?” Lex’s voice sounded concerned.

      “In my defense, I never knew they dated.” Kai’s voice was smug, and she could almost see the smirk on his face.

      “Dating.” She heard Valen correct him, almost annoyed.

      “I don’t get why we need to say anything. It’s not like you decided to be a part of my life anyways,” Valen scoffed, and she could feel the energy rise in the apartment.

      “You didn’t either, Angel Boy. You were always too good for me.” She could feel Kai’s anger as if it was hers, how it built and festered.

      She quickly dug around for her phone, grasping the cool metal from under the sheets and heading towards the living room.

      “You guys really need to work on this.”

      She saw Lex pointing between the two as she walked back in. “You guys ready?” Emelia placed her hands on her hips with a fake smile, trying to break the tension before she broke with it.
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      “You guys are being ridiculous,” Emelia laughed at her friends, who decided to celebrate her birthday by discussing all her embarrassing moments.

      “No, seriously! I walked into the kitchen, and she snorted the milk up her nose.” Kai laughed as he made motions of the memory.

      “You scared me! You’re so quiet, you never know how to make yourself known when entering a room.” Emelia crossed her arms over her chest.

      “It’s one of my many talents.” Kai wagged his eyebrows and Emelia smacked him on the shoulder. He faked pain in his arm, clutching it to his side, earning an eye roll.

      “It honestly doesn’t shock me how many times someone’s walked in on her doing something embarrassing.” Cacia giggled and took a bite of the pasta in front of her.

      “I think her embarrassing moments are absolutely adorable.” Valen gave Emelia a charming smile.

      “Thank you, Valen. See? Someone who appreciates my amazingness.” Emelia leaned into Valen, pushing herself up to his lips.

      She kissed him gently as her knee brushed against Kai’s leg accidentally. She moaned lightly at the sensation of fireworks that shot through her leg, and she jerked back from Valen’s lips, a blush dancing on her face as she straightened herself.

      “Ew, get a room.” Lex fake gagged and Emelia flipped him her pretty middle finger.

      ‘That moan was not from my stupid brother.’ A masculine voice filled her head, and she turned to look at Kai, who wore a smirk on his face.

      “What did you just say?” Emelia raised an eyebrow, and Kai shrugged his shoulders.

      Emelia turned to face Echo, who sat across from her. Echo raised an eyebrow as she shoveled a piece of fish into her mouth. ‘Is she okay?’

      “Yes, I’m fine. You don’t have to talk like I’m not here.”

      Echo’s mouth opened slightly. “Mila, I didn’t say anything.” Emelia swallowed hard and stumbled over any weak excuse she could come up with.

      ‘Gods, I’m glad I didn’t get the Demon gene. I don’t know why he has to come everywhere.’ Emelia flicked her expression to Valen.

      “You guys are fucking brothers?” Emelia stood up quickly, practically flipping the table as she did, looking between the two men she’d just been sitting between.

      Words kept filling her mind as she raised a hand to her temple. She could hear all the words. No, not words: the thoughts from the people surrounding her. The boys looked at each other with a worried glance, while Lex just sipped his beer.

      “Well, I knew this was going to happen.” He chugged the contents from his glass.

      “You knew and didn’t tell me?” Emelia glared at her brother.

      “Mila, I-” Emelia placed a hand up to Valen, cutting him off.

      “Just save it.” Emelia flipped out two gold Crescents and placed them on the table.

      “Thank you for the birthday dinner.” She looked at Echo, Cacia, and Nathaira, who ate their food looking almost fearful.

      Emelia took a deep breath before closing her silver clutch and walking towards the door. She had to get out of there. The noise in her head was so loud, she could hardly breathe. She made her way down the street before removing her heels and trying to wave down a cab.

      “Mila.” A soft, deep voice sounded from behind her.

      “Valen, just leave me alone.” She walked farther down the street.

      “Wrong male.” Emelia realized then how much deeper the voice was and turned around with a death stare.

      “At least let me walk with you.” Kai stood in the street with his hands in his pockets.

      Emelia rolled her eyes. “I’m a big girl, I know how to handle myself.”

      “I know you do.” Kai met her side in just a few strides. The voices seemed to quiet in her head the farther she got from the restaurant and the quiet of the night felt peaceful.

      “You never told me you had a brother.” She looked at him, her eyes picking with tears of betrayal. She waved as she walked, trying to catch the attention of any car willing to take her home.

      “It’s not something I go around telling anyone. I don’t know if I am ready to talk about it.” He shrugged his shoulders and Emelia stopped, turning to face him.

      “I just thought we were closer than that.” She fiddled with her fingers, refusing to make eye contact.

      “I wasn’t under the impression you felt we were friends.” He looked uncomfortable, a stark change from his normal cocky confidence.

      ‘Friends.’ The word rang through her ears as she looked at Kai with his hands in his pockets, looking down to the ground.

      “Yes, we’re friends.” The words almost burned Emelia’s tongue, but that’s what they were, right?

      The sky opened just then, rain pounding against Emelia’s skin and onto Kai’s white button down.

      “Great, just great,” Emelia sighed, trying to use her clutch as an umbrella and utterly failing. Kai laughed, watching as the water drenched her to the bone.

      “You think it’s funny seeing me soaking wet and annoyed?” She rolled her eyes at his smile.

      “Yes, I do. You’re beautiful, even wet and annoyed.” Emelia rolled her eyes again; it was quickly becoming her go to look where Kai was concerned. He reached for her hands, setting the clutch and shoes down on a nearby bench.

      “What are you doing?” She raised an eyebrow, looking at him skeptically.

      “Dance with me.” He pulled her close, wrapping a hand around her waist and taking another in his hand.

      “Are you serious? In the rain? Right now? This isn’t a romcom,” she retorted, but she didn’t fight as he began to sway her to imaginary music.

      He started to hum, spinning her in circles as she shook her head with laughter. “Just a friend, dancing with a friend, in the rain.”

      He hummed his fake tune as he lifted her up gently, swinging her in a circle before spinning her out and then back into his arms.

      “This is so cheesy,” Emelia smiled, laughing as she did, her head and back pressed to his chest.

      He swayed with her as the rain fell down around them. Emelia leaned her head back, her face toward the sky as they swayed. She closed her eyes, letting the rain caress her face.

      “Why did you keep it from me?” Her voice was quiet, and he sighed heavily.

      “He may be my brother by blood, but he isn’t my family.” That’s all he said, and she didn’t push further.

      “Don’t hide things from me.” Kai nodded against her head before twirling her in a circle to face him. “When you’re ready, talk to me about it. Okay?”

      Kai nodded and gave her a small, sad smile. “How did you find out?”

      Every part of Emelia’s body froze under his touch, one that had been so comforting moments ago. Footsteps sounded in the distance, and she could hear Valen calling for her.

      She created distance between her and Kai, and he shoved his hands back into his pockets as she gathered her things.

      “Are you serious?” Valen got into Kai’s face with a shout. “She’s sick and you kept her out in the rain, just standing here?” Valen wings flared, and Emelia tried to press a hand to his arm, one he shoved away. Emelia flung back slightly, losing her balance on the wet ground and falling.

      “Mila!” Kai reached for her, and tears slipped from her eyes.

      “Both of you stop!” She wiped the tears away as she stood back to her feet.

      “Valen, I haven’t been sick in ages. You’d know that if you just showed up more. You absorb yourself in work, I haven’t seen you in weeks, you lied to me and now you want to act like this?” She gestured to Valen who didn’t remove his eyes from Kai. “And Kai, I can handle myself. I don’t need your help.”

      She hadn’t meant to snap at him after he’d just been so sweet to her, but anger built up in her chest. Kai’s eyes flared red as they burned into Valen.

      “Valen, just take me home. Please.”
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      Emelia walked into her apartment, Valen following close behind. She fumbled to unlock the door, dripping in water. They were acting like nothing had happened moments ago, like everything was fine, like it was okay that he’d shoved her to the ground, even though it’d been an accident.

      “Come on, I’m freezing.” Valen fake shivered.

      Emelia snorted. “If I’m not cold, you definitely aren’t.” The locks clicked and she pushed the door open with her shoulder. She stepped inside, tossing her soaking wet shoes onto the ground and setting her clutch by the table.

      Valen tossed an arm out in front of her as she watched his motions stiffen. “Turn the light on,” he whispered, barely enough for Emelia to hear. She slowly reached for the switch by the door.

      The light flicked on, and the apartment came into view. The couch was torn, blood and glass soaking the floor, tables and cabinets broken and tossed open. Emelia brought her hand to her mouth, trying to hold in a gasp. The smell of burnt flesh ran through her nose and that familiar metallic smell hit her. Blood, pools of it, coming from somewhere in the apartment.

      “Stay behind me.” Valen’s wings, gray and powerful, sprung from the grooves of his spine. He blocked Emelia, but water was still dripping from his body as he stepped closer to the smell.

      Veins of light slithered their way down his arm, burning hot. Emelia could feel it, being a few steps behind him. The light danced at his fingertips as he slowly dragged his way to the couch, slipping a hand behind the cushions, pulling out a gun. When had he put that there?

      They made their way into the kitchen as the smell grew stronger, making her want to vomit. The body of a dark-skinned Elven girl laid on the floor as she clutched at her throat, gasping for air. Valen quickly aimed his gun, light brightening against his skin.

      “NO!” Emelia shouted, pushing the gun down before running to the girl. Kalee.

      “What happened?” She collapsed to her knees, clutching her hands against the girl’s neck as blood spewed out from every angle. Kalee tried to get words out, but nothing came. Fear streamed through her eyes as one of her bloody hands latched onto Emelia’s forearm.

      “Get my med kit.” The words were demanding and Valen nodded.

      ‘A shifter.’ The words rang through Emelia’s head, and her eyes widened as she looked at Kalee in shock.

      She moved her hands slightly from the wound before applying pressure again. Claw marks. Three claw marks. Talons. Valen came running back and opened the kit, ready to hand her supplies.

      “Valen, give me your hand.” He set his inside of hers, and she dragged it over the wound.

      “Kalee, this is going to hurt.” She grabbed a roll of fabric and pushed it into Kalee’s mouth. Kalee knew what would come next and she closed her eyes, breathing deeply through her nose.

      “Valen, I need you to burn her.” Valen’s eyes widened as he kept firm against the wound. “Just enough to close the wound. I can treat a burn, but I can’t stop this much bleeding. Her magic is weak; she won’t heal quickly enough.”

      Emelia was right. She didn’t know what it was, but she could tell the girl wasn’t entirely Elven. Her magic wasn’t as strong as other Kaffir she’d been around.

      “What if I kill her?” He stuttered as he watched the girl, who was fully weeping now.

      “If you don’t, you’ll kill her.” Emelia’s voice was firm, and she placed her hand on top of his. “Just breathe and think about burning the tissue, like it’s fusing together.”

      Valen took a deep breath, light flooding his palms as Emelia felt the warmth flow through hers. Kalee bit down on the rolled fabric, letting out a scream that would’ve been ear ripping if it wasn’t for the fabric in her mouth.

      “Okay, okay.” Emelia pushed Valen’s hand away and took the fabric from Kalee’s mouth, wiping the blood that flowed from her lips.

      Emelia inspected the wound and wiped away the remaining blood. It was cauterized. Emelia took a deep breath. The bleeding had stopped, and now all she needed was to treat the burn. Kalee breathed easier as a raspy voice came out.

      “I was coming to give you your birthday present. Someone was here, a bird shifter I think. It had feathered wings, but it wasn’t an angel. It seemed-” She coughed violently.

      “It’s okay, let’s just get you fixed up. You can tell me more when you’re feeling better.” Emelia mixed a blend of herbs and ingredients she kept in her med kit to make a thick paste, spreading it across the wound. She bound it up around Kalee’s shoulder and neck tightly.

      Valen lifted the girl and brought her to the couch, on the part that wasn’t ripped to shreds. Emelia filled a glass with water and brought it to Kalee before sitting on the edge of the couch by her feet.

      “I thought it was odd your wards were down and your apartment was unlocked. I was going to set the present by the door, but when I smelled someone inside, I walked in, thinking it was one of you.” She gulped down more water and Emelia rubbed Kalee’s leg comfortingly. “I came in and locked the door behind me, knowing that you like to have it locked and figured you may have forgotten. When I came inside, it was dark and I heard a screech. Before I knew it, I was on the ground, bleeding out.” Tears streamed from Kalee’s eyes and Emelia scooted closer, trying to give some form of comfort. “I’ve never seen that kind of Kaffir, and I could tell it was scared, almost like a lost pet.”

      “Did they wear a mask?” Valen raised an eyebrow in question, earning a glare from Emelia. Kalee shook her head.

      “No, they were in their animal form. I just couldn’t make them out entirely in the dark.” She sipped from her water again. “Thank you for saving me.” She looked between the two of them, their hands still covered in her blood.

      Emelia had blood on her hands frequently, it seemed. It had almost become normal, so normal that she forgot she’d been mending a wound that should have killed Kalee.

      “You never have to thank us for that.” Emelia smiled at Kalee. “I’m going to wash up; you stay here as long as you need. I have to go into Arcadia tomorrow. Whoever this was, they were after me, not you.”
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      Emelia looked under a microscope as she adjusted the slide dusted with ash. The night after Kalee was attacked, she found parts of her wooden floors scorched, covered in a mix of two different Kaffirs’ blood. She jotted some notes down, the ash seeming to sparkle gold under the scope. She picked up the vials of blood she’d collected, hoping to find more insights there.

      Shifter’s blood was so dark, it was nearly black, Kalee’s a bright red. She separated the two samples from each other, watching as the black blood sank to the bottom of the vial as Kalee’s rose to the top. She placed a single drop of the black blood on a slide and swapped the ash slide out. She watched the black blood separate, splitting apart, some of it turning red. She took a few notes and looked again, watching as the black blood started to smoke and evaporate.

      Shocked, she pushed back from her chair. The doors to the keep opened and her dad, Relar, walked in.

      “Sun Drop.” He made his way to her and kissed her forehead. “You’ve been locked in here since sunrise.” Emelia sighed, removing the safety glasses from her face.

      “I know. I’m just trying to figure out who this shifter is. I’ve seen shifter blood separate, but I’ve never seen blood react this way.” She ran her fingers through her ponytail nervously.

      “Let me take a look.” Her father was not well versed in medical things, but he was highly educated in history ,which was convenient for her role as keeper.

      “Huh.” He looked into the microscope and studied the sample.

      “What is it?” Emelia sat up, her heart racing with excitement.

      “The dark blood is burning.” Emelia nodded.

      “I’ve only ever heard of this happening with Phoenix shifters.” Her father looked up from the scope. “But they haven’t been around in more than 5,000 years. They were eradicated soon after Eros was established. They were known for their extreme tempers and had strong attachments to their kin. When Eros passed the segregation laws, they tried to burn, well, everyone.” Her father crossed his arms over his chest, and Emelia held up her finger as she stood from her seat.

      She made her way to the wall of books and up the ladder.

      “F576,” she mumbled, and the ladder moved on its own. She scrolled her finger through the books and records, looking for a book she’d only seen briefly. She grabbed a book and her fingers stung from heat. She shook her fingers off before reaching for the book again. This time, it didn’t burn. She walked down from the ladder and back to the table, where she opened the book and scrolled through the pages.

      “I studied this months ago, just out of curiosity.” The page she turned to showed a bird, wings spread. It had three talons where feet would be, a long feather tail, and wings of orange, red, and yellow. “It says that the shifters prefer their bird shape and choose to stay in it more than their humanoid figure.” She scrolled through the text. “They have more primal instincts. They follow where they feel drawn and react to fear.”

      Her father nodded his head. “When they were eradicated, those who were saved were banished to the Inferno.” Emelia looked at her father with shock on her face.

      “But they’re not demons.” Her voice was low. “They’re practically made of fire, so they couldn’t survive in the Inferno.” Her voice shook, and her father nodded with a knowing look. “Why did it come to my apartment?” She flipped through the pages, faster this time.

      “Here.” Her father pointed at the book, stopping her flipping.

      “They were known as protectors and would warn those of danger or death.” She read the words out loud.

      “What if it wasn’t coming to attack you or Kalee?” Her father raised an eyebrow.

      “What if it came to warn me?”
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      Emelia walked into the meeting hall, her normal battle suit traded for a red paint suit and heels. Her hair was braided down her back with some pieces framing her face. Kai’s eyes shot up as she approached, and she swore she saw them flicker. Valen was dressed in his gray battle suit lined with blue. He smiled at her and she returned it, leaning down to place a gentle kiss on his lips.

      “Can someone tell me why he’s here?” Kai rolled his eyes, gesturing to Valen.

      “Because I’m an archangel.” He sent a winning smile to Kai, who just crossed his arms over his chest, muscles bulging from his black and red battle suit.

      “When you come up with a good reason you hid being brothers, I’ll explain my reasons.” Emelia gave Kai a toothy smile that contrasted beautifully against her dark red lipstick. “We’re going to have a little chat with our friend Eryix today.” Emelia smirked and Lex and Kai high-fived each other in the corner. She gestured for them to stand, and they bowed their heads to her, something she still wasn’t used to.

      They followed Emelia down the hall to the Arcadian dungeons.

      “We need to speak to Eryix,” Emelia said simply to the guard, and he bowed, opening the door for the group to enter. The boys stood to her left while Nathaira and Cacia stood to her right.

      “Good afternoon, Eryix.” Emelia gave him a smile and he spat at her.

      “What the fuck do you want, Fae scum?”

      Emelia clicked her tongue. “What an awful way to greet a princess.” She reserved her title just for times like these. “These are my friends. You know Valen and Cacia.” She gestured to the both of them. “Valen here can make you combust with just a touch of his hand, and Cacia, my sweet sprite, likes to make things burn.” Cacia’s eyes flickered with fire as Valen’s light ran through his veins.

      “Nathaira here is a trained Assassin, who loves some good torture.” Eryix eyes widened as Nathaira crossed her arms with a smirk on her face.

      “Those two.” Emelia pointed to Lex and Kai. “The two of them together could slaughter a whole city.” The boys smirked as Kai sent the prisoner a wink. “You don’t want to know what I can do, I promise.”

      She crouched down to his level, letting her eyes flicker red. She had no idea what she could do, but he didn’t know that.

      “Now, we need you to answer some questions, or we’re going to have a fun afternoon.” She stood up from her spot.

      “Do your worst.” He spat at her feet, blood nearly grazing her white boots.

      She took a step back. “Let’s start with something simple, then. Why are you going after Kaffir?” She twirled a piece of loose hair around her finger, and she could feel Kai stare at her. Eryix stayed quiet.

      “Nothing?” She nodded towards Cacia, sent a trail of fire at Eryix, letting it slowly inch closer to him. He coward back into the cell. The fire grazed his foot and he winced, but said nothing.

      “Cacia, more.” Cacia looked at her friend with shock but upped the blaze. He grasped his foot as the flames licked his heel, and gasped out.

      “We don’t go after all Kaffir.” His words seeped through his gritted teeth. “Only the heirs, down the royalty line.” He smirked, and Valen’s light flickered at his fingers.

      “Why?” Emelia asked smoothly, seductively. “Just a few months ago, you had your head between my legs, licking me up like dessert.” Kai and Valen both seemed to bristle at the thought.

      “That fun ended as soon as your security guards spilled the beans, Your Highness.” Eryix smirked at the words.

      “Not answering my question.” She pointed to Valen, who started to burn brightly, aiming for Eryix’s chest. He groaned in pain and words started filtering through Emelia’s head.

      ‘He wants to bring down the royal lines, to have one ruler over Eros.’

      “Who is he?” She raised a hand to Valen, halting him. Valen stopped his light and Eryix’s eyes widened at Emelia’s huge smile.

      “How did-”

      “Who is he?” Emelia cut him off before he could ask more questions.

      “I won’t tell you a damn thing.” He gritted his teeth in defiance. Emelia just sighed, grasping a key from her waist and unlocking the cell. “Nathaira, would you like to do the honors?”

      Nathaira smirked widely. “With pleasure.” She walked into the cell, watching Eryix recoil back.

      Nathaira’s fist met his face with a crunch, until blood spilled from his mouth and nose and Emelia signaled for her to stop. He was breaking; she could feel it.

      “Who is he?” He didn’t answer, instead spitting blood from his mouth.

      “Nathaira, show him your favorite toy.” Nathaira pulled a dagger from her belt, two jagged blades attached to one handle, a glorified saw.

      “Who is he?” Nathaira pressed the blade under the prisoner’s chin. The panic in the room rose, and he panted as he watched Nathaira and the blade.

      “I don’t know his name,” he whimpered out and Emelia clicked her tongue again.

      “I am definitely going to need more than that.” Nathaira pressed the blade deeper into his skin, starting to draw blood.

      ‘Fuhrer.’ The words rang through Emelia’s mind.

      “Enough.” Nathaira stepped back, shutting the cell behind her. “Thank you for your time. I think I have what I need.”

      Emelia smiled as she walked away. Eryix cursed and screamed as she walked, but Emelia kept her head high. Everyone followed her, and she walked to the meeting hall, taking deep, calming breaths to tamp down her panic.

      “You did good.” A soft hand pressed against her back and tingles shot through her before she looked up at Kai. Her eyes were burning red as she took another breath, and they flickered to gold then back to her normal greenish blue.

      Her stomach started to turn sour. She reached for the potted plant next to the door and swiftly hurled, so much so that she thought her ribs would break. Valen scooped her hair back into his hand and rubbed her back as she went. She lifted her head back, dropping to her knees and sliding down the wall to sit with her knees propped up.

      “I have a lead.”
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      “Fuhrer,” Emelia explained. “It’s what they are calling the leader of this rebellion.” She tapped her fingers against the wooden fence of the training grounds.

      “Rebellion?” Cacia asked.

      “Of a sort. From what I gathered, it doesn’t seem like their numbers are large enough for a full rebellion, but they’re targeting royals. If they can take the royals down one by one, it will earn them numbers.” She swung the sword in her free hand as she thought about the conversation.

      Everyone had moved to the training ring to discuss the events, to use the noise to block the conversation from any unwanted listening ears.

      “How do you know all this?” Cacia raised an eyebrow as she leaned against the fence.

      The clack of her sword dropped to the ground, metal hitting rock ringing through her ears as her transfigured serpents slithered back up her body.

      “Mila, you have to pay attention.” She reached her hands out for her serpents, who she’d named Death and Lilly. It seemed fitting. She shot a look to Kai, boredom written all over her face.

      “My mind is too busy right now to train.” She sighed as the serpents circled their way back to her arm. She walked away from the arena, hoping Kai would take the hint.

      She grabbed her water from her bag and took a sip. Lex and Nathaira chatted on the phone with someone she assumed was Echo outside the sparring grounds. They smiled and laughed, and she wished she could feel that joy again. She sat the bottle down, turning back to Kai.

      Within a heartbeat, her back was thrown against a hard chest, one arm pinned behind her. Cool metal pressed at her throat as Kai hovered a few inches from her ear. She could feel his breath caress the sensitive skin, her body tingling with need.

      “You let your guard down. There aren’t time outs in a battle.” Kai’s voice was deep and made her core tighten in a place she didn’t know was possible. She pushed the blade against her throat, her body sinking into him slightly. His breath caught and his hand wavered its grip on the blade.

      “You have to be scared of death to fear it.” Her eyes glowed gold as she gripped his wrist with her free hand, twisting it, ducking under the blade swiftly and spinning around him.

      His wrist was pinned to his back, and she kicked his knees out from under him in a single, swift move. The serpent twisted into a green and silver dagger in the palm of her hand, now pressed to Kai’s throat from behind.

      “Better,” he grunted in slight discomfort. She pinned his arm higher into the center of his back and leaned down to whisper in his ear.

      “I’ve been practicing.” She released him, pushing him to the ground as she stepped away. Her serpents slithered back, but this time, they moved around her neck like a necklace. “What do you know about the Phoenix?” Mila asked as she wiped dirt from her fingers.

      Kai stood, dusting off the dirt pressed into his battle suit. “I don’t know much, but I’ll answer your questions as long as you continue to focus and train.”

      Emelia rolled her eyes and swiftly grabbed a dagger from the table of weapons on the sparring ground, throwing it at Kai’s head. It skimmed right past his pointed ears and into the wall behind him.

      “Answer.” Emelia had no time for Kai’s petty games; there was too much on the line.

      Kai smirked, reaching up to check his ear, just slightly pricked by the dagger. “You missed.”

      He walked to pull the dagger out of the wall, but Emelia was faster. This time, the dagger slid through his legs, way too close to his male parts, into the wall. “If I wanted to hit you, I would have.”

      Kai looked down and pulled the dagger from the wall before turning back to Emelia.

      The phoenix story isn’t exactly like it’s told. They’re made to sound like vicious creatures, but they’re actually seekers.” Kai threw the knives back at Emelia and she swiftly dodged each one.

      The serpents crawled back from her neck to her hand, creating that same black and gold sword she’d dreamed of. Her eyes flashed red, then gold as Kai’s sword extended from the black serpents wrapped around his wrist, a smirk playing on his lips. They took quick steps towards each other, swords colliding.

      “Keep going,” Emelia grunted through her teeth as she dodged Kai and swung her sword.

      “They knew of death or danger because they could see it, but they only go to those who share a deep connection with them. Their prophecies were law at one point in Crevassa, and when they shared them, they were taken seriously.” Emelia swept under Kai’s sword and behind him, but he quickly turned.

      “They say they’re bonded with the person they share their prophecies with, like they’re one of the same soul.” He dodged her swing and stepped back towards her. She swung her sword up, clanking with his as gold power dazzled through it.

      “Then why were they eradicated, if they were so highly respected in Crevassa?” Emelia questioned before quickly turning behind Kai, kicking his knees out from under him.

      His sword dropped and his serpents tried to slither back to him, but Emelia flipped over with a foot to his chest, the tip of her sword against his neck. A smirk tugged on both their lips as Kai looked up at her. He grasped her ankle and pulled hard, yanking her to the ground, the sword tumbling out of her hand. He quickly grabbed his and straddled his tall, muscular frame over her, the sword to her neck.

      “One of my ancestors didn’t like the power they held over the region, so he made up a story. He said they were planning to rebel against the anti-segregation laws. Partially true, but they hadn’t made any attempts.”

      “They locked them away and killed them for a rumor?” Kai nodded let the sword fall just slightly away from her neck. She lifted her knee up from between his legs and aimed for his dick.
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      Emelia gave instructions to each of her friends, who’d become the group of people she trusted the most, her Camorra.

      “Can’t you just please do what I’m asking? You’re the only one who can get me the nightshade sample without half dying.” Kai rolled his eyes.

      “You are so fucking needy, Princess. I have needs you know. A life.”

      “Getting drunk and whoring with nymphs?” Emelia bared her teeth as Kai’s eyes flickered deep red.

      “Maybe if you hadn’t kneed me in the balls, I’d be more inclined to help you.”

      Emelia stomped towards him, even as he towered over her. “Maybe, if you hadn’t let your guard down, you’d have realized my next move, jackass.” Emelia’s arms crossed as she glared up at Kai.

      “Fine, I’ll get your damned flower,” he grumbled.

      “Thank you, asshole.” Emelia shot him a smile before storming off, heading back to her apartment.

      “Those two really hate each other,” Nathaira muttered under her breath.

      “No, they don’t.” Cacia and Lex spoke in unison as they glanced at each other with a laugh.

      Emelia made it home just a half mark later. She tied her hair into a bun and threw on comfortable clothes. She walked outside to her balcony, setting out a pillow, her flower crown from Kore, and a pomegranate, inhaling deeply as she did. The air was crisp and cool as the sun sank low, saying hello to its dark lover. She closed her eyes and cleared her mind, seeking out the only person she needed right now. The warmth of the sun hit her face like a fresh spring day, the sound of birds chirping in her pointed ears. She inhaled, breathing in the flowered air, and opened her eyes.

      “Good evening, daughter.”

      Evening. It was nearly sunset when she sat down on her balcony, but now, she was in the middle of a field in the middle of the day. She walked to her mother, who sat in the grass, and took a seat across from her. Her mother held her hands out and Emelia placed hers in them.

      “You promised to come see me the other night, and I waited.” Her mother had a disappointed look on her face, one she’d seen one too many times from Siofra.

      “Things happened,” Emelia muttered, a bit of stress in her voice.

      “I’m aware of the phoenix and Kalee.” Her mother spoke softly, as if she was being watched.

      “Are you okay?” Emelia raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Things have been difficult here lately. Hades did not like me visiting the mortal realm. I had to tell him I was checking on the meadows, just so he’d leave me be.” She looked around her, almost for spies. “All is well for now,” her mother sighed. Emelia wasn’t taken aback by her mother’s knowledge of events happening lately. She always seemed to know things before Emelia told her.

      “Kore, is there anything you can tell me about what’s going on? Anything to help me and my friends?” The goddess sighed and shook her head.

      “I wish you would stop calling me that. It feels so impersonal.” Kore sighed and shook her head again. “No, daughter. Unfortunately, there’s nothing I can do to help you. This is something you must face on your own.”

      Emelia turned back to her mother before laying her head into her lap. Her mother ran her fingers through Emelia’s long, white hair. “I thought you may say that.”

      Kore took a deep breath. “I will tell you, child, the Phoenix is not your enemy. She was frightened.”

      “She?”

      The goddess nodded. “She was looking for you. She kept squawking in her chains and nearly broke them multiple times. She’d been in a slumber for thousands of years, but the day I went to her, she seemed broken, lost.” Her mother braided strands of Emelia’s hair. “I looked into her mind, and I saw you and her, together.” The goddess took a deep breath. “I released her, sent her to find you, but she hadn’t been outside the realm in thousands of years. I assumed your friend gave her a scare. That is other reason why Hades has been so distraught as of late.”

      Emelia was suddenly saddened. The phoenix had come for her; she didn’t mean to hurt Kalee.

      “The phoenix will help you and she will be back sooner than you expect.” Kore placed a soft kiss on her child’s forehead.

      “You said you could see into her mind. Does that mean you can read minds as well?”

      The goddess smiled. “At times, I choose not to, but at moments, it can be convenient.” Emelia tilted her head to look up at her.

      “I think I may be able to as well.” The goddess looked at her daughter with a raised eyebrow. “I’ve been hearing thoughts that are not my own, knowing things that were never spoken to me.”

      Persephone nodded. “One of my gifts, it seems.” Emelia moved her head back to a comfortable position.

      “If you need to see into others’ minds, it is similar to our meditations. You find a place in your own mind, a channel, to open to the mind of another.” She described her gift with her hands. “To shut it out, think of the channel being blocked, like a gate closing. Eventually, when you’re strong enough, you can control them.” Emelia shot up and turned to look at her mother’s face.

      “Control them?” She asked with urgency, and her mother nodded.

      “Yes, but I don’t recommend it. Only use it in the direst of circumstances.”

      Emelia looked at her mother, shock on her face, only to see her mother looking past her.

      “Someone is here for you; go to them. I will see you soon.” Emelia turned and saw nothing but a ball of fire. She furrowed her brows in confusion but listened. She nodded and closed her eyes.

      When Emelia opened her eyes, she looked down to see the pomegranate gone. Warmth filled her cheeks, but it was dark outside, too late for the sun. She looked up to see a bird perched on the edge of her balcony. No, not a bird: a Phoenix. Emelia stood and the shifter watched her, cocking its head softly. She made sure not to make any sudden movements, not wanting to scare the creature away.

      “Hello,” Emelia spoke softly and the Phoenix preened. No words came from its mouth, but they played in her head.

      ‘You are not afraid of me?’ Emelia shook her head.

      “No, I’m not.” The bird gave Emelia a bow, wings spread out. It was the size of a small Fae, but fire swirled around her in a tornado of flames, and what once was a Phoenix, was now a girl.

      She was still bowed when she appeared from the fire that flew around her body. She was naked, but her long yellow hair covered her breasts and curved around her body. The girl lifted her head, and her fiery red eyes met Emelia’s blue ones. Emelia took a step towards her apartment, her back hitting the door of the balcony.

      “My name is Estreia.” The phoenix’s voice was ancient, thick with an accent lost long ago, but rich and smooth. Emelia looked the girl up and down once more: it looked like her. She had the same features, minus the Fae attributes. It was like looking in a mirror.

      “I am your seeker.”
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      Emelia looked at the Phoenix with an open jaw. “H-how?” She placed a hand to her mouth, shocked.

      “I am a Phoenix. We look like those we are destined for.” She looked confident in her explanation, her accent strong as she walked in long steps towards Emelia, watching her. “Though you are much smaller than me, and you’re Fae. Other than that, nearly a spitting image.” Emelia was still, so very still, as the Phoenix walked around her.

      “Why?” It was all Emelia could get out.

      “We are the original seekers.” The phoenix ran her fingers through her hair, untangling a knot. “We are meant to guide those who are chosen, help them on their path, fight and die with them if needed.” She looked into Emelia’s eyes. “We are two sides of the same crescent, the sun and the moon, the shadow and the light, a twin flame.” A twin flame. The words rang through her ears.

      “You’re saying we’re soulmates?”

      The phoenix laughed. “Oh no dear. Soulmates are for mates, and I have no desire to bond with you intimately.” She laughed again. “We are from the same soul, split in two, made to find each other, when the time is right.” The phoenix leaned in and pressed her forehead to Emelia’s.

      Images flashed through her mind. A soul, a ball of nothing but light, splitting in two, pain searing through it. The souls reached for each other, almost weeping and screaming for the other half, but remained separated. One couldn’t move and the other drifted, reaching, begging for its twin. Then she saw a child being born, cries ringing through a room, a mother weeping, screaming as the child was ripped from her arms and taken away as she crawled across the bed, begging for her baby.

      Suddenly, the child was older, wielding a sword, her clothes a white tunic and trousers, her yellow hair braided and falling down her back. She spoke to a dark haired boy with ruby red eyes, smiling and laughing. A man shouted and the girl turned, her long golden braid turning with her. The picture shifted and the girl was a woman. Emelia looked at her, as if seeing herself in a completely different world. The woman shifted into a phoenix, soaring in the air, free. She twirled and danced in the skies, the image of pure bliss.

      Then death. War, fighting, chains dragging the free bird to the ground. Darkness, pure darkness. The black was so empty, it was almost hollow. She watched the bird, never shifting back to its humanoid form, chained into a cell in the deepest parts of the Inferno. The bird dropped to the ground and wrapped its wings under its beaked face, resting as the body turned to stone.

      Emelia wept as she returned to reality, the Phoenix dissipating as the girl appeared again. She collapsed to the ground and the girl dropped to her knees, pulling her chin to see her face. “Do not cry for me sister, My battles have led me here to you.” The Phoenix seemed to cry soft tears that dropped to Emelia’s hand and shimmered over her hand. The girl wiped her face. “You are me, as I am you.”

      The Phoenix placed a soft kiss on Emelia’s forehead and burning rushed through her body. Sister. The words rang through her ears like a song. A twin: the same, but different. The same soul, born from different beings, both powerful and strong.

      “Come. We have much to talk about and I need clothes.” Estreia stood, reaching for Emelia’s hand.

      Emelia gathered some clothes for Estreia to change into and showed her how to work a shower. She was so shocked at the running water that she turned it to the highest setting, almost scalding.

      “These clothes are so immodest.” She tugged at the tank top and sleep shorts Emelia gave her.

      “These are clothes for at home. We have others, but nothing like you wore before.” Emelia sat at the dining table, a cup of tea in her hands and another across from her for Estreia. Estreia sat down and pointed to the tea.

      “Is this for me?” she asked, and Emelia nodded. The Phoenix grabbed the cup and took a sip.

      “Why did you turn to stone in the end?” Emelia asked as she looked at her tea, tapping her fingers around the porcelain of the mug.

      “In hibernation, I knew I wasn’t going to leave the Inferno any time soon, and I wanted to make sure I was protected, hence the stone.” Estreia swirled her tea. “I’ve only woken up twice: the day of your birth, and now.” Emelia looked up at the Phoenix, whose hair seemed to sizzle with embers.

      “Why are you here? Why now?” Emelia sipped her tea, eyeing Estreia, who adjusted in her seat.

      “All I know is that since I am here, you need me, need my fortunes, my power.” Emelia raised an eyebrow. “When the time is right, you and I will merge into one, combining our powers.” Emelia practically choked on her drink.

      “What?” Estreia took a sip of the bitter tea before grabbing the sugar and dropping two cubes into her cup.

      “It’s part of our souls: we must reconnect so that when we die, our souls can split again, to find each other in the next life,” Estreia said like it was nothing. Emelia stirred her spoon in her tea.

      “What about our after life?” Estreia sipped her tea and set the cup back down to the table.

      “That is our curse.” She wiped a few tears leaking down her cheeks. “We will continue to die and be reborn until our time is up, when, together, we will rest in the Isle.” Paradisa, the isle of peace for souls. “My soul never forgets the times we met, but yours does. It is the curse of the Phoenix. This is our tenth meeting; it is how I know what you will ask and how you may react.” She sighed. Emelia didn’t realize the pain she held in her heart until tears dripped from her face and grazed her arm.

      Estreia continued her story. “It has been more than 5,000 years since our souls have met. Missing you is the worst pain I can ever endure. My soul has found yours through planets, stars, and universes. This is the longest we have been apart.”

      The Phoenix reached for Emelia’s arm. Pain seared through her, and the markings of a tattoo trailed its way through the skin of her palm, to her fingers, stretching up her arms and across her shoulder.

      “A gift. It tells our story. The tattoo has grown each time I have met your soul. This is the largest I have witnessed.” Emelia took in the tattoo as she watched the design of stars, vines, and fire trail up her arm, telling the story of souls long forgotten. “You will start to feel your power grow now that we have met.” Estreia released her hand and sipped her tea. “When the time is right, and your power is at its peak, we will merge, and I will live within you until your last breath.”

      Emelia swallowed. “But doesn’t that hurt you?” Estreia shook her head.

      “Once upon a time, it did, but when I watched the soul of my sister start to die in front of my eyes, I knew the only way to save her was with me, so we could meet again and again until we met our peace.” Emelia wiped tears that she hadn’t felt falling on her cheeks. “We must discuss the current situation.”

      Estreia grabbed Emelia’s palms, placing them on the table, hers on top. “Take a deep breath. This may hurt a little.”

      Without warning, Emelia felt daggers pierce her mind. Pain seared through her, almost unbearable. She cried out; she tried to bite her lip to hold back a scream, but it was no use. Images of fire flew through her mind and nipped at every part of her consciousness.

      “Please,” she begged, but it didn’t stop. She bit down on her lip, tasting the blood that spilled from her now-extended fangs.

      Suddenly, the pain stopped. She gasped, forcing in a deep breath as her eyes flew open to stare forward. “What in the name of the gods was that?” she panted, their hands still connected. Estreia stared at her, fear written all over her face.

      “War.” Suddenly, her eyes went glassy and fogged.

      “Two brothers, one of light and another of darkness. One is destined for you, your protector and guide. The other, death.” Her words rumbled through Emelia’s body like daggers. Her voice was smooth, like a siren’s song.

      “One is truthful, guided by love and light. The other plays with hate and vengeance. One will die at the hand of the other.” Estreia’s eyes glazed over, like she wasn’t there, even though Emelia saw her, felt her.

      You will defeat those who come to harm you, but your death will end the first battle of the war.” Estreia’ words stopped and her head drooped into her chest. With a deep gasp, she looked back up, gripping her head in pain.

      “I-I…” Emelia couldn’t create words.

      “You must prepare yourself.” Estreia stood from her seat. “Rest tonight. Tomorrow, we train.” Estreia made her way to the torn couch to find a spot to rest. Emelia didn’t move, panicked, confused. She stood slowly from her chair, making her way to the bedroom, not even attempting to change out of her clothes. She stretched her arm out and caught a glimpse of the tattoo. That did it.

      She cried. She sobbed, until sleep pulled her down into a never ending darkness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Darkness flooded her. She couldn’t see anything, only never-ending night. She lifted her hand, which suddenly glowed with a ball of golden light. Where was she? Blood, so much blood. It surrounded her, thick and metallic. She looked to her other hand, drenched in red, sticky fluid. Her hands shook as something creaked around her, and she turned her head towards the sound, lifting the light higher. It was a door, a cell. She stepped through the metal bars, looking around for whoever opened it.

      “Godkiiin.” A slithering, serpentine voice sent shivers down her spine. “Come, child. We will not hurt you.”

      Emelia walked towards the voices, entranced by the smooth, whispering voices. She made sure her steps were quiet, and she dimmed the ball in her hand just slightly to hide herself in the shadows. She grazed her free hand against the stones of the wall, trying to keep her bearings. The stones felt strange, like holes were carved in them at points. She moved her glowing hand towards the wall, and fear coursed through her. Skulls. She was touching skulls. She stammered back in shock.

      “Don’t be afraid, godkin.” Those voices again. “You are safe here. No one can touch you.” Emelia took a deep, calming breath, and continued to the end of the corridor.

      Three women sat on carved white thrones in a locked cell at the end of the hall, one beautiful, dressed in oddly body-bearing finery, the others old, hunched over in their seats. A fountain of ivory, of bone, sat in front of them, pouring over with a fire-blue liquid that flowed around their cell. As she walked closer, she realized their faces were slightly sunken in around their eyes and cheek bones, fingertips covered in black. One Emelia assumed to be their leader stretched a hand through the bars of the cell.

      “Emelia, how lovely to meet you.” Her voice was smooth and powerful, but haunting at the same time, like she wasn’t fully there.

      Emelia didn’t take the hand. Instead, “How do you know my name? Where am I?”

      The woman smiled a menacing smile that made Emelia’s back stiffen. “We know all, Princess of Arcadia.” Emelia didn’t say anything in return, too stunned to speak.

      “We are the Fates, girl.” The woman practically rolled her eyes in annoyance at having to spell it out.

      “We know when and how everything in this universe will occur.” One of the crones spoke with almost a child-like voice as she stayed partially hidden behind their leader. “Would you like to know your fate?” At her words, all three held out their hands to her.

      She couldn’t help but be entranced. Emelia held her bloodied hand out as she walked closer, letting the pull she felt sweep her forward. Step, Step.

      “NO!” A scream snapped her attention back to her body. Estreia bounded up to her, pushing her hand away before the Fates could grasp it.

      “Ah, Estreia. How lovely to see your humanoid form again.” The leader sneered at Estreia. “No more tantrums, locked away in your cell?” She was taunting her. Estreia crossed her arms over her chest, which heaved as she caught her breath.

      “Clotho, you’ve been trying to weave yourself into my mind for thousands of years. Don’t you think it’s time to stop?” Estreia blew out a breath, fire flickering from her lips. The three Fates  hissed, stepping back, but Estreia smirked. “Stay out of her head and her dreams, or I’ll make sure Persephone hears you’re messing with mortals.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” one of the older Fates hissed. Estreia took a step towards them as they took one back.

      “Try me.” The three women murmured to themselves as Estreia turned back to Emelia.

      “Don’t worry, godkin.” The Fate’s voice became serpentine again. “You will be back soon, Shadow of Death.”

      Estreia snapped her eyes back to Emelia. “You need to wake up now.”
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      “Shh it’s okay, it was just a dream.” Estreia was next to her, petting her hair, comforting her as she woke. “I heard you whimpering.” Emelia looked at her and she couldn’t help but bury her head into Estreia’s chest. Comfort swam through her as Estreia’s fingers played with her hair.

      “That wasn’t just a dream,” Emelia whispered quietly as she fisted Estreia’ shirt in her hand.

      “I know.” Estreia swallowed so deeply, Emelia could hear it in her chest. “We need to practice guarding your mind. It was too easy for the fates to get in.”

      “What did they want?” Emelia’s voice was shaky as she held on tight to Estreia, not wanting to leave the bubble of comfort.

      “I’m not sure.” Estreia bit her lips. “The Fates take souls as they see fit. They entrance them then use their essence to stay youthful. By the look of the other two, I’m assuming it’s been a while since they last…ate.”

      “What will we tell people about who you are?” Emelia asked quietly, and Estreia chuckled, the sound rumbling through Emelia’s ears.

      “They won’t know I’m there. I can make myself undetectable to those around me with a glamour, as you can with your tattoo.” Emelia looked at her arm, tattooed from shoulder to palms.

      “Kalee saw you that night,” Emelia whispered, needing to get it out. That earned a sigh from Estreia.

      “An accident. I was expecting you, but she screamed, and I was terrified. Five thousand years in darkness can do that.” Emelia wrapped her arms tighter around Estreia.

      “I’m sorry about your friend.” Emelia could tell she was being honest, guilt almost seeping from her pores.

      “She’s okay, she’s safe.” Emelia attempted to comfort Estreia without saying too much. She’d never known a connection like this; it was unlike anything she’d ever felt before. It was kind, gentle, but protective and powerful. This being, this person, was like looking in the mirror. The other half of her soul. It was almost like home.

      “Mila!” A deep voice rang through the apartment, followed by the clap of the door. Estreia jumped.

      “It’s okay, it’s just Kai.” Emelia patted her hand reassuringly and stood up to make her way to the kitchen.

      “Is something burning?” Kai called. Emelia made it into the kitchen just as he turned the corner.

      “I burnt some toast,” she said quietly, the lie rolling smoothly off her tongue as she made her way to the coffee pot to make herself a fresh cup.

      Kai didn’t question her, instead sighing as he spoke. “Mila, I need to talk to you. I know I said I didn’t want to talk about it, but I do now. We need to talk abou-” Emelia quickly turned to him, and he stopped mid-sentence, waiting for her to beckon him on. His face filled with worry and guilt as she rolled her eyes over him.

      She finally sighed. She couldn’t avoid this. “We don’t need to talk about it, Kai. You were trying to calm me down, that’s all.” Kai’s eyes went wide.

      “I was talking about not telling you about Valen.” Emelia’s face went red with a blush, her eyes widening in embarrassment.

      “Oh. Well, go ahead then.” Emelia turned and watched as the coffee brewed, pretending like there wasn’t a replica of her sitting on the counter, eyeing the two of them, staring very deeply at Kai.

      “Look, I found out Valen was my brother at the Ceremony. I didn’t even know I had a brother. I’m hundreds of years older than him, and I didn’t know.” Kai ran a hand through his hair, something Emelia figured was a nervous tick.

      “You just found out? The ceremony was less than a year ago.” Emelia poured her coffee and another one for Kai.

      She handed him the coffee, and he gave a head nod in thanks. “Apparently, the Queen of Celestia wanted him to know where he came from, who his father was.” Kai sipped his drink, like he wasn’t just dropping bombs. “He never made an effort or anything after that day. I tried to reach out, but he said he’d known his whole life, that he didn’t want to be part of our family, and he just wanted to know who we were.”

      Emelia leaned against the counter, forearms against the cool marble as she held her warm drink in her hand. Kai sighed, leaning on the counter next to her.

      “I’ve been angry, knowing I had a brother who knew me, but I’d never even heard of him. It was made worse by the fact that my father cheated on my mother, his mate.”

      Emelia almost choked on her coffee at the word mate. “Your mother is your father’s mate?”

      Kai nodded. “I’m not sure of the story, except that my father spends every day trying to make up for his infidelity.” He face contorted with sadness. “I hadn’t spoken to Valen until the day he came here with the bullet in his stomach, and the way you ran to him…it broke something in me.” He took another sip, leaving her waiting on edge. “I didn’t want to hurt you, but I was barely processing it myself.”

      Emelia nodded her head. “I can understand that all too well.” Emelia cracked a smile and Kai seemed to sit up straighter, relaxing into the conversation.

      “I would never do anything to hurt you, Mila.” The words were kind and soft, nothing compared to Kai’s rough exterior.

      “It’s okay.” That was all she said, all she could offer him. Slowly, she set her coffee down, looking up at him, locking eyes with his. She breathed in for a second before wrapping her arms around him into a hug.

      “Valen still hasn’t talked to me about it, and I wasn’t going to push, but I’m glad you did.”

      He hesitated for a moment before returning the hug. As she held him, Estreia’s words filled her mind. “Two brothers, born of the same father, one of light and another of darkness. One is destined for you, your protector and guide. The other, death.”

      She hadn’t known if the prophecy meant Valen and Kai, but now, she started to believe it did. If one of them was to die, even if they betrayed her, she would collapse. She cared about both of them, much more than she’d ever planned.
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      The meeting hall was its normal scene the next day: Emelia at the head of the table, everyone else surrounding her, scowling or smiling, depending on who they faced.

      “Do we have any leads?” Emelia tapped her fingers on the table as she looked between Kai and Valen. She had a lead, but she couldn’t say that outright. She watched as Nathaira and Cacia glanced at each other before standing.

      Nathaira went first. “We’ve been busy. I studied all possibilities and Cacia has been listening in around town.” Nathaira slid a folder to Emelia, which she immediately peeled open. “The leader has to be someone of high status. I looked into money spent by each of the territories, and some seemed to stand out more than others.” Nathaira pushed a button and the reports appeared in on a screen in front of them.

      “Arcadia’s expenses show no change, and with the treaty with Athenia and Crevassa, it’s not unusual to see money flow between those territories. Athenia, though, has a separate research facility for advances with the human technology.” Nathaira pulled up the accounts for the ATR, Athenia Technical Research. “The facility is run by Gregory Martin, and apparently, he’s been receiving large amounts of money from multiple different accounts in recent months.”

      Emelia flipped through the file in her hand. “It’s coming from Cloud Bank in Celestia.”

      Nathaira nodded in agreement.  “But when you look at the accounts in Celestia, it’s not coming from government accounts. This is separate. This doesn’t mean it’s Celestia, but someone’s using Celestian banks to make deposits.”

      Cacia cleared her throat to chime in. “From what I’ve discovered, there’s talk of rebellion. There are different theories floating around, but we do know they’re using code names. They are talking about ending the segregation laws and bringing the Frost to Eros.”

      Emelia bit on her lip as she tapped her fingernails on the table in thought. “Why bring the Frost here? The weather never cools enough for the Frost to survive.” Emelia looked around the table to Kai, who ran his fingers through his hair.

      “Crevassa does.” The words were fiery, like he was trying to contain his anger at the thought. “That’s why the Frost king helps keep the gates to the shadow realm frozen over. Parts of Crevassa get cold enough to freeze.” His eyes flicked red for a moment. “If the Frost king is coming here, if that’s the plan for this rebellion, they are coming to take Crevassa.”

      Emelia’s bones chilled. Crevassa, the land her goddess mother ruled over. What would happen if they fell to a god who didn’t praise them, if Arcadia was all that was left to worship her?

      “Well then, we can’t let that happen.” Emelia watched as Kai’s jaw tightened, and his hands turned into fists, trying to hold onto the surge of anger bubbling up inside him, his eyes tinged red.

      Emelia tapped her chin in thought. “They’ve planned this, constructed a spider web of allies.” She leaned against the table, sipping from the glass of wine in front of her. Her eyes glowed gold as she drank.

      “We know they’ve been coming for the heirs and other royals.” Emelia tapped the rim of her glass, pausing when a thought sparks in her mind. “They attacked my mom, Mira, and Valen. Nathaira, though the guild has collapsed, you’re the heir and if someone from the guild is on their side, they may have a reason to want you taken out.” Everyone turned to Nathaira, who gave a half smile.

      “But they haven’t come for Kai or me.” Emelia thought about the prophecy from Estreia. Why wouldn’t someone attack Kai if they craved power? If you hold Crevassa, you hold the Inferno.

      “Maybe they aren’t aware of your station yet. You had your naming, but you haven’t had a coronation as Arcadia’s heir. Technically, Mom still holds the title.” Lex looked to his sister, who sipped from the glass of red wine again.

      That set Emelia’s mind into overdrive. “Nathaira, I need you to look into any mercenaries who may have a reason to want you dead. Look for any motive, any trace of how they’re getting assassin bullets. Cacia, keep your ear to the ground. Get me anything and everything you can.” Cacia nodded with a proud smirk on her lips.

      “Kai, did you bring my sample?” Kai nodded, pulling a box from practically thin air and passing it to Emelia.

      “I need DNA samples from everyone. Come by the Keep in three marks. Other than that, we’re finished here.” Emelia stood, box in hand. “Valen, can I have a moment?” Valen stood to follow.

      A pain in her stomach made her grip at her belly and reach for the table. Valen shot to his feet to stabilize her, but she pushed out a hand. “I’m fine.”

      She straightened her shoulders and cleared her throat. “Let me know when we have more. Someone please reach out to Echo about the progress on Mira’s progress.” She walked out of the hall with her head high until the doors closed, and her weight made her fall to her knees.

      She reached for the nearest potted plant and immediately puked into it. Valen’s soft hands grazed her neck as he pulled back her long locks and rubbed her back. She wiped her mouth with her sleeve as she finished..

      “I’m so sorry, all of this makes me so nervous that I get literally sick.” Valen laughed slightly, a deep chuckle that made her spine tingle.

      “No need to apologize. I hate it too.” He made a cringing face and Emelia smiled softly.

      “Come on, let’s get to the keep.”
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      “Why do I have to do this? We already know how the poison affected me.” Valen’s sleeve was rolled up as Emelia pressed a needle into his vein, fetching a blood sample, just enough to see if her hunch was correct.

      “I want to know if an antidote can be specific to each person, if there’s a difference in how the poison affects us individually.” She pulled the needle out and wiped the area before Valen shoved his sleeve down.

      “My little scientist.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek. “How did my dumbass ever get so lucky?”

      “I really don’t know. I ask myself that every day.” Emelia gave a fake sigh as a teasing smile played at her lips.

      “Are you ready for the solstice?” Valen asked, and Emelia stiffened.  “Ah you forgot.” Valen shook his head and Emelia sent him an innocent smile.

      “I have everything I need. I’ve just been so caught up in this mess, I hadn’t realized it was so soon.” It was true; if she wasn’t doing research, she was in meetings, training, or doing other princess duties.

      Valen shook his head. “I understand. Just don’t work too hard.”  He stood and kissed the top of her head, starting to make his way to the door. Emelia reached out and grabbed his hand, looking up at him with her safety goggles pressed firmly to the top of her head.

      “Pick me up at six?” He smiled and gave her a nod.

      Emelia went back to her work once he left, labeling each sample from her Camorra. The nightshade seeped fluid, silver and complex. She divided the liquid into multiple vials, making sure not to contaminate anything or inadvertently poison herself. She looked around the keep, even though she knew she was the only one there, and opened a hidden compartment under her desk.

      Smoke and cold flowed under the desk from the ice box compartment that held her golden blood in singular vials. She grabbed a vial and extracted a single drop of her blood, quickly replacing the vial and shutting the drawer. Holding her breath, she dropped the blood onto the poison nightshade. It did nothing. If anything, her blood evaporated the nightshade into nothing. She sighed, leaning back into her chair. She hoped that, eventually, she could make an antidote out of her blood.
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      Estreia had been gone for a few days. She’d flown off in her Phoenix form to see the land she used to call home. Emelia found herself walking down the street to her favorite studio.

      “Mila, darling, it’s been too long!” Mrs. Featherson greeted her at the counter of the studio.

      “I know. Life’s been a bit chaotic lately.” Emelia gave a sad smile as she shuffled her canvas bag slung over her shoulder. Mrs. Featherson walked to give Emelia a hug.

      “Well,, there’s no better time to paint than when your life is up in flames.” Emelia just chuckled at her and smiled.

      “Thank you. I won’t be long, I promise.” Mrs. Featherson waved her hand towards her and Emelia made her way into the studio.

      The sun was nearly risen. Emelia was probably the only person crazy enough to be at the studio this early. She sighed as she made her way to her spot; she missed her free time. She laid her canvas bag down and selected a blank canvas. She stretched out her arms, analyzing the size and running her hand down the front. The smooth feel of the canvas made her smile.

      She let the brush flow as she let her mind stream onto the canvas. Blues, reds, yellows, purples. She hadn’t realized how long she’d been painting until the sun heated the room as it glared through the windows of the studio.

      “You’ve been here for about two marks,” a deep voice spoke, and she peaked around her canvas to see someone she hadn’t seen in much too long.

      “Angel.” Emelia smiled, soft and gentle. He made his way to her with a smile.

      “Good morning, Princess.” He gave a gentle bow and Emelia waved him off with a brush of her hand.

      “Please, for the love of the goddess, don’t do that.” Angel laughed at her as he took in her painting.

      “It’s you.” She looked up curiously, not realizing she’d painted a white-haired, Fae girl holding a bundle of nightshade in her arms. Dark, swirling shadows surrounded her, but the girl seemed to glow as a Phoenix lay at her feet.

      “Huh, I guess it is me.” She angled her head slightly, taking in the painting.

      “What do you call it?” Angel asked. Emelia thought for a moment, moving the paint tray and brushes before wiping her hands across her stained painter pants.

      “Shadow of Death.” She said the words softly. She remembered them from her encounter with the fates; the title seemed fitting.

      “Morbid,” Angel spoke with a husky chuckle.

      “Depending on how you look at it, I find death not the end, but at the beginning of something new,” she explained, and Angel stared at the painting again.

      “Are you scared of death?” he asked, and she looked at him with a curious stare.

      “You have to fear the after to be scared of death.”
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      Emelia sat in her office, piecing together all the documentation Nathaira provided, digging through every fine detail. She already hated being back here; she wished she could have spent the entire day at the studio, painting her worries away.

      She skimmed over the documents again and again, but a name kept showing up over and over as she dug through. Celia. As in, Queen Celia. Emelia tapped her pen on the table. Why would the Queen be sending all this money if it wasn’t for something vindictive? Emelia couldn’t out right accuse her without more concrete evidence.

      Emelia clutched her stomach as worry filled her. Accusations like this could end her. The ticking of the clock rang through her ears, and she stared at it for a moment. She’d be seeing the Queen tonight, and she wasn’t looking forward to it.

      Winter Solstice was one of the many holidays celebrated in Eros. A ball was held each year for nobility, and as a princess, she was required to attend. Emelia sighed and closed her folders, locking them in a secured vault before leaving the records room and locking the doors behind her.

      “Emelia.” A soft voice came from behind her, and she turned to see Kalee.

      “Kalee! Oh goodness, you look so much better.” She noticed the scar across Kalee’s neck and shoulder and a pang of guilt hit her chest.

      “I wanted to say thank you. I didn’t get a chance to properly thank you for saving my life.” Emelia shook her head and engulfed the Elf in a hug.

      “You have nothing to thank me for.” She squeezed Kalee’s arm before releasing her. “I’m just glad you are okay.”

      “May the gods bless you and your family with great abundance.” Kalee gave Emelia a smile.

      “And shall they bestow great gifts upon you and those you love.”

      It was a typical gesture for the solstice days, but between the two of them, it felt true and real, not just a gesture of good faith.
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      Emelia tugged at her dress as walked into the Conclave for the winter solstice ball. She’d slipped on a dark blue, floor length dress that twinkled under the night sky. It hugged at her chest and waist but flowed down in a mix of silk and tulle. Her sleeves flowed to her wrists, bundling with silver jewels. The deep vee of the dress showed her cleavage and the dagger tattoo on her chest.

      “You look beautiful,” Valen whispered to her as she placed her hand into his.

      ‘Beautiful isn’t enough to describe her.’

      The words whispered through her mind, and she knew it was Kai. Her face lit up with a blush, and she took a deep breath, saying thank you, but didn’t direct it at either of them. She remembered her mother’s words, and focused her mind on blocking out the thoughts that threatened to burst in.

      Emelia adjusted the crown atop her head above her pinned curls and braids. She took a deep breath as Valen opened the Conclave door, looking dashing in an all all-white tux with a black tie. She adjusted her dark blue mask that sparkled to match her dress and reached for his hand again. Her dress slid behind her in an ocean of night as she stood and walked inside. Kai sat in the lobby as Lex arrived, Cacia and Nathaira in tow. His dark blue suit seemed to perfectly match Emelia’s dress, as if he should have been the one to escort her instead of his brother.

      She quickly turned away as Valen tugged on her, and she looked up at him with a smile only she knew was fake. Crowds of royalty and nobility piled into the Conclave, distracting her from the Kai-Valen issue.

      “You ready?” Valen looked down to Emelia, her eyes met his, and for a moment, just a moment, she felt like they were the only ones in the entire world. She pressed her hand to her stomach, nausea filling her body as she watched the flow of people.

      “Ready,” she muttered as they walked up the stairs.

      Music danced in the air as it competed with the chatter of the crowd. Fake snow flurried from the ceiling, clearly made by the Frost king as a gift for the winter solstice. Emelia stretched a hand out to catch small flurries as sparkles landed on her shoulders.

      “I’ve never seen snow before.” Emelia’s voice was a light whisper and Valen smiled down at her.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? My mother and I visited the Frost king once when I was a child. There was more snow than I’d ever seen.” Emelia’s eyes sparkled as Valen swept her away to the dance floor.

      A traditional partnered dance started to play, and Cacia was led to the dance floor by Kai. She wore a bright smile as Nathaira unwillingly took Lex’s hand. They bowed to each other as the music started. Valen hand grazed Emelia’s as they danced slowly in a circle, side by side. The beat switched, and they changed direction as they waltzed. Emelia swung out and back into Valen’s arms as he lifted her softly in a half circle, then set her back on the ground. They bowed to each other as they turned to their next partners.

      Her body met Kai’s, and she looked up into the red eyes that seemed to bloom with passion under his dark blue mask.

      “You look breathtaking.” His voice was soft as he leaned in to whisper in her ear, sending goosebumps down her body as his breath hit her skin.

      “I know.” She held her chin high as their dance began. His hand snaked around her waist and pulled her close.

      Sparks shot through her where they connected, even through the fabric of her dress. For the first time when she looked into his eyes, she saw no tough exterior, no male dominance. Just him. It was like he saw into the depths of her soul. They swayed to the music, and he spun her in circles before swinging her back into his arms. The music seemed to fade away as their eyes never left each other, their bodies moving in sync. She let herself fall back into the strength of his arms as he dipped her, an arm draping towards the cool floor. Starlight seemed to shine down on them, as if sparkling just for them.

      He lifted her up, and it was like the world slowed. His grip on her was tight as their faces met and the world went dark around them for just a moment. She’d never seen Kai like this. Even when they first danced at the naming ceremony, it was different. That dance was kind and friendly, gentle and sweet. This dance, she could see the passion flickering in his eyes, how he molded himself to her body. For a moment, she could see all of him, every freckle, scar, tattoo. Every soft smile, deep laugh, soft touch. Every insult, annoyance, teasing moment. She saw it all.

      He released her and she could have sworn she swallowed a whimper from the emptiness of his touch. He gave a deep bow, and she hesitated for a second before curtseying in return. His eyes met hers once more, but she turned again and found her brother smirking in his black mask. She wanted to flick it off his face.
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      Emelia sat with her family and friends as she watched her mother smile brightly to her and both of her fathers scowl at Valen. Adonis wore a crown that matched Emelia’s silver tiara. Her mother wore a subtle simpler crown, but still enough to show her status.

      Valen adjusted his wings as they sat and chatted. A tap on a microphone drew everyone’s attention to the front. Queen Celia stood on stage with a pearly white smile.

      “Good evening, everyone. I’m so glad you could all make it to celebrate the winter solstice.” Her excitement was genuine, her smile practically lighting up the room.

      “I know it’s been a hard time for many of us lately.” She looked over at Queen Alora, who gripped onto Echo like a lifeline. The Queen huffed, Echo wincing as Alora squeezed her hand tightly.

      “We need something to look forward to, something to bring joy and excitement to Eros and our families. Valen.” Queen Celia gestured, and Valen stood from his seat, adjusting his tux.

      “Mila.” He extended his hand, and she set hers delicately in his.

      “What are you doing?” she whispered, and he threw her an award-winning smile. Her dress trailed behind her as he walked her to the dance floor.

      Her hands were in his, warm and bright as they glowed from his power. Snow fell around them, and Emelia looked to the ceiling as it turned to night, stars twinkling. She’d always loved the night sky. She looked back to where Valen stood and found him on one knee.

      “Emelia, you’ve been my best friend since childhood. I’ve made some mistakes, ones that I’m willing to admit to in front of a crowd like this.” Emelia giggled as tears began to prick at her eyes.

      “You saved me from dying, gave me the chance prove my love for you, and today, I’m sitting here on my knees, asking if you’ll let me keep proving my love to you for the rest of my life.” Emelia sniffed, wiping tears away and her eyes flickered up to the Queen, smiling brightly on the stage, and then to a man in a blue suit.

      His mask was off, and any sign of anger was gone, replaced only with sadness. Emelia could swear she saw tears in his eyes. She watched him for a moment, their eyes connecting. Is this what she wanted? Was this the right path? Kai’s focus fell to his feet, and it snapped her gaze back to Valen, who now had a ring box in hand.

      The ring was silver, with a huge round diamond. Emelia would have cringed at the extravagance of it if she wasn’t surrounded by a crowd of people.

      “Emelia Leeok-Sunborn, will you do the honor of being my wife?” She felt her throat tighten.

      No, this wasn’t right. She looked at the crowd; they looked like they could swallow her. She looked to the Queen then back to Kai, as if silently begging them to save her. She looked down at Valen, knots bundled in her stomach.

      She knew he wasn’t her mate, but it was unlikely she’d ever find hers. Very few people on Eros did. Valen was kind and sweet, her best friend for most of her life. She placed a soft hand on her stomach. This union could mean great things for their regions, the two of them ruling over Arcadia and Celestia together.

      “Yes.” The words floated from her mouth before she could stop them, and a smile spread on Valen’s lips as he slid the massive stone onto her hand.

      She pretended to admire it as Valen swept her into his arms with a passionate kiss. Their masks clicked together like light and darkness, but she was the darkness, nothing in comparison to the archangel whose arms swallowed her. Applause rang through the hall, and Valen sat Emelia down as he waved to the crowd with joy. Emelia faked a laugh and shook her head as they made their way back to their seats.

      “What a joyous occasion!” The queen clapped again, and Emelia couldn’t take her eyes off her hand. Gods, she thought Valen would know her better than this. It was possessive, controlling. She put her hand down and sighed softly as Valen pressed a kiss to her forehead. She leaned into the warm kiss. They loved each other. Everything would be fine. She looked for Kai, but he was gone.

      “I’m going to go to the ladies room,” Emelia spoke quietly to the table as the music began back in full swing.

      She stood from her table with a gentle head bow. When she was out of view, she silently wept to herself in the darkness of the corridor. She tried to remind herself that she loved Valen, even if this wasn’t the right time. She knew she had to make this sacrifice, for the safety of Arcadia, for Eros.

      She wept harder. Is this what it meant to be a princess? She turned to look down the hallway, where the light glowed from the party and laughs filled the room. Yes. She’d do this to hold Eros up in the face of coming destruction. She pulled herself together, wiping the tears from her face.

      A door opened and a hand grabbed her arm. Suddenly, she plunged into darkness before a door slammed, her arms above her head. A smell filled her nose like a drug. Fresh rain and honey.

      “Why.” It wasn’t a question, but a command, a growl that rumbled through her chest.

      She placed her hands on Kai’s firm chest, fumbling in the darkness. She ran her hands against him, and another growl sounded, filled with desire. She trailed her hands up his neck, his jaw, his cheeks. His cheeks were wet; had he been crying?

      “Kai. ‘‘ Her voice was soft as she continued to weep. “You know why.” She took his hand in hers.

      The tension in his body softened. “He doesn’t deserve you.” His voice was filled with want, with need. “I hate watching him touch you, love you. He doesn’t deserve that. You deserve a love that will last an eternity.” He seemed to weep more, and Emelia wiped his tears from his cheeks.

      She didn’t know what came over her, but she engulfed him in a hug, wrapping her arms around him.

      “I’ll be okay.” She’d never had a friend care like this, like he did when it was just the two of them. Cacia cared to a point, but lately, it seemed she was too busy to be there for her. She looked up to where the darkness covered his face. “Thank you for being concerned for me, but this is for my people, for Eros. This is my duty.”

      Kai seemed to growl even deeper as he pulled away. “You drive me insane.” She could feel the distance grow as he walked deeper into the dark room. “You don’t have to always do things for everyone else. Do something for you.”

      She sighed and twirled her fingers around each other. “This is the right choice, Kai.” She lifted her head high. “You, out of everyone, should understand.”

      He scoffed in the darkness as she leaned back against the door.

      “Heavy is the head that wears the crown, right?” With those words, he disappeared into shadows, leaving her standing in the dark.
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      Emelia rose up from her bed, where a naked Valen lay sleeping next to her. She pressed a small kiss to his back. They’d made love for hours the night before, and Emelia enjoyed it, for the most part, but her thoughts kept wandering. She stepped from the bed and slipped into Valen’s large t-shirt from the floor, where she’d thrown it last night. She tiptoed out of the room and quickly made herself a cup of coffee before watching the sun rise from her balcony.

      She relaxed into a chair, setting her coffee down and opening her book, tracing her finger across the page. It was more porn than book, but she loved it.

      “I don’t know how you read that stuff.” Kai appeared in the door of the balcony, sweaty and shirtless.

      She quickly shifted to hold her place with her finger, turning it to look at the cover. ‘To Tame the Dark Prince.’ The title was scrawled across the cover in gold, winged male holding a beautiful blonde in his arms.

      “I’m known to dabble in a romance or two.” Emelia shrugged, earning a snicker from Kai. “How many times do I have to tell you to wear a shirt in my house?” Kai just smiled, pushing his way off the door and into the chair next to her.

      “Maybe a few more times.” Emelia just shook her head with a laugh.

      “Couldn’t sleep?” he asked after a few moments of silence, watching the rising dawn.

      “I don’t get much of it these days.” She marked her book before setting it on the table beside her. “Are you sure you’re not gay? You seem to spend a lot of time with my brother, all shirtless and sweaty.” She waved a hand at his chest, and Kai smiled. A genuine smile.

      “I assure you, I am very straight.” His voice came out as almost a low growl, one that made Emelia’s core tighten as she reached for her coffee.

      “If you say so. Just know I’ll accept and support you when you’re ready.” Emelia threw him a smirk as she pressed the cup to her lips.

      He rolled his eyes. “I went for a run. I didn’t think anyone would be awake.” He leaned his elbows to his knees, closer to her. “Lucky me, I got a private audience with the Princess.”

      Emelia rolled her eyes; anything to avoid the butterflies his words erupted in her belly. “You know, I don’t think we’ve ever hung out alone,” she said in a soft sweet voice. Kai nodded his head, agreeing. “You’re much less of a douchebag when we’re alone.”

      He shrugged his shoulders, looking . “I can be myself with you.”

      “You can’t be yourself with Lex?” Emelia raised an eyebrow and Kai shook his head.

      “To a point, but not completely, no. He doesn’t understand certain things. He’s free to do as he pleases, say and act how he wants. I don’t have that choice. Even in my free time, I’m expected to keep up appearances.” Emelia nodded; even with her short tenure as a princess, she understood.

      “Heavy is the head that wears the crown.” The words flowed from Emelia’s lips. She’d never understood the meaning before, but she did now.

      Kai sighed and sat back. “Do you love him?” His question caught Emelia by surprise. “Valen, I mean. Do you love him?” Emelia thought for a second, hesitant on what to say.

      “Yes. Mates are rare and I think I’d know if he was mine, but I do love him.” Kai’s eyes seemed to sadden slightly.

      “I have no idea what you see in that asshole,” Kai spat as he leaned back into the chair.

      “If you ever loved someone other than yourself, you might understand.” She stretched her legs out on the ottoman, narrowing her eyes. “Have you ever been in love? I don’t even think you’re capable.” Emelia scoffed, releasing her ponytail from its elastic, letting her hair flow down her back. Kai placed a hand on his heart, as if she’d stabbed him.

      “You wound me, Sun Drop.” Emelia snapped her head to face Kai, who smiled like the cat who got the cream.

      “Don’t call me that.” She rolled her eyes and faced forward, trying not to make a face.

      He kept talking. “I have been in love, by the way. I’ve been in love with someone for a long time.”

      Emelia didn’t know why, but she felt a pang in her chest, like her heart was being clawed out. She nearly toppled over in the chair as she tried to slow her frantic breathing.

      “Shit, Mila, are you okay?” Kai quickly stood, pressing his gentle hands to her arms in worry.

      She looked up at him, her lips slightly parted as that familiar scent flooded her nose. It had been so long, like it’d been hidden from her. She was flooded by the musk of fresh rain, the sweetness of honey. Her eyes flickered gold as she stared at Kai, shocked at their position. The closeness of his face as he squat down towards the ground, his hands placed on her arms as he analyzed her.

      She sat back, stabilizing herself and clearing her throat. The scent disappeared, and she nearly whimpered at the loss. “I’m sorry, I felt like I lost my breath.” She straightened herself, taking a deep breath.

      “Wow, my ability to love must have really shocked you,” Kai quipped, trying to ease the tension. Emelia smacked him lightly on his chest.

      “Yes, very surprising.” She put on her best fake smile and Kai went to sit back down.

      “And what about me?”

      Emelia’s head snapped over at Kai quickly. “What?”

      His words were soft, not strong enough to be more than a whisper. “How do you feel about me?”

      Emelia’s mouth gaped like a fish. “I-I don’t know what you mean.” She could feel heat flooding her cheeks.

      “Are you telling me you felt nothing that day in the hall?” Emelia snapped her mouth closed in shock.

      “I wasn’t myself then.” Kai sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.

      “You’re extremely good-looking, but you drive me absolutely insane. You’re more stubborn than anyone I’ve ever met.” She crossed her arms over her chest and Kai just smirked, clearly unfazed.

      “I keep things exciting for you.” He winked at her, enjoying ribbing her.

      Emelia scoffed. “You just like to irritate me. You’re basically a squatter. Don’t you have your own place?” Emelia hissed as Kai just laughed in her face.

      “I do, but it’s lonely. Why would I stay there when I have the comfort of your brother?” Emelia laughed loudly with a smile she hadn’t felt in weeks.

      “See, I knew it.” She winked at Kai, who smiled and ran a hand through his hair again. Was he nervous?

      “So, you really don’t feel anything towards me?”

      Emelia coughed, the sip of coffee she’d just taken hitting her lungs; she needed to get out of this situation now. “I don’t know what you want me to say, Kai.” She began to gather her things to walk back inside.

      Without warning, Kai’s hand shot out to grab her wrist. She turned and came face to face with his muscular chest. He grabbed her hand and placed it against his chest.

      “Tell me you feel nothing. Tell me you don’t want me, and I won’t speak a word about this again.” She looked into his eyes and heat tingled through her hand. Her palm began to glow at the touch of his skin, a small faint golden light that peered out between her fingers.

      “Kai, I-”

      “Tell me.” His words were almost a plea.

      She stared up at him. Valen was just a wall over. If he was awake, he could hear every word whispered through their embrace. “Kai, I don’t know what you want me to say. You’re my friend, part of my Camorra.” Her words were soft, delicate. She swore she could almost feel his heart break under her palm. “Things have happened and even if I wanted to say what I felt, if I felt anything, I have to do what is best for my people.” She moved her hand from his chest.

      Celestia had the largest army and massive sway over Eros, and a marriage to Valen would seal that connection. Her people would reap those benefits. “I never meant to hurt you. I’m sorry if I have or if I gave you the wrong idea.” She pulled back, turning to leave the balcony.

      “Whoever you loved, tell her. You’re a good man, Kaius Demontae. She would be lucky to be loved by you.” She turned back to look at him before she left, how his dark hair seemed to shimmer in the rising sun. He was looking away from her now, but she called out to him anyway. Her voice was soft as he turned to her.

      “Yeah?” he said, looking over his shoulder, pushing the hair back from his face.

      She didn’t know why she was saying this, but it felt right. “Let’s go to the beach tomorrow. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

      He smiled at her gently. “A secret lover?” he joked with a soft smirk, almost like it was forced.

      Emelia rolled her eyes. “Ten marks, be on time. They don’t like when I’m late.”
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      Emelia bit her nails nervously as she paced around the set-up she’d made at the beach: a blanket with yellow flowers, and two picnic baskets filled with snacks and drinks, topped off by the wine she’d just poured. Art supplies, paints, and small easels sat atop the blanket.

      “Are you okay?” Kai was sitting on a second blanket Emelia had just laid out.

      “I’m fine.” She straightened a perfectly placed piece of lemon cake that towered on a plate full of them. She didn’t know why she was so nervous.

      “You’ve moved that same piece of cake three times.” She glared at him with a look that screamed shut up.

      His black hair was tied into a bun on top of his head, sunglasses covering those blood red eyes, his perfect tattooed chest on full display. She admired him for a moment, how the sun seemed to make his skin shimmer gold, how relaxed he looked. Valen always seemed like he was in a hurry to leave when they visited; he never enjoyed the sand that Kai was now sinking his toes into.

      “I just want everything to be perfect. I haven’t seen them in ages, and I’ve never introduced them to someone.”  She looked down to her hands, which were red from how much she’d been fidgeting with them.

      “Why me?” He sounded perplexed, yet hopeful at the same time. She sighed, beginning to pace again.

      “You’re my friend. You care. I think she’d like you. If I brought Valen, she’d have tried to kill him.” She shrugged her shoulders at her non-answer.

      “I think we all want to kill Valen.” Emelia shot him a glare, and he held his hands up in surrender.

      “Auntie Mila!” a small voice shouted.

      A small blonde nymph was running across the field before the beach, her ponytail flying behind her like a yellow ribbon. Her arms were spread open and Emelia smiled so brightly, it could have rivaled the sun. The little girl leapt into Emelia’s similarly stretched arms as they spun around in the sand.

      “Oh, I missed you, sunflower.” She squeezed the girl tightly as she shook her around playfully.

      Setting the girl down, Emelia turned to see Kai walking to a woman carrying a bag and a chair. The woman blushed as Kai offered to take them with a smile, carrying them to their spot.

      Rohana was beautiful, in the way an ancient sculpture is stunning. Emelia never dared ask how old she was. Even with her immortality, she knew she was far older than Emelia could comprehend. She wore a white bathing suit that contrasted against her dark skin, skin that seemed to glow with a silver hue under the sun. Recently, she’d chosen to keep her silver hair just below her chin, currently pushed back by the sunglasses on her head. Her silver eyes burned with an icy fire, particularly as they observed Kai.

      They made it to the picnic as Azura ran towards the water. “Don’t go too far and leave the sirens alone!” Emelia yelled as she went. The sirens weren’t dangerous, but they were typically solitary creatures. Echo was an anomaly. They were shy, introverted Kaffir.

      Azura, looking like sunshine personified, waved back, and Emelia turned to her friend as Kai set up her chair on the other side of the empty blanket.

      “That one’s pretty.” Rohana was by Emelia’s side, leaning up against her as she spoke.

      Emelia hadn’t realized she was staring at Kai until Rohana nudged her. Her face reddened and she grabbed Rohana’s hand, pulling her towards Kai.

      “Rohana, meet Prince Kaius Demontae,” Emelia said, gesturing a hand out at him.

      “Just Kai is fine.” He gave her a smile and Rohana nodded.

      “Then Ro is just fine for me.”

      Emelia looked at her in shock. “I don’t even get to call you that!”

      She just smirked at Emelia knowingly untying the light blue wrap from her waist, exposing the rest of her swimsuit and sitting in her chair.

      She pulled a book from her bag, dusting the front and opening it: To Tame the Dark Prince

      “She reads the same porn you do.” Kai snorted, pointing to the book, earning a slap on the arm from Emelia.

      “It’s not porn, it’s a very good romance novel, and it gives me hope for the future,” Rohana retorted as she kept her eyes glued to the book. Emelia laughed and reclined on the blanket.

      “Kai, sit there.” She pointed to the empty blanket across from her.

      He obliged, leaning back on his elbows and raising his face to the sun. Emelia began to sketch his outline on the smooth paper of her sketchbook, making sure to pay enough attention to every detail without cluing him in on her project.

      “How did the two of you meet?” he asked.

      “Book Club,” they said in unison. They wouldn’t discuss how they really met, or why Rohana and Azura weren’t involved in any other parts of Emelia’s life.

      Kai looked between the two of them like he had whiplash, while Rohana focused on her book and Emelia buried her face in her sketchbook. With a sigh, he gave up, looking out at the water, where Azura glowed against the sea’s blue green waves. She held a starfish in her hand, talking to it for a moment before placing a soft kiss against its arm and placing it back in the water.

      “How old is she?” Kai asked.

      “Eight,” Emelia answered, and she glanced up to the water with what almost seemed like longing. Rohana’s eyes didn’t lift from the book, but she knew the pang in Emelia’s heart.

      “She’s not your biological daughter?” Kai asked Rohana. It was clear they weren’t related: Azula was a nymph, while Rohana, a witchling.

      “No, she was adopted.” She kept her focus on the book, trying to keep her expression neutral.

      “She’s a good kid,” Emelia said, glancing at Kai then back to her paper. “Stop moving. I’m drawing you, you know.”
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      They sat on the blanket sometime later, their bellies filled with food. Azura shoveled squares of lemon cake in her mouth as Emelia sipped on wine and wiped the crumbs from her face.

      “You got something on your nose,” Azura giggled, scrunching her small face.

      “Oh gods, I must look like a mess,” Emelia said, leaning her face towards Azura. “Can you get it for me?” Azura laughed and dabbed a fleck of powdered sugar onto Emelia’s nose.

      “You little turd.” Emelia wrinkled her face and wiggled her fingers to attack Azura’s stomach. Azura wailed with laughter, begging for her to stop.

      “You can never escape the tickle fingers!” Emelia yelled out. Without warning, a deep sense of worry fell over Emelia, and she watched as the beach iced over in before her eyes.

      “Emelia, what is it?” Rohana asked.

      Emelia was almost breathless. This can’t be happening right now. “Use your concealments and hide behind those rocks. Don’t come out until I say, no matter what.”

      Kai looked between them, an understanding passing over his face as Rohana and Azura darted towards the rocks, disappearing into the air.

      “What’s going on?” Kai questioned.

      “Act natural. Trust me.” Emelia whipped out her sketchbook, going back to shading the photo of Kai.

      A feminine presence stepped in front of her, covering the sun with her large gray wings dragging in the sand. “Emelia, how lovely to see you.”

      Emelia tore her gaze from her sketchbook and looked up to the Archangel in front of her. “Hello Celia,” Emelia said with a smile. She’d graduated from Queen Celia, since she was engaged to her son.

      “How is my son?” Celia asked, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “You’d have to ask him, Your Majesty. He seems awfully busy with Archangel duties these days.” Emelia gave the most gracious smile she could muster, and the Archangel gave her a closed lip one. She gave a fake laugh, as if to try and ease the tension.

      “Prince Kaius, I didn’t know you knew Emelia.” She turned to look at Kai, looking effortlessly bored by Emelia’s side.

      “Just a glorified body guard.” He shrugged his shoulders.

      “You two must be close if she’s drawing you.” Celia pointed to the sketch in the book Emelia held.

      “She needed a model to practice, so I offered to help since Valen was…occupied.” He gave a half smile, avoiding looking in Emelia’s direction.

      She took the hint. “I’m working on my anatomy skills. I have some dazzling ones of your son, with special details, if you’d like to see.” Emelia made to turn the page, but Celia held up a hand.

      “Oh gods, no. I’d rather not.” She waved it off with a look of disgust. “I thought I’d just come check in, since I heard you’d be down here. I’m actually on my way to see your father, Kai.” The Queen looked to Kai, but panic rose in Emelia. She was being watched. Did they see Rohana and Azura?

      “My father?” Kai’s voice dipped deeper as he sat up and leaned his arms on his knees.

      “Yes, King Xavier and I have some business to discuss.” She held her hands clasped in front of her.

      “That’s odd. I’m the one who handles most of my father’s business.” Kai lifted his sunglasses from his face, glaring Celia down directly..

      “Some matters need to be managed directly.” The queen straightened her shoulders, as if trying to intimidate him.

      “Well, it was great seeing you Celia.” Emelia gave a dazzling smile, and Kai simply gave Celia a nod. The Archangel just scowled at them before launching into the air. Emelia waited until she was far enough into the clouds, until the iced vision returned to a warm beach, to call for Rohana and Azura.

      Rohana and Azura’s heads popped out from behind the rock as Emelia called for them. “You have to get home, now.” Emelia kissed Azura’s head and rested her forehead against Rohana’s.

      “Before you go.” Emelia pulled Rohana aside, Azura distracted by Kai shoveling treats into her mouth. “People are being attacked. They’re mostly royals, but some have been on my family. I don’t want them finding you, so I can’t see you for a while. I know where to find you if needed, but don’t contact me until you hear from me, either directly or with our safe code.” Emelia held on to Rohana’s shoulder.

      Rohana seemed to understand, as she nodded her head before gathering Azura to leave. Emelia watched them depart with a tear sliding down her cheek. She sat on the blanket, watching as they made their way off the beach, and sighed. Talking sounded like torture to her, but a finger made its way to her nose and dusted the powdered sugar still on the tip.

      “All clean.” Kai gave her a smile, and she couldn’t help but laugh.
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      Emelia breathed deeply as she pulled her arrow to her cheek and aimed for the target.

      “You need to put your elbow down.” Emelia’s arrow went flying as she released it, slicing the trunk of a nearby tree instead of her target.

      “Gods, Estreia, you scared me!” Emelia’s heart shot off at a million miles an hour as she retrieved her arrow.

      “You should be more aware of your surroundings.” Estreia’s voice dripped with sinister teasing as Emelia notched another arrow.

      “You should make yourself known instead of randomly appearing from thin air.” Emelia wasn’t in the mood for Estreia’s bullshit today. She brought the arrow back before correcting her aim and letting it fly, landing a perfect bullseye. Finally.

      “How was your winter solstice?” Estreia was perched on a tree branch in her humanoid form, letting her limbs dangle effortlessly.

      “So very wonderful.” Emelia blew out a breath of sarcasm as she drew another arrow.

      “Not so happy about your engagement, I see.” Estreia smirked as her hair flowed over her shoulder.

      “It was…unexpected.” Emelia chose her words carefully as she released arrow after arrow.

      Her diamond glimmered in the midday sunlight. She set her bow down, sliding the ring off her  hands, calloused from the days of training. She tucked the ring into her pocket before drawing her bow again. Suddenly, shadows from out of the corner of her eye, and she turned her bow at the ready as a shirtless Kai appeared with her equally exposed brother. Lex had an arm wrapped around Kai’s shoulder and he laughed as he clapped Kai on the back. Emelia turned her attention away from the boys quickly; they had to have been training together. She focused her breathing and aimed for her shot again. She smirked as it hit the one already centered in the target.

      “You’re very good with a bow, but if you’d practice your magic more, you’d be even stronger.” Estreia practically sang the words.

      “My magic is practically useless,” Emelia grunted, shoving her bows and arrows to the ground. Estreia rolled her eyes as she hung from the tree.

      “Anything exciting happening with you and that one?” She pointed to the boys who waved in their direction, though they hadn’t seen Estreia hanging feet away.

      “Besides Valen’s mom finding us on the beach to say she has business with King Xavier?” A rhetorical question, but enough to have Estreia nearly falling from the tree. Kai and Lex made their way towards them, and she turned with her arms crossed, leaning into Estreia’s tree.

      “Good day, boys.” She flung the most annoyed look she could muster in their direction.

      “Wow, you seem like someone spit in your food.” Lex’s words were teasing, but they always seemed to make her day better. She unwillingly smiled at her brother’s mood.

      “I’m just annoyed with target practice. I wish it was the head of whoever’s attempting to murder us.” Emelia turned to the target, closing an eye and pretending to aim with her hands.

      “Well from that shot, I can assume it will be straight between the eyes for them.” Lex patted her on the shoulder, and she gave him a soft thanks.

      “Who were you talking to?” Kai asked, nodding his chin up slightly. Emelia turned to the tree to see a smirking Estreia.

      “Myself.” It wasn’t technically a lie. Technically. “Just giving myself a good ol’ pep talk,” she joked, gathering her bow and quiver.

      “Trying to convince yourself to go through with an engagement you don’t want?” Emelia’s eyes shot to her brother, throwing invisible daggers his way. “Come on, your ring isn’t on your finger, you hesitated before saying yes at the ball, and you had the biggest fake smile on your face. I mean honestly? At first you had me. I thought you were actually happy, but afterwards…” Lex shook his head and Emelia sighed, heaving her quiver over her shoulder.

      “I was happy at first.” She forced her way through them to make her way into the castle. “Then I wasn’t. But I have an obligation to Arcadia, to Eros, and Valen is the best choice for them. I do love him, and I’ve known him my whole life. A marriage to him wouldn’t be the most miserable thing.” She hadn’t been honest like this with anyone lately, even as her heart ached at the sight of Kai’s look of misery at her words.

      She took him in as they stood in front of her. Shirtless, muscular, and tattooed: all the best things. His eyes, though. They were dark, unlike his usual passionate red, and the skin around them seemed to have sunken in, his tanned skin almost grayed. If it wasn’t for how much she’d seen him eat the day before, she’d think he was starving.

      “Kai, are you okay?” Her voice was soft and full of concern.

      He just nodded. “I am alright, Sun Drop.” He said it quietly, like he didn’t have the energy to joke but did anyway.

      “Don’t call me Sun Drop,” she snapped, with less vitriol than usual, as she walked away.
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      She sat at her apartment desk, Estreia stretched over the couch as she painted her toenails. Emelia had shown her how to do it after she kept fondling her hand and looking at the sky blue paint with a curious stare. Emelia sifted through file after file of Cacia’s reports, writing down every moment of her conversation with Celia. She’d attempted to connect Celia’s mind with hers, but all she saw was a happy, normal Eros queen.

      She was filled with emotion and excitement at the prospect of gaining a daughter-in-law. There wasn’t a single thing that could lead Emelia closer to the killers. She knew it couldn’t be the Queen, but someone was using her information to keep themselves hidden. They had to be smart and close enough to her to get her personal information, close enough that having a bank account in her name, one that sent thousands of gold crescents every month, wouldn’t be discovered.

      She tapped her fingers on her desk as she flipped through the papers. She just needed one clue, one crack in the case. She picked up her phone and stared at the screen for a moment before scrolling through her contacts and taking a deep breath. She clicked on one name she didn’t want to call and hesitated, considering hanging up as it rang. Just as she was about to hang up, a deep voice filled with sleep rang in her ears, followed by a throat clearing, and then-

      “Hello.” Kai. His voice sent shivers up her spine, and she cleared her throat.

      “Do you know anyone who can hack into cameras?” Her voice was quick, clear and direct.

      “Can you be in Crevassa in an hour?”

      Emelia bit her lip and looked to Estreia, whose tongue was stuck to the side of her mouth in concentration.

      “Yeah.”
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      Emelia shut her car door as she stepped out in front of a gray manor. She took it in, surprised to see a manor instead of a castle like in Arcadia. Intricate vines and stars were etched into the stone, a beige staircase cascading down the front, surrounded by rose bushes. The wind seemed to sing to her as it flowed by, nipping at her skin. It was mid-day, but the skies seemed to be darker here. Still bright, but almost like perpetual dusk or dawn. She tucked her jacket closer to her body as she walked up the stairs to the Manor door. It was so quiet here, unlike the constant buzz of Arcadia.

      She stretched out her arm to knock, but the door opened, a nymph with raven black hair and grayish purple skin greeting her.

      “Good day, Your Highness.” The nymph gently bowed to her before looking back up with her lavender eyes. The nymph was stunning, nearly taking Emelia’s breath away.

      “Prince Kaius is waiting for you. This way please.” The nymph gestured for her to enter and she nodded a thank you. Soft white walls danced with art, black marble floors keeping the attention only on the art. Emelia took in the sight of each painting, sculpture, and design as she followed the nymph down the hall to a set of black doors.

      “He is inside. He is expecting you.” The nymph bowed again before leaving her, and Emelia gripped the gold handle with a slightly sweaty palm.

      Kai stood in his study with his hands pressed to the desk as he leaned over to read his computer. Once again, the man was shirtless, muscles and tattoos on full display with his gray sweatpants hung slightly too low on his hips. His hair was a mess, ruffled as he ran a hand over it, before peering through his lashes at Emelia.

      “Welcome to my home.” His voice was smooth, almost sensual. It took everything in Emelia to keep her mouth shut as she watched his muscles flex when he adjusted his posture.

      “It’s beautiful, quieter than mine.” She slipped her jacket off, exposing her black, long sleeved dress that stuck to every inch of her skin down to her calves. She hated to admit that she’d spent a little too long picking out her outfit for this meeting.

      Her heels clicked on the floor as she walked closer to the desk, slipping her jacket over a chair as she went. Kai watched as she moved, his Adam’s apple bobbing as she moved her hair over one shoulder. She cleared her throat and rubbed her lips together to fix her red lipstick.

      “Were you able to find someone?” she asked, as his eyes flickered to her lips.

      “Yeah. Me.” Emelia’s eyes widened. Kai just smirked at her dumbfounded reaction. “You shouldn’t underestimate me so much, Sun Drop. I’m not just a toy for my parents.”

      Emelia scowled. “I never underestimated you. I just didn’t take you for the tech-y type.” She bit into her lip and rolled a piece of her hair around her finger.

      “I’m not. My brother was, and he insisted on teaching me all of this.” He waved to the computer and Emelia’s eyebrows furrowed.

      “Brother? Not Valen?” she asked, and he nodded.

      “He died. Cancer. He was older than me, the real heir.” His eyes fell to the computer, and Emelia avoided asking anymore questions.

      “Here, come see.” He summoned her with his hand, and she walked over to the desk, to his side. She gripped the mouse as she clicked through a few times. “I pulled all the files about six months back from Cloud Bank and added them to a flash drive for you. You can see just about anyone who comes in or out.”

      “Can we look at the day before the winter solstice? That’s when the last payment was made.” Emelia pulled out her phone and looked through pictures of the papers. “Anywhere between fourteen and fifteen marks.”

      Kai leaned over, his chest now pressed to her back as he clicked through the days and times. She turned her face to his, taking in the tightness of his jaw, his structured nose, his focused red eyes, his pointed ears, and the scar across his eye that seemed to make him even more handsome.

      “Here.” He pointed at the screen, bringing her attention back to the cameras.

      “What is that?” She sat to make space between them as she clicked on the mouse, zooming in.

      About half a mark after fourteen, a man in a gray hoodie, pulled up over his head, and sunglasses walked in. They watched as he moved from the open doors of the bank to a window where a lesser angel worked. A smirk played on the angel’s face as the hooded figure walked towards her.

      He slipped off the sunglasses and said something that had the girl giggling with her hand over her mouth. He slipped a sheet of paper under the window, and they watched as the girl draped her hand over the hooded figure’s fingers. She typed a few things into the computer before reaching for a printed slip next to her. She slid the paper back under the window, clearly flirting as he took the paper from her.

      The man muttered what seemed to be a thank you before making to leave, bumping shoulders with another angel in the process. The unexpected collision popped his hood off, and when he turned to apologize to the man, Emelia zoomed in even more. Her hands froze. The man rushed to put his hood back up, but Emelia had already seen it, already caught him. Her breath caught in her throat; this wasn’t possible.

      “I’ll handle this from here.” Emelia quickly withdrew the flash drive of footage and the file shut down quickly. She stood up, but she almost slammed into Kai’s chest. She seemed to have a talent for ending up in this position.

      “Don’t you want my help?” She looked into Kai’s eyes, one of his very structured eyebrows raised.

      “Thank you, pretty boy, but I think I can manage looking through some footage.” She waved the flash drive in her hand as she walked around him, back to the chair in front of the desk. She collected her jacket and threw it over her arm.

      “I’ll give you a call if I need anything else.” Emelia sent him a wink and he ran another hand through his hair, his tattooed arms flexing with the movement.

      “You know where to find me, Your Highness.”
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      “Mila, stop ignoring me.”

      Delete.

      “Come on, we need to talk about what you found.”

      Delete

      “Come on, it’s been two days.”

      Delete.

      Kai had left multiple messages on her voicemail and she’d deleted every single one. She couldn’t answer them, or anyone for that matter. She’d spent the last two days locked in her apartment. She even kicked Lex to the curb, telling him to stay with Kai. She dug endlessly through those tapes, finding everything she possibly could to make sure what she found was true. She was so angry with herself, she ended up blowing her coffee table into dust. Gods, she felt stupid. Where did all that power come from?

      “Your power comes from your emotions, what you feel, how intensely you feel it.”

      She jumped from the couch, jarring Estreia next to her, who was trying to battle the mysterious invention of a cell phone. She shook her head with a smile and kissed Estreia on the cheek, which earned a snicker as she pushed her away. Emelia made her way to her room to put on that damned battle suit again. She pulled her hair into a ponytail, adding some braids to hold back the curtain bangs she cut in the midst of her mental crisis.

      “Are you coming?” She held up her keys at Estreia and made her way to the front door. Estreia looked up from the glowing square in front of her.

      “It’s late, where are you going?” Estreia’s face twisted in confusion and Emelia ran a hand down her long ponytail.

      “I need to burn off some steam. I’m going to train.” Estreia jumped up from the couch, nearly dropping the phone in the process.

      “Well what are you waiting for? Let’s go.” She waved her hands, hurrying Emelia out the door.
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      A ball of gold light flickered in Emelia’s hand, like it did in her dreams.

      “Good. Now focus on making it bigger.” Emelia tried to focus on that ball of light, imagining it growing in her palm, but it didn’t budge. Emelia huffed and waved her hands, extinguishing the light.

      “It’s no use. I’m only good at making pretty colors.” Emelia shook her head.

      “You can do more; you’re thinking too much about making it happen and not feeling it. Watch.” Estreia took a deep breath as she opened her hand, her eyes flickering red, fire building in her palms. It grew until the heat practically made Emelia sweat.

      She turned the flame in her hands, showing control before sending the ball flying into the target above her. The target turned to ash upon impact.

      “You have to use what you feel. Use your emotions, feel the energy in your veins, then make it happen.” Estreia looked to Emelia. “Start with what makes you happiest. Think of a moment of complete light and happiness.”

      Emelia took a step back. She thought about a moment of happiness; she hadn’t had one in a long time. Every moment lately had been of obligation and fear. She thought of her parents, of a day when she was a child. She sat outside their tree cottage, adorned in vines and flowers. She’d been picking daffodils and tying their stems into her hair. She focused on that day, the way the sun beamed down on her skin, the way Relar and Siofra leaned against the shaded magnolia tree in the yard as they watched her play. Warmth flooded her arms, cascading down her fingertips.

      She closed her eyes and let the warmth fill her like a soft blanket. She guided the warmth, molding it into a ball of light. She thought about that light covering her, surrounding her with the warm, protective feeling.

      “Open your eyes.” Estreia’s voice rang through her ears and Emelia opened her eyes to find a golden bubble wrapped around her. As hard as she tried, Estreia couldn’t break through; her hand bounced off, almost repelled.

      “Shielding,” Estreia confirmed with a smirk.

      Emelia looked around the bubble she was in, recognition dawning. “I’ve done this before. The night of the shooting. I shielded everyone from the bullets.”

      Estreia nodded. “You’re a protector. You have defensive gifts, gifts to protect you from attackers.” Estreia took a step around Emelia’s shield, tapping it, looking for weak spots. “You’re strong too.” Emelia took a deep breath, and the shield came down.

      “Alright, let’s try something else.” Estreia rubbed her hands together. “Think about love.”

      Emelia twisted her face. Love. She loved food, but she could hardly think about the love she had for Valen right now. She looked at the ring that sat on her finger, staring at her.

      How could she even think about love when everything was falling apart around her? She thought about Kai, about the day in his manor, how she watched his muscles flex and felt his chest pressed against her back, the touch of his fingers on her skin. She was just as bad as Valen. Guilt ate at her stomach. She hadn’t cheated, but part of her felt like she had with the way she looked at Kai.

      Red started to form at her fingertips and different voices flooded her mind. Those walls she put up to block out the noise came crumbling down and she couldn’t raise again. Chatter from guards and people in the castle drove in. She gripped her head as she hunched over, the red of her fingers glowing brighter.

      “Emelia!” Estreia cried out, but Emelia couldn’t hear her. The voices rushed through her mind, until-

      ‘I’m here to see the prisoner.’  A man’s voice. Emelia shot up, standing straight, power streaming from her fingers as she listened.

      ‘Your Highness, only the Arcadian royals can enter the dungeons without an escort,’ a guard explained, but she heard the ringing of his narcissistic voice.

      ‘I have permission from the Princess and the King to enter when needed.’ The guards didn’t argue. Who was this man? She hadn’t given anyone permission.

      “Estreia, we need to go.” Emelia stomped out of the training tower, making a beeline to the dungeon, where Eryix was chained. The guards greeted her with a bow. They noticed the red playing at her fingers and moved out of the way as she pushed open the dungeon doors.

      “What are we-” Emelia silenced Estreia with a finger to her lips as she crept down the stairs and along the stone wall.

      “So, you’re him.” Eryix’s voice was raspy, and he coughed to clear his throat.

      “Depends on who you were expecting.” The man’s voice was smooth, sarcastic, and familiar. Emelia’s breath was steady and calm as she tried to control the power teasing at her fingers.

      “I wanted to come by and have a chat.” The voice was threatening, completely different than anything Emelia was used to. The soft, sweet, silky voice she’d learned to love was gone.

      “See, my love, Princess Emelia, she’s getting a little too close for comfort.” Emelia stiffened against the wall, trying to prevent her nails from breaking on the wall. “I’ve come to find out she’s an augur -- she can dig her little claws into the minds of anyone she likes.” Estreia stiffened.

      “While I don’t want her harmed, I will kill her if I have to for my cause, but it would be so much nicer to have her on my side. Particularly after we’re married and have control over half of Eros.’’ Emelia’s powers brightened at her fingertips, burning red as anger filled her. She took a deep breath as the male continued. “I have to make sure you’re good and dead, so she can’t dig for more.” Emelia’s breath caught in her throat. She felt the panic surge through Eryix’s mind and her stomach stabbed with guilt.

      Her stomach twisted and she took a deep breath, trying to calm the power that begged to be released from her fingers. Even if Eryix was a killer, she couldn’t live with someone dying because of her, not when she could stop it. She took a few steps further, making her last steps loud enough for the male to hear.

      “Valen, what are you doing down here?” Emelia questioned, her hands pressed firm behind her back to hide the blood red energy spill from her hands.

      “Emelia, my love. I was just discussing the threats with Eryix here.” He kissed her cheek while pressing his hands to her shoulders.

      “You smell different.” His face twisted as he pushed back from her.

      Again, Emelia’s stomach twisted like someone was taking a knife to it. She couldn’t help but feel guilty from her day with Kai, his closeness, even with the information she’d just learned.

      “I’ve been training, practicing my magic.” Emelia gave Valen a bright smile. “I came down here to discuss Eryix’s release with him.” She gestured her hand to the prisoner, letting the red power show slightly as a warning.

      “His release?”

      “Yes. My father decided it was fitting for me to mete out the punishment. Since he’s been tormented enough down here, I thought it wise for him to work off his debt in the palace, perhaps teach him that not all creatures are bad.” Emelia moved past Valen. “What do you say?” Emelia spoke her question aloud, but opened up channels wordlessly, connecting her mind with Eryix’s.

      ‘I will let you out, and you will run. If you ever try to pull something like this again, your death will be at my hand.’ Eryix quickly nodded as his eyes widened.

      “Thank you, Your Highness, for your mercy.” Eryix stood and gave a deep bow to Emelia.

      “Great.” She clapped her hands together. “Now, I’ve learned everything I needed to know. You’ll be released shortly, and directed to your new position. Valen, will you escort me home, please?” Valen nodded and Emelia moved to grab his arm. Estreia stood nearby, still invisible to those around them. Emelia twisted her fingers behind her, and the lock on Eryix’s cell clicked open.

      ‘As soon as we’re gone, run down the hall to the right. There’s a back door that will lead you to the gardens. Do not stop, do not come back, and stay hidden. When the time is right, I will come for you.’

      She looked over her shoulder to Estreia, who nodded in understanding as she shifted into her Phoenix form as Emelia and Valen exited the dungeon without a word.
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      Emelia paced around the study, heels clacking against the marble floors. Back and forth, back and forth. She’d immediately rushed to Kai after the moment in the dungeon with Valen. She didn’t care if she interrupted him nearly before sleeping hours, or that he was shirtless again. This time, he was dressed only in short undergarments that left little to the imagination. She tried to level her breathing by looking out the large windows that looked over a garden of red and purple flowers. It was no use.

      “Mila.” Pace, pace.

      “Mila.” Pace, pace, pace

      “Emelia Leeok.” Kai’s voice was steady and hard, and Emelia brought her eyes to meet his, the ring on her finger catching her eye. She couldn’t believe it.

      “There has to be an explanation,” Emelia practically begged. She’d told him about Valen, and he’d immediately jumped to him being the mastermind behind everything.

      “What else could it be? It makes sense. He disappears for an extended period of time, he’s the only person with Queen Celia’s information and the appropriate access, and he’s influential and powerful enough to get what he wants.” Emelia bit at her fingernails as she listened to Kai.

      “Then why would he question Eryix that day?” She tried to fight for Valen, but her heart wasn’t in it. All she could think about was the prophecy, how it matched Valen’s actions all too well.

      “From what you told me, Eryix didn’t know it was Valen.” He had a point. Emelia ran her fingers through her hair. She was starting to pick up Kai’s nervous tick, and it infuriated her.

      “There are so many questions, though. He was shot! I wasn’t the only one there, others saw it.” Emelia pressed a hand to her stomach.

      “Mila,” Kai tried to soothe her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “It’ll be okay.”

      Emelia wanted to believe him, but a nagging feeling made her skin burn and her stomach flip.

      “How could he do this?” She wanted to scream, the tension coiling in her body. “I’ve known him my whole life. I’ve loved him my whole life.” She pushed herself from Kai. “Part of me says that had he asked, I probably would’ve helped him.”

      She bit her nails, her anxiety peaking. It was true and she hated it. There was part of her that cried out for blood, slithered under her skin every day. She may have very likely helped him.

      Kai held up his hands. “Mila, you need to take a deep brea-”

      “Stop telling me to take a deep breath,” she snapped. Her eyes were as red as blood, her fangs extended as red power played at her fingertips like strings of energy.

      Kai stared at her, his eyes wide. “Emelia, no one’s going to hurt you.” The glow in her palms intensified.

      She wasn’t listening, couldn’t listen. “Everyone’s trying to hurt me, hurt us, trying to rebel against a stupid law that has given us peace! A stupid law that part of me believes I would’ve tried to end as well, if given the chance.” Her back began to burn, a silent nudge from her mother, but she didn’t care. Kai nervously bit at his lower lip as her hair began to float around her head.

      Kai worked up the courage to step closer, trying to calm her. “You wouldn’t do that, Emelia. You wouldn’t hurt the people you care for.”

      “I love him enough, Kai. I would have done it for him.” Her eyes began to burn as warm tears stung her face.

      His voice was steady and strong as he spoke to her. “I know Mila, I know.”

      “I’m so tired of people getting hurt, of finding a new piece of my identity every day. I’m tired of this bullshit, tired of being manipulated and lied to.” The walls seemed to crack and shake around her. “I never asked for this. I never wanted this.”

      Her power swirled a mix of gold and red around her, a terrifying mix. “I just wanted to live a normal, human life.” She clutched her palms together as the room erupted with power, knocking the wind out of them both.

      “Mila, you have to breathe.” Kai almost whimpered the words.

      “I said, stop telling me what I need to do.” Her power flared again as she watched Kai, her body trembling with the surge of absolute energy. The glass of the window began to crack under the force of her power and Kai looked at her with fear in his eyes. Slowly, he made his way to his knees, one leg at a time, sitting against his heels. He bowed his head down and held out his palms, an image of pure submission, to her and her power. He kneeled to her and the Prince of Darkness kneeled to no one.

      Emelia looked down her nose at him, bowed and submissive. Concentrating on her energy, she used her power to lift his chin to meet her eyes. Blood red still enveloped her eyes, and Kai shivered at the intensity of her power. It was like a claw of power scratched underneath his chin, without her hands coming near. Lightning bolts of gold flashed down her eyes, morphing them into the trenches of the Inferno. Fear crossed his eyes, if only for a second, and Emelia’s face began to soften. The shaking of the walls skittered to a stop, and the energy in the room dissipated to a simmer. She collapsed to her knees in front of Kai, her face pale and clammy. The bright light of power still encompassed her hands, and she quickly tucked them between her thighs.

      “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed, her shoulders shaking violently as she cried. “I’m so sorry, Kai.” The red glow of her fingers faded as they grazed the cool marble floor.

      Kai pulled her chin up gently, nothing like the harsh tug she’d put him through. Her palms had dimmed to a dewy gold, star-shaped scars in the center. His eyes met hers, and Emelia’s heart picked up.

      “You have more power than you know.” Tears dripped down her face at his soft words, and he wiped them away with a gentle hand.

      “I can’t do this.” She cried out the words, her soul reaching out to be saved from the pain of her heart. “I don’t want it to be him.”

      “You’re not alone.” The words rang through her ears as she looked up at Kai’s understanding face.

      She took in everyone one of his features. The swirls of tattoos winding down both arms, up across his chest, dancing up the sides of his neck. His pointed ears and soft, wavy hair now tied half back into a lazy bun. She’d seen him so many times, but she realized, at this moment, that she hadn’t truly seen him. His jaw was strong and defined, his red eyes so different from how hers glowed. He was beautiful.

      She reached out a hand to caress his cheek, rubbing her thumb gently against his skin. Her finger rubbed over the edge of the scar that crossed his eye. He wrapped his large hand around hers, pressing it into his face. He knew this was a distraction, to keep her mind from the carnage around her.

      “You’re not alone.” He spoke the words again, turning to press a soft kiss to her wrist.

      “You are an extraordinary man, Kaius Demontae.” Her voice was hoarse, her eyes puffy and red from her tears.

      “Tell that to your brother.” He cracked a smile that earned a laugh from Emelia. She grasped her head as she did – she was exhausted, and her body felt like it was shutting down.

      “I’m so tired.” Honestly, she felt like she would collapse here and now if she didn’t get some sleep. Kai wrapped his arms around her waist and his scent engulfed her. “Rain and honey,” she whispered as she laid on his chest.

      “What?”

      “You smell good. Sometimes I can smell you, sometimes I can’t, but you smell like rain, like the world after a storm. And honey- Sweet and musky all at once.” He sighed deeply, and her eyes fluttered as she laid against the warmth of his bare chest.

      “You smell like vanilla and cinnamon. Sweet and spicy, just like you.” She smiled softly as her eyes fluttered shut and darkness consumed her.
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      Emelia woke up wrapped in black silk sheets. The room was dark, and she ran her hands over the smooth, cold bed. Sheer red curtains hung from the windows as morning light peeked its way through. She looked down to see herself dressed in a white shirt – whose shirt is this? She slid off the bed, the shirt rising up to just under above her belly button during her sleep. She looked over to see her boots and battle suit neatly folded by the bed.

      “You’re awake,” a deep, sleepy voice mumbled, and Emelia swiveled her head in its direction.

      Candles lit the room in a whoosh, illuminating Kai sitting in an armchair in the far corner of the room. “Oh, um, yeah, I didn’t know you were here.” Her face burned as Kai stood and stretched his body out. Thankfully, he was in a black shirt and sweatpants, rather than half-naked.

      “You collapsed yesterday, so I brought you up here, let you rest.” His eyes surveyed Emelia, sweeping down her body and focusing on the short hem of the shirt.

      She tugged at the shirt, moving it lower, trying to cover her body. “I didn’t change you, by the way. Nyx did.” Emelia raised an eyebrow.

      “The shadow nymph.”

      Emelia shook her head and began gathering her things. “You’ve been in here all night?” Kai rubbed a hand behind his head, his hair tossed into a low bun.

      “Yeah, I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” Emelia looked down to the things in her hand, She’d stayed the night here.

      The thought would probably make her blush on a normal day, but…

      “Shit.” Estreia was home the entire night by herself.

      “Thank you so much for helping me, but I have to go. I’ll call you.” The words flew out of her mouth as she practically ran out the door.
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      Estreia paced around the apartment as Emelia entered. “What are you doing?” Emelia raised an eyebrow as she stared at her other half.

      “Well first, the glowing box turned off. Then, I drank this thing in the cold box thing. It was in a can and super sweet, so I had five more, then I started worrying because you’d been gone so long, and what if-” She grabbed Emelia by the shoulders. “What if you’d died!” Emelia laughed, shaking her head, grabbing Estreia arms.

      She walked her to the new couch that sat nicely in her living room. She sat her down and grabbed Estreia’s phone, plugging it into the charger on the wall.

      “First, the phone’s battery has to be charged or it won’t work,” Emelia explained, showing it plugged in. “Second, I told you you could come with me.” Estreia stuck her tongue out only to get an eye roll from Emelia. “And third, you’re drunk.”

      Estreia shook her head “I did not have a single drop of ale.” She grasped the arm of the couch as she started to tilt over. Emelia caught her and sat her back up straight.

      “The fruity drinks are a special type of ale,” she explained as she sat down, barely containing her laughter as Estreia leaned her head on Emelia’s shoulder.

      “I like that type of ale.” Her eyes started to droop, and Emelia wrapped an arm around her as she fell into her lap.

      Emelia felt sleep meeting her eyes after the stress of the last few days, the warmth of Estreia on her lap, and the comfort that filled her body. Darkness called out to her like an old friend as she leaned her head back on the couch and slowly joined Estreia in sleep.
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      “Holy shit!”

      Emelia’s eyes flew open as she reached for the gun she had stuffed into the cushion of the couch, weeks ago. She looked down to see Estreia gone, instead standing in front of her. Her hair was a mess, and she was frozen still.

      “Don’t move or it’ll see you.” Estreia turned her head to see an equally frozen Lex standing across the room. She shook her head, wiping sleep out of her eyes.

      “Estreia, your guards are down. He can see you.” Emelia looked to her brother, inwardly sighing at the introduction she was going to have to give. “Estreia, meet my brother Lex, Lex meet Estreia.” She gestured between the two of them.

      “Why are there two of you and why is one hotter?” Lex’s voice was a whisper, but Emelia gagged.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      “Hey, you’re not related to me, so it isn’t that weird.” He shrugged his shoulders, still keeping his distance.

      “You’re still my cousin, so technically, yes, blood.” Emelia gagged again before letting out a laugh. “You can join us; she doesn’t bite.”

      Estreia relaxed slightly, a crooked smile slowly gracing her lips. “I mean, unless you’d like me to.” She practically purred the words.

      “No! Absolutely not.” Emelia waved her hands at them. “You’re practically me, and he’s my brother, which means he’s your brother adjacent.” Emelia described the family tree, making a diagram in the air.

      Estreia shrugged nonchalantly. “Like he said, it isn’t blood. Technically, he’s only your blood. I still came from another womb.” Emelia wanted to actually hurl at the look in Estreia’s eyes.

      “No, stay away.” She pointed a finger at Estreia who just licked it. “You’re disgusting,” Emelia muttered, wiping her hand on the hem of her shirt.

      “Are either of you going tell me what’s going on?” Lex pointed between the two girls, looking more nauseous than incredulous.

      Emelia sighed – there’s no getting out of this one. “It’s a long story. You’ll want to sit down.” Emelia gestured to the couch as Lex made his way firmly into his seat across from it instead.
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      “Wow, that’s-” Lex ran a hand through his hair as he rested his elbows against his knees.

      “Yeah…,” Emelia drawled as Estreia inspected her newly-painted nails, clearly not giving a shit about this conversation. They were a shade of crimson, almost bloody; fitting for the firebird.

      “At least now there’s one less person I have to use my glamour around.” Estreia seemed to look effortlessly bored as she crossed one leg over the other.

      Emelia had laid everything out for her brother. How Estreia had come to her, how they were connected, and what they had discovered about Valen that she hadn’t spoken to anyone else yet.

      “I don’t understand; why don’t you just tell people?” Emelia raised an eyebrow at Lex.

      “Did you not just see how you reacted?” She gestured two fingers between her and her other half. Lex cringed slightly as he nodded his head in understanding.

      “She’s been helping me with my powers, even though I kind of blew up Kai’s study last night.” Emelia leaned back on the couch.

      “You what?” Lex and Estreia essentially screamed at her.

      “Did I forget to mention that tidbit?” Emelia hissed slightly as they crossed their arms in unison. “Oh, my gods, they’re right. We are too much alike.”

      Estreia and Lex looked at each other before dropping their arms at the same time, horrified. Emelia’s eyes darted between the two of them, hoping and praying this would stop their incessant flirting. “Anyways, I got angry about Valen, but Kai calmed me down before it got too out of hand.” Estreia’s eyes seemed to flicker with flame as Emelia spoke.

      “So, what’s your plan?” Lex bit the side of his cheek, as if taming the anger boiling inside him.

      “Marry him, of course. Then ruin his life.” Emelia smiled sinisterly.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Lex stood next to Estreia as they watched raw power flow through Emelia. It wasn’t as powerful as yesterday, but she still burst with red and gold energy. Lex looked at her, fingers pressed to his chin.

      “It seems like you have two different magics,” he let out as he pondered Emelia in front of him. “This red energy?” He pointed to the hand bundled with red electrical currents. “This is your weapon. Wielding this energy is what you use to attack. Your gold energy…” He gestured to her other hand. “This is defensive magic, where your shield comes from, potentially healing too.”

      He watched as she flipped her palms up, the scars of stars laid bare. The sun rested beneath the gold, a crescent moon under the red. He held his palms out to her in response, and her eyes went wide. In each one laid scars: stars, like constellations, on one hand, the same crescent moon on the other. A ball of blue energy rose from the stars.

      “My energy comes from the night. It is the stars, the moon, the shadows.” Energy flowed up his arms and down his chest like lightning. “Some people draw their powers from the land, the elements, like Cacia and Estreia’s fire, or Echo’s water.” She soaked in every word.

      “Yours seems to come from two separate sources. The Sun. ‘‘ He pointed to her palm. “The moon.” He gestured to the other. “You have to focus the energies individually to use them, one at a time.”

      Estreia spoke up from behind Lex. “The moon, the night. You can associate it with darkness, your shadows. That energy is powerful and strong. The sun, the light, would be the feeling of protection and healing.”

      “How do I feel those things separately and control them?”  Emelia looked between them as Estreia moved back, creating space between her and Lex. Before Emelia knew what was happening, Estreia shot a stream of fire towards Lex. In a heartbeat, Emelia was on the other side, hands out in front of her, palms pressed outwards towards Estreia as a gold shield blocked the flame.

      “A warning next time, Estreia?” Lex spat sarcastically, but Emelia took a deep breath and dropped her hands as the shield fell.

      “She needs to be taken by surprise, Lex. Remember, she has the mind reading thing down.”

      Emelia rolled her eyes. “Barely. I don’t understand how I did that.” She dropped to the floor, crossing her legs as she pressed her elbows into her knees and sat her chin in her hands.

      “You felt it.” Lex sat down next to her. “You knew I was in danger, and your instincts kicked in. You wanted to protect me.” Lex shoved her shoulder with his and she gave a small smile.

      The three of them, together, felt like a real family. The bond of warmth and comfort between the three of them, there was no doubt: they were her family.

      “I love you guys. Always,” she said as they smiled and leaned against her shoulders, clasping hands. She felt safe in this moment, like this was all she would ever need in life.

      Warmth suddenly filled her hands and they jolted as they stared at their connected palms. Lex’s hand began glow purple, Estreia, orange. Emelia gasped as she realized what the colors meant: their magic mixing with hers. Combined magic. Stars sparked from the purple light, and golden flames bloomed from the orange. The colors warmed them, flowed around them, the effortless blend of orange and purple like the sun kissing the shadows of the night sky before dusk.

      “Beautiful.” Her voice was soft and mesmerized as she watched the combination in front of them. Her family. She didn’t need endless magic. She just needed them. Her friends. Her Camorra.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Everything had been confirmed. She sat across from Valen at the table of the restaurant they sat in, too casual for Emelia’s liking. She pushed her food around with her fork as Valen shoveled his pasta down his throat.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?” Emelia looked at Valen through her lashes as her head rested on the palm of her hand.

      “Sorry. I just have a lot on my mind.” She took a bite of the steaming noodles in front of her.

      “Nervous about the wedding?” Emelia nodded.

      It was a complete lie, but what else could she say? “Oh, by the way, I know you’re trying to kill people and trying to take my power.” She shook her head slightly to herself. No way could she confront him. She had to play this and play it right.

      “You know how I get when people have their focus on me.” She took another bite of her noodles.

      “You’ll be amazing.” Valen placed a hand on her forearm and squeezed slightly. She had work to keep her eyes from narrowing, breathing to control the magic that wanted to burst out of her skin.

      “Have you found a dress?” Emelia nodded. She’d found one in her free time before unraveling all of Valen’s betrayal.

      “Good. You’ll look beautiful.” It was a comment that would’ve made Emelia blush a week ago.

      “Thank you,” Emelia whispered as she ate the pasta now pushed to one side of her plate.

      “I was surprised that you wanted to get married so soon,” Valen said, and Emelia practically choked on her pasta.

      “Woah, slow down.” Valen reached over to tap her back as she coughed up the noodles lodged in her throat. She’d forgotten that she agreed to move the wedding up to next week before the events of the dungeon.

      “I just thought it would be nice to start our lives together.” She waved a hand as she covered her mouth with a napkin. She had to play along , but how would she get the advantage? She thought for a moment, trying to open channels from her mind to his. She was met with a long channel of darkness, like the cells she walked through in her dream of the Fates.

      ‘Get out.’

      The words seared through Emelia’s mind, but it wasn’t Valen’s voice. She nearly choked again but managed to keep her face effortlessly bored as she continued to eat.

      She looked up at Valen. It was time. “You know, so we can go ahead with your whole “taking over Eros” plan.” She took another bite of pasta as his face whipped to hers.

      “What?” It was his turn to nearly choke on his food. Emelia scoffed as she dabbed her face with the napkin.

      “Did you seriously think it was that easy to fool me?” Emelia raised an eyebrow.

      “I don’t know what you mean.” Confusion played on his face, but Emelia wasn’t buying it.

      “Come on, Valen. I would’ve said yes if you’d just asked.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I mean, do you really think I want to play a princess for a father I’ve just barely met?” She pushed her plate away; she’d lost what little appetite she had. She leaned an elbow against the table and rested her face in her hand.

      She thought about the anger building in her chest, her soul on pins and needles from the touch of his skin on hers. Even more, she thought the idea that she’d have been part of this for him. She would’ve married him and followed him to the bitter end. That love: that undying, burning, blinding love. She would have done anything for him.

      She let that red energy tangle at her fingertips and twirl around them lightly. “I have a power no one knows about, you know.” She smirked as she met his eyes, now wide and glowing.

      “You’ve known.” His voice was flat and sturdy. Emelia smirked as she took a deep breath, feeling her power simmer under her skin.

      “Of course, I’ve known.” She slipped a piece of hair behind a pointed ear. “I thought we weren’t going to keep secrets anymore?” She reached for the collar of his shirt and twiddled it between her fingers. Valen’s eyes dropped to her lips.

      “You are so sexy.” His voice was deep, husky, a voice she was far too familiar with. His hand slid over her bare knee, and he pulled her closer to him.

      “You’ll be my queen.” His voice was low, and he ran a hand up Emelia’s back. She placed a hand on his chest, letting her eyes fall to his lips.

      “And you will be my king.”
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      “Welcome ba-”

      “Don’t talk to me.” Emelia slammed the door shut behind her. She’d just left Valen blue-balled and she wasn’t in the mood to deal with people.

      She marched to her room, ripping off the gauzy blue dress she’d worn. She ached to burn it at the thought of Valen’s hands on her. She flipped on the shower and turned the heat all the way up. She wanted to burn off the feeling his hands from her body. She stepped in, nearly hissing at the heat that stung her body, the equivalent of the pain she felt in her heart and mind.

      “Mila?” Estreia’s voice was soft and kind, different from her normal sultry, teasing voice.

      Emelia dropped to the shower floor, clutching her arms around her knees as her wet hair fell around her body, sticking to her skin. The door to the shower opened, but she didn’t bother looking  up. Soft, delicate hands wrapped around her, holding her close.

      “You’ll get wet,” Emelia spoke, her voice barely a rasp, but a small forehead leaned on hers as warm, glowing red hands crossed under her arms and around her back.

      “You’re the fire in which my flames burn.” The words rang through Emelia’s ears. She’d heard those words before, but she didn’t know where.

      “And I see all of you.” The words flowed from her mouth as if she’d said them before.

      Estreia placed a soft kiss on her twin’s forehead. “Your soul remembers me, even when you do not.” Her words were back to that ancient form, instead of the slang she’d picked up.

      “We spoke those words the day you died in your last life. I couldn’t save you that day. I was too late.” Estreia practically choked on the words as she recalled the memory. “I will never be too late again. Even if that means holding you, my sister, while you are fighting your internal battle.” Emelia lifted her head to look at where her twin sat in front of her, her soaking wet hair now the lightest shade of brown. Estreia laid her forehead against Emelia’s.

      “You are my sister, my family. I will always be here.” Emelia knew it was true. Even if she didn’t remember, her sister had followed her through life and death endlessly and remembered it all.

      “Want to know a secret?” Estreia muttered the words into Emelia’s ear, a soft, comforting caress wrapping between them. Emelia grunted a noise, as if telling her to continue.

      “You are my favorite of all your versions.” Estreia laughed and a smile tugged at Emelia’s lips.

      “Why, because I’m a train wreck?” She tucked her head, letting the water consume her.

      “No, you’ve always been some version of a trainwreck.”

      Emelia pressed a kiss to her temple. “Oh great, so it’s written in my soul.”

      Estreia laughed again. “You’re real. You’re unapologetically you. Your love knows no bounds. You’re willing to give up everything to fight for those who can’t fight for themselves, and that makes you extraordinary.” She rested her head on Emelia’s shoulder, letting the water flow over both of them.

      “I hate that I still love him.” The words were barely a whisper.

      Estreia sighed. “I know. It will hurt for a long time. Love does not just shatter like glass to be swept away.”

      “I don’t know if I can do this.” Emelia choked on the words as tears dripped down her face, rinsed away by the water.

      “You can, because you are not alone.” Not alone. They were the same words Kai had spoken. She wasn’t alone, and she realized she would never be alone.

      “What did you say to him tonight?” Estreia rested her chin against Emelia’s wet shoulder as her arms stayed tightly wrapped around her.

      “Exactly what we planned.” Emelia thought about the night, but for some reason, the memory of it became foggy.

      “What was his response?”

      Emelia dug through the memory. She could see the words escaping their mouths, but couldn’t form them. Valen wore a smug look as he whispered something to her. She dug deeper into the memory, blurring like an undeveloped photo. She watched as she leaned into him, laughing. She hadn’t remembered laughing. Valen placed a kiss on her cheek, and she turned to him with a fierceness in her eyes, a want as she placed her lips on his with unabashed need.

      She didn’t remember this. This hadn’t happened. The memory blurred, until nothing remained. “I- I don’t remember.” The words escaped her lips, heavy with confusion.

      “It’s okay. Your emotions are heavy right now. We can figure it out when your head is clearer.” Emelia leaned into Estreia’s comforting touch. This, this sisterly moment, was what she’d needed.

      Estreia stroked Emelia’s hair as she thought. “To the end, Emelia?”

      “To the end.”
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      Emelia dragged books down from the high shelves of the keep. Kai had come by to give his blood sample, even though Emelia asked for it days ago.

      “I just don’t get why you’re still marrying him, Mila.”

      She sighed as she moved down the ladder. “Kai, it isn’t that simple. I still love him.” She walked to the desk and sat her books down. Kai skimmed a finger over each one as she watched.

      “How can you still love him after everything he’s done?”

      Emelia pressed her palms into the desk as she took a deep breath before looking at Kai. “Everyone has broken their rules for someone.” She stretched her neck as she sat down in her seat.

      “You’re just hurting yourself.” Kai slammed a hand on the desk and Emelia’s eyes shot up to his, those red eyes she knew so well.

      “Don’t you think I know that Kai?” The words flowed through her lips like lava. “I’m well aware of the risk, more than you probably know. I’m willing to take those risks for the people I love. Including Valen.” Her hands tightened into fists.

      “Sit down,” she ordered him, pointing to the chair next to hers. He obeyed without a second thought, and she grasped his wrist, pulling it towards her and shoving up his sleeve.

      “How’d you know I like it rough?” Kai smirked as she pulled out a needle, plucking the cap off with her teeth.

      “Little unsanitary, don’t you think?” Emelia ignored him, stabbing the needle into his skin. He hissed slightly, but Emelia didn’t give him the satisfaction of reacting.

      “You’re immortal. I think you’ll survive.” She drew the blood from his arm and watched as the tube filled with black liquid.

      She pulled the needle from his arm and pressed a thumb to the needle mark as she set her materials on a metal tray. She lifted her thumb, grazing over the spot softly. Sparks ran through her hand as she watched as Kai clenched his hand, letting the feeling come back. She looked at Kai, his arm still in her hand. His eyes met hers and something seemed to flicker in them, an understanding that he felt it too. Her eyes dropped as she pulled his sleeve back into place and cleared her throat.

      “That was it. I have what I need.” She turned to face away as she placed his sample in the spinner. Kai sat still, not moving from his spot.

      “You can go now.” She raised an eyebrow at Kai, turning her face slightly to look at him. Kai stood from his chair, every muscle in his toned body seeming to tense under his shirt.

      “He doesn’t deserve you.” Emelia swallowed roughly as she placed a drop of his blood on a slide and placed it under the scope.

      “I’m well aware of what I deserve, and the more I think about it, the more I think Valen is right.” His eyes widened in shock. “The anti-segregation laws are crap, Humans still hate most Kaffir and most Kaffir still hate humans. If anything, these laws put people when they’re uneducated on how to properly care for their children.”

      Emelia stood from her chair. What was she saying? The words flooded from her like a dam broke, but she couldn’t help it. Yes there was some truth in her words, but she hadn’t meant them, not completely. It was like the words weren’t her own.

      “I was taken from my parents and placed with a family who, yes, I love, but I grew up so different from them. My father searched for me for twenty years, but found no trace of me.” She moved towards Kai, her eyes flickering red. “Neither you nor your parents had to feel the loss or the pain of your child being ripped from you at birth. You didn’t have to relearn your whole life because of a choice the system made.”

      Kai bared his teeth. “You have no idea what I’ve been through or the losses I’ve felt, but that doesn’t mean innocent lives need to be sacrificed.” Emelia tried to meet his stare, but her head ached as she tried to look up at his towering form.

      “Then tell me, Kai! Tell me what haunts you so much that you know how it feels!” Emelia pushed at his chest, anger building in her. She’d never wanted to hurt him, but she couldn’t control herself.

      Kai snapped, his eyes burning red, matching hers. “Celia’s business is sleeping with my father! I lied! Every day, I watch my mother suffer as her husband, her mate, takes another woman to bed. I watch as it physically impales her to the point where she’s become so fragile, she can barely make it out of her chambers. I held my brother, my blood, while he asked me to kill him because cancer had swarmed his entire body. I held him while he died. Died, Emelia! So don’t lecture me about great loss when you’re on such a high horse that you can’t see what you have gained. You’re all caught up in your self-pity that you can’t begin to see the people around you. You can’t see me.”

      His words hit her heart like a knife. Her fingers began to flicker with that energy that seemed to spike around Kai. He made something inside her tick, like a bomb waiting to explode.

      “Do it. Hurt me, if it makes you feel better.” He practically spat the words in her face.

      “I don’t condone taking innocent lives, but I will merge Arcadia and Celestia under the same crown, and I will reunite families.” She paused for a moment as she flicked a hand to the door, swinging it open.

      “Be my friend and be by my side or don’t, but if you get in my way, it will be your blood I spill.” Kai’s eyes flickered at her with a kind of sadness as energy spread across her torso. He stared at her for a moment longer before clenching his jaw and exiting the keep. She waved a hand and the door slammed shut, locking behind him. The energy she’d used drained her, and she nearly collapsed, but she caught herself on the table.

      She guided herself to her seat, collapsing against the table. She didn’t understand what came over her, or why she couldn’t stop the words. She didn’t want to cut Kai so deep. She knew his pain, but she wasn’t in control of her own mind, or at least, couldn’t control the anger that built in her. She took one deep breath, then pure, unrelenting sobs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      “I look ridiculous.” Emelia stood in her mother’s bedroom, looking at herself in the full-length mirror.

      “You look beautiful,” her mother disagreed, pecking her cheek quickly. She knelt down, pins in her mouth as she pinned the hem of Emelia’s dress. Emelia barely recognized herself; she actively avoided Estreia’s eyes, judging her in the corner, invisible to everyone but Emelia.

      “I feel so stupid.” Emelia tugged at the fabric hugging the curves of her hips and chest. She felt ridiculous. The white lace dress was high necked, stopping just against her collarbones,  with long lace sleeves that pointed at the wrist, the tip wrapping around her middle finger. It hugged her body, flowing out at the knee slightly. She smoothed her hands across it as her mother fit the length to her short stature, too small even with glittering silver heels underneath.

      “You only feel stupid because you’ve never thought of yourself dressed like this. I felt that way the days before I married your father, too.” Her mother smiled at the memory.

      “I just want to get this over with.” The ridiculous wedding, the coronation, the princess part she had to play, everything.

      “Darling, you don’t have to do this if you’re not ready.” Her mother examined the long train flowing behind her dress.

      Emelia shook her head. “Things are different now. In a perfect world, it would just be me, you, dad, and Lex talking about this, preparing and taking time with tons of excitement, but unfortunately, that’s not my life anymore.” Emelia sighed, running her hands down her arms. “This is the right thing to do, and I love Valen.” Emelia held her head a bit higher as she felt Estreia’s glare. Emelia discretely sent her a vulgar gesture, earning a chuckle from her other half. Emelia’s mother looked at her through the mirror, that same proud look as before, but a bit of sadness creeped into her eyes.

      “You will make a great princess, and one day, a great queen.” Her mother kissed her cheek softly. “You have given so much more to our people than I ever could. You were born for this, and I’m so proud of you.” She squeezed her shoulders tightly. “Now, get out of the dress before you ruin it.” Her mother patted her back with a laugh and Emelia smiled.
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      “Just keep your eyes closed and stop questioning me.” Cacia fluttered over Emelia with her hands covering her eyes as Echo guided her.

      “You guys are seriously so annoying.” Emelia rolled her eyes under Cacia’s palms, and her friends laughed. Cool air caressed Emelia’s skin as she stepped inside wherever she was being led.

      “Are you ready?” Cacia asked and Emelia gestured for her to hurry up.

      “I’ve been ready. Can we move this along please?” Emelia smiled and hands left her eyes as she gasped.

      “Surprise!” Cheers surrounded her; they were inside Myst. Not a thing was out of place in the club, as if nothing had happened here just weeks ago. A banner stretched over the dance floor that spelled out ‘Mila’s Bach Party!’ in big, bold letters.

      “You guys!” Emelia gave a fake pout as she walked to her group of friends, Echo and Cacia following behind her. All her friends were there, buzzing with energy and excitement. All of them except for one.

      “Where’s Kai?” She turned to Echo and Cacia, who shrugged as the doors opened behind them and a panicked Kai flooded in.

      “Damn it, I missed the surprise.” He pouted dramatically.

      Emelia instantly smiled. Kai’s wings were spread, cocooning his typical black button up, unbuttoned half way with the sleeves rolled to the elbow. His hair was tousled, and she could tell he’d flown quickly in his haste to get here. He tucked his wings into the folds of his spine and faced her. “Sorry for my tardiness, Your Highness.” He gave a dramatic bow as he held out a bottle of whiskey like an offering.

      “I guess this gift will have to make up for your lack of consideration for my time.” She gave a tiny smile and Kai rose, laughing. For a second, she’d forgotten about their fight. They hadn’t spoken since, but here he was, celebrating her.

      “I’m sorry.” She wasn’t about to let him go just because she was stubborn.

      Kai smiled at her. “I’m sorry too, Mila.”

      She couldn’t help herself: she threw her arms around his chest and squeezed tightly. He stilled for a moment, but warmth spread through her as he returned the hug. It was all she needed to calm her mind.

      “Can we get to the party now?” Lex raised a hand and Emelia peered around the club, wondering where this party was.

      “The club opens an hour later tonight, so for now, free drinks and our own private party.” Echo leaned an elbow on Emelia’s shoulder.

      “Fuck it, let’s party.” Emelia opened Kai’s whiskey and threw back a shot. The girls knew her so well; there was even karaoke in the corner by the DJ booth. She didn’t waste any time, dragging Echo and Cacia up to the mics.

      The song drummed as Emelia started to dance. She grabbed Cacia’s hand and turned her in circles as they sang into the microphone. It was joyful, an experience she’d missed since everything had started. She couldn’t remember the last time she laughed like this.

      She looked out to the small crowd in front of the stage and saw Kai smirking, leaning against a table, watching her dance and sing, whiskey in hand. He laughed when she gestured at him with her pointer finger. He shook his head no, but she persisted, singing again into the microphone.

      With a laugh and a shrug, he made his way up onto the stage, to her. Their karaoke session was in full swing, and she grabbed Kai’s hand, swinging out before turning into him as she sang. They danced, her back pressed to his chest as they moved in sync. He twirled her out again and smiled so widely, Emelia could’ve sworn she felt her heart flutter. She’d never seen him smile like that. He spun her in circles, and she tilted her head back in a laugh, enjoying the moment with the people she loved the most.

      Cacia and Echo made their way back to the dance floor, Echo with Lex and Cacia glue to Nathaira as they moved to the beat and sound of Emelia’s voice. Emelia sang the last notes of the song as Kai spun her into him one last time. They landed chest to chest, Kai as hard as a brick wall. The microphone was now trapped between them as his arm had snaked around her waist. She looked up to him, her lips slightly parted as his eyes flickered to her mouth, glowing that passionate red she knew so well. She felt the heat rising in her cheeks, and the microphone slipped from her hand, crashing to the floor, letting out a shrieking noise. She cleared her throat as she pushed back softly.

      “Um, we should probably-”

      “Yeah.” Kai cut her off as he rubbed the back of his neck and made his way off stage. Emelia stood there for a moment, not noticing the dozens of eyes on her now.

      “See?” Lex whispered to the girls. “I told you they could never hate each other.”

      “Why is she going through with this?” Echo asked, chewing at her bottom lip.

      “She has to do what’s right for her position, for Eros, or so she says.” Cacia shrugged her shoulders as they watched their friend with her head pointed to her feet on stage.

      “What do you think?” Nathaira looked to Cacia in her arms. She shook her head no and turned to Echo.

      “She’s afraid of letting people down. She was gifted this position, no experience, no training. She wasn’t born and raised into this. I think she’s afraid of failing, of losing something real,” Echo said softly as she pressed into Lex’s side.

      “It’s her choice.” Cacia ran a hand over Nathaira’s cheek. “Just like you waited and gave me one.” Nathaira pressed her cheek into Cacia’s hand, nuzzling slightly. “She’ll come to realize what she feels is more powerful than her position.”
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      The club was filled to the brink with people. Music surrounded them, and Emelia smiled as she watched her friends dance, peace flooding over her. Maybe it was the mix of moonflower, alcohol, and whatever drug Echo had brought and mixed in their drinks, but the world seemed to slow

      “Mila,” a voice next to her called, and she turned as the world seemed to spin. Shadows wrapped around the figure like mist. She reached her hand out and marveled at the yellow glow springing to life as she passed her hand through the shadows.

      “Woah.” She smiled and twirled her hand back and forth through them. “Beautiful.” Her voice was a whisper as she watched her hand glow like stars in the darkness. Without warning, a hand wrapped around her fingers, stopping her.

      “Mila.” The voice finally caught her attention, and she met red eyes.

      “Hello, Prince.” Her voice was smooth as she took in Kai. His fingers ran across her forehead, moving a piece of hair from her face, and he smiled at her.

      “I was trying to ask if you wanted to dance.” Emelia’s eyes twinkled in the light of the club as she nodded and offered her hand to Kai. He looked shocked at her acceptance and stared at her hand a moment before taking it, letting her drag him through the crowd to the center of the dance floor.

      “Mila!” Cacia wobbled from Nathaira’s arm slung around her shoulders into Emelia’s arms.

      “I love you so much!” She kissed Emelia’s cheeks and laughed as she took them in.

      “Looky here! Mr. Big Bad Prince comes to parties with the lower class.” Echo teased as she appeared next to Cacia shimming her shoulders.

      Kai rolled his eyes as Lex slapped his shoulder. “Buddy!” Lex gave Kai a dashing smile as a slender redhead draped herself across him like a trophy. “This lovely lady has a friend for you to meet.” Lex raised an eyebrow as Kai glanced at Emelia. She smiled at him, running her fingers through the ends of her hair

      “Go on, man-whore. It’s rude to keep ladies waiting.” She gave him a wink before throwing her hair over her shoulder. “I’ll make sure no one goes down on me this time.” She gave a smirk before  dragging her friends to the dance floor.

      Kai was dragged away by Lex, now introducing him to a girl with ink-black hair. She breathed deeply, trying to relax. She always had to pretend the pang in her chest didn’t burn when Kai wasn’t near or with someone else. She brushed the thought away, but her frown didn’t disappear fast enough: her friends had their arms crossed as they stared at her.

      “What? Stop staring at me. I’m here to party. Let’s party.” She gestured for them to move.

      The burn in her chest was still there, despite all her efforts, and she desperately looked around to see if she could find Estreia in the crowd. If anyone could calm her down, it would be Estreia.

      “Mila! Congratulations honey!” Without warning, a girl she didn’t recognize wrapped her arms around Emelia in a hug as she whispered in her ear. “It’s me. I’m using a glamour.” Estreia. Emelia smiled and hugged her tightly.

      This night may not be so painful after all.
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      “Alright, Princess.” Kai approached Emelia, now held back by Nathaira, Echo, and Cacia as she yelled at the girl who’d just slapped Kai across the face.

      “No, get off me! Let me at her.”  Emelia tugged and pulled at the arms trying to hold her in place.

      “Get a hold of your dog,” the girl spat. That did it; without warning, they let go, releasing a very pissed off Emelia. She was two steps away from yanking the bitch by the hair when firm hands grasped her waist, throwing her over a firm shoulder.

      “Put me down, man-whore!” She banged on Kai’s back, but he didn’t relent. The girl smirked at the scene, and Emelia saw red. “Touch him again and I’ll break both legs and every bone in your fingers.” She mimicked slitting the girl’s throat as she was carried away by the bulk of muscle.

      Her friends sent the girl a smile and a vulgar gesture before turning to following Emelia now drooping over Kai’s shoulder. Estreia already made an excuse to leave and released her glamour, going invisible as she watched the commotion from her Phoenix form above them.

      “You can put me down now,” Emelia pouted as she bounced against Kai.

      “You can hardly stand, Emelia. We aren’t far from your apartment,” he laughed.

      “Prince Kai, don’t you know I’m a betrothed woman?” she sighed dramatically as her friends laughed behind her. Lex was preoccupied with the redhead in front of them, her hand on his ass.

      “We all break our rules for someone, Princess.” His words rang through Emelia’s ears, the ones she’d thrown at him during their fight.

      “You sure do know how to make a lady swoon,” she bit out as they crept closer to the apartment. “I have no idea how you’ve been single for hundreds of years.” Kai’s hands gripped her thighs a bit tighter. It was a feeling that, though Emelia didn’t want to admit, made her core clench.

      “At least I don’t go around fighting random strangers.” With a groan, she let her body flop over him.

      “My name is Kai and I’m a prince and I think women should sit still and not speak,  Emelia mocked as they continued down the street. She stuck her tongue out at her friends following behind them, earning hearty laughs.

      “Wow, Mila, I thought you knew me better than that.” With a swift movement, her feet hit the ground in front of her apartment. She stumbled slightly, but Kai caught her before she could fall.

      “Thank you, Mr. Prince of Man-Whores.” She flipped her hair over her shoulder as she punched in the building code. The door buzzed and she tried to tug it open, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Lex, stop sucking face and get the door open.” Lex was, in fact, inspecting every inch of the girl’s mouth with his tongue as he pinned her to a brick wall outside the apartment. Lex groaned in frustration before leaving his conquest to open the door.

      Before they could move inside, a bang erupted from behind them, sending Emelia flying to the ground in the fetal position, a blood-curdling scream ripping from her lips. She rocked back and forth as she covered her ears, shaking her head.

      “No, no, no.” Images flooded in her mind; the shooting, the violence, Valen bleeding out on her dining room table. The voices around her muffled as panic set in.

      “Mila, let me in.” The voice was soft, delicate.

      “Mila, your shields are up. Let Kai get to you.” She heard the second voice in her head: Estreia.

      She cracked open an eye to find herself surrounded by her golden shield, Kai’s hand placed against it. His face was painted with panic as he banged his fist on the unbreakable shield. She shook her head and took a few calming breaths, trying to calm the panic raging through her veins. With a shudder, the shield rippled and fell, letting Kai in.

      “It was just fireworks, Mila. You’re safe.” Kai placed an arm under her legs, another around her back. “Just fireworks, look.”

      He lifted her up, pressing her close to his chest as she looked up to the sky. Blue, yellow, pink, and purple danced in the deep darkness of the sky.

      “Just fireworks,” she mumbled quietly to herself. She wrapped her arms around Kai’s neck and she shook in his arms as Lex held the door for them to pass.

      “You’re safe. I won’t let anything happen to you.” She knew he meant it but she couldn’t stop the pictures terrorizing her mind. Shadows overcame her, rocking her to sleep as her mind went silent.
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      Emelia shot up in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat. The nightmares were bone chilling, but it wasn’t the Fates who called out to her.

      “You’re seeing my dreams. I’m sorry.” Estreia sat perched on the bed as she tapped her leg. “Don’t say anything. Kai’s sleeping in the chair in the corner.” Estreia pointed to where Kai was in fact sitting in the shadows, his cheek resting on his fist.

      “He hasn’t left your side.” Emelia looked to him again then back at her sister. “I’m sorry you keep having my dreams. I try to block them for you, but your mind has a way of finding me when you sleep.” Emelia pulled the covers from her legs to see she was still wearing the clothes from the club.

      She sighed, swinging her legs over her bed before creeping to her wardrobe and gesturing Estreia to follow her into the bathroom. Her voice was barely a whisper as they spoke.

      “What are they?” Emelia asked cautiously as she stripped from her clothes, washed her face, and pulled her hair into a bun.

      Estreia winced. “Some are past memories, some are prophecies. Those have to be deciphered, so even if they look scary, they aren’t always.” Estreia tried to reassure Emelia.

      She nodded in understanding. “I’m sorry about going through your mind. I don’t mean to.” Emelia winced; there wouldn’t be a time where it was acceptable, but she truly couldn’t control it.

      “I know you don’t. You’re just very strong. I can feel your emotions, even when you don’t think I can.” Emelia turned to grab her toothbrush, taking a moment to absorb Estreia’s words.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” Estreia just shook her head no.

      “Unfortunately, this is something I have to work through on my own.” Emelia finished readying herself for bed, though it was nearly morning. She walked to her twin and kissed her gently on her forehead.

      “If I can, you tell me, okay?”

      Estreia nodded. “Are you okay if I go for a fly?” She was clearly cautious at leaving Emelia for long, but she just gave her a smile.

      “Of course. Be safe and call me if you need me. You figured out how to work it, right?” She pushed Estreia’s shoulder gently, gesturing to the phone in her hand.

      “Yeah, yeah, I figured it out.” She waved her off, tip-toing to the window to the balcony. Emelia sighed slightly as she watched Estreia soar out the window, shifting into her Phoenix as soon as her feet left the windowsill. She looked over herself in the mirror one last time before making her way back to bed. Opening the door, she jumped in surprise, a sleepy eyed Kai standing in front of her, wiping sleep from his eyes.

      “Oh, uh, I saw the light on, and I wanted to make sure you were okay.” He ran his fingers through his hair, and she gave him a soft smile.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. You don’t have to always watch over me,” she taunted, pushing past him to sit on the bed. He turned to look at her, leaning slightly in the doorway with a shrug.

      “I know, but I like to make sure you’re okay. Your brother’s been too busy fucking that girl he brought home.” Emelia snorted, gagging at the mental image.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, and he raised an eyebrow at her. “For taking care of me.” He waved her off.

      “I will always take care of you, even if you are marrying an idiot.” She groaned at his words, falling back onto the bed.

      A second later, the bed shifted next to her, and she turned her head to see Kai’s face next to hers. “Don’t you think that girl you love would be a little jealous right now, in bed with another woman?” She flicked his nose with her finger.

      “She would if she felt the same about me, but she doesn’t.” Emelia quickly flipped to her side, resting her head on her palm.

      “Is she stupid?” she snorted, earning a laugh from Kai. He shook his head.

      “I guess she just hasn’t ever really seen me that way.” He shrugged his shoulders.

      “Well, she’s an idiot. Anyone would be lucky to have you.” Emelia clicked her tongue.

      “I’m a patient man, Princess.” He smirked. “I would wait a million lifetimes if that’s what it took to have her in my arms.” Emelia sighed as she traced circles on the sheets with her finger.

      “I wish Valen felt that way about me.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I know he loves me, but sometimes, it feels like he’s not really there. I wish he could love me the way you love this girl.” Her eyes met his. “Maybe your girl and Valen should get married instead,” she joked and Kai bit back a laugh.

      “Yeah, that definitely would be something.”

      A peaceful quiet fell over them, and Emelia shifted her head to stare at the ceiling. “Do you think I’m a bad person?” She bit her lip, awaiting Kai’s response.

      “Absolutely not. Why would you ask that?” She turned back over, scooting closer to him, feeling the warmth that radiated off  his body.

      “What I’m doing with Valen. I know how he’s handling it wrong, but part of me believes in it, that I could really help Eros.” She twirled circles in the sheets again.

      “I don’t agree with it, but I know you’re doing what you think is right for your people. I can’t see how that would be bad.” Her eyes flicked to his and down to his lips, then back to his eyes.

      “How are you so sure of me?”

      He chuckled slightly. “Mila, I’m almost five hundred years old. I’ve seen people way worse than you. You deserve to be praised.”

      Deserve. The word rang loudly in her mind. She didn’t felt like she deserved anything.

      “I hope I get to experience passion one day.” She went back to drawing those circles.

      “What do you mean?” She just sighed in return. She’d opened up this bag of worms.

      “With Valen, it’s so familiar. We’ve known each other for so long; it’s become this routine. I want to experience that burn for someone, the kisses you can’t seem to forget about, the graze of their skin on yours, the sound of their laugh, the feel of their love. I want that. Maybe I’ll experience it one day, but marrying Valen means it won’t be for a long time, if ever.” Kai’s eyes were wide now, his breath caught in his chest.

      “You don’t feel that with him?” She could have sworn there was shock on his face in the dim light of the room.

      She shook her head. “Never. It’s always been familiar, comfortable.” She shrugged her shoulders.  “Who knows. Maybe I’ll take a lover.” She wiggled her eyebrows as Kai laughed. He brushed a piece of cotton white hair from her face and tucked it behind her pointed ear.

      “If a lover will make you happy, then take many,” he joked, making her eyes crinkle in laughter.

      “I know I’m a jerk to you sometimes, but you’re my favorite part about living.” She bit her lip as she looked up to him, staring into his eyes as he took in her declaration.

      “You’re mine as well.” His voice was so soft and smooth, it felt like a warm brush across her face.

      “But you sure do know what buttons to push to piss me off.” She had to say anything to break up the choking feeling in her chest.

      Kai laughed. “You push mine, so I think it’s a fair trade.” He smiled at her, a bright, wide smile, one she couldn’t miss, no matter how dark the room was. Her breathing quickened as an idea popped into her head.

      “This might be really stupid, but if I don’t do it now, I don’t think I ever will.” Her words came out in a nervous rush as she placed a hand on his cheek, rubbing the scar that grazed over his eye.

      “We all break our rules for someone, man-whore.” She gently, ever so softly, brought her lips to his.

      Kai’s grip tightened on her hip as their lips blended in a warmth together. Emelia melted to him, if it was a mix of the drugs and alcohol that made her see stars, she didn’t know. She pressed herself closer to him, grasping at anything she could to feel him, to be closer to him.

      She trailed her delicate fingers up his neck and into the strands of his raven hair. Her lips parted and his tongue slid into her mouth colliding with hers. She knew this moment could never last and it would not go past this kiss, so she let her body sink into him. She let him consume her mouth, caress her skin with a hunger that could not be satisfied. Knowing this moment would never happen again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Emelia woke up alone in her room, her head pounding from the night before. “Look who decided to finally rise from the dead,” Lex snickered out as he sat two cups of coffee on her bedside table, quickly joined by Estreia’s third.

      “She’s alive!” Estreia shouted joyfully as she jumped onto the bed, jostling Emelia and her now-sensitive stomach.

      “Please shut up,” she moaned, tossing a pillow over her head.

      “No can do sister. Take the coffee and get up.” Emelia grunted at her brother as she threw a pillow, which he successfully dodged.

      Feet sounded down the hall, and a breathless Nathaira came bursting through the door with Cacia on her heels. “There’s been another attack.” They panted as they stood in the doorway, catching their breath as Emelia jumped from the bed, swiping the covers off her body.

      “Give me ten minutes.” She snatched the coffee from Lex’s hand and chugged it down. She made her way to the bathroom as an invisible Estreia followed her and slammed the door.
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      This fucker. He promised no more attacks. Emelia seethed with anger as they made their way to the center of The Grove. Kai still hadn’t shown his face, but Lex said he’d meet us at the meeting hall later. The Bureau of Clave investigsations, the Grove’s most notorious ops, already swarmed the area, blocking off tourists and locals wanting to be nosy. Yellow tape surrounded the fountain in the middle of The Grove, just before the conclave. The group ducked under the police tape, making their way toward a group of BCI officers.

      “You can’t be in here.” A fawn shifter stepped in front of them, and Lex help up a badge.

      “Captain Lex Leeok of The Daggers.” He closed the badge and slipped it into his pocket. He smirked as the fawn shifter looked at him incredulously. Lex always used his recent title with the Arcadia Daggers, Arcadia’s special ops, to impress any female who would look his way. Emelia practically rolled his eyes when he gave the fawn such a smug look.

      “Private Hestia Righthead, Bureau of Clave Investigations.” She gave him a salute and he pressed a hand to her shoulder.

      “My team and I will only be a minute, Hestia.” He sent the fawn a wink that made her flush.

      “I bet she gives good head,” Nathaira joked from behind them, earning an elbow to the ribs from Cacia. Red hair floated in the water as a man laid face down in the clear blue liquid.

      “No.” Emelia stumbled back in a daze. Lex scrunched an eyebrow as he walked to the body, talking to the officers swarming around it. Emelia couldn’t help it; she just stared at the lifeless body in the water.

      Lex returned after thanking the officers quickly. “Good news. It’s not Eryix. Bad news, it is his older brother, Jediah. From the looks of it, he’s been out here for at least eighteen hours.”

      Again, pain flooded Emelia. She’d gotten him out; he was safe. She couldn’t save his loved ones.

      “He must have known something,” Cacia spoke up, breaking the noise in Emelia’s head.

      While she was out partying, blasted out of her mind, someone had died. How could she be so stupid? She thought about Cacia’s words for a moment.

      “It has to be something that Val-’’ She paused for a moment, her voice barely a whisper as she cleared her throat and straightened her back. “He knew something these attackers didn’t want to get out, probably something Eryix told him.”

      “So, we go talk to Eryix?” Nathaira asked.

      “Yeah, about that.” Emelia laughed nervously “He was released.”
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      “I can’t believe you just let him go.” Nathaira’s arms were crossed over her chest as they sat around the meeting hall table.

      “I didn’t just let him go. He was banished. It was fine enough punishment.” Emelia shrugged her shoulders, trying to make the lie run smoothly from her mouth.

      She twirled her fingers around as gold energy flowed between them like a wave. It was a new habit of hers to avoid awkward situations, to look effortlessly bored and threatening all at once. In reality, those close to her know her little finger tricks were about all the magic she could conjure.

      The doors swung open, and Kai walked in. He didn’t say a word to Emelia as he strolled past her to the other head of the table, avoiding all eye contact.

      “Well, hello Prince. How wonderful for you to join us.” She kept twirling the little ball of light in her fingers.

      “Pleasure is all mine, as always, Your Highness.” His words were harsh as his face finally met hers. She rolled her eyes, leaning back into her chair.

      Lex cleared his throat. “From what the BCI told me, there were no fingerprints on the body or any signs of force, so it’s likely whoever did this used magic so they couldn’t be traced.” Emelia tapped her leg under the table but couldn’t keep her eyes off Kai.

      “That rules out Eryix because he isn’t Kaffir. He’d have to use force.” Lex kept talking, but Emelia didn’t hear a thing he said. She only saw Kai.

      She remembered last night, the soft kiss she placed on his lips in her drugged and drunken state. She remembered the warmth of those lips on hers, the sparks that seemed to run through her at the touch. She wondered how those lips would feel on other parts of her body, the graze of his fingertips on the inside of her thigh as he teased her. She could practically feel the touch run up her legs. She tried to wipe away the images that flooded in her mind of the Prince of Shadows. She tapped her nails on the table to distract from the burning flaring between her thighs. She was a betrothed woman, for Paradisa’s sake. The hate for Valen burned, but part of her still bristled with unwanted love and she couldn’t help the guilt that picked at her throat every time the thoughts of his brother grazed her mind. She couldn’t think of Kai this way. He was her friend, a good one. How could she possibly ruin that? She sighed a deep breath before standing from her chair.

      “I will talk with Valen, see if he knows anything.” Kai joined her in standing.

      “Do you think that’s a good idea?” He raised an eyebrow and she shot him a glare.

      “Yes, Kai, I think it’s a perfectly fine idea.” She knew too much and wasn’t trying to expose everything, not now. “Find everything you can on the attack and report back to me, in detail.” She pushed the chair back as she made her way to the exit.

      “Lex, stay with Kai tonight.” She could feel Estreia’s presence next to her, invisible to everyone but her and Lex. His eyes darted to Estreia.

      “I need the place to myself tonight.”
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      “Mila?” A voice ran through the apartment, followed by the sound of the door shutting.

      She quickly jumped off her bed and walked into the kitchen, stretching her arms over the side of the marbled counter. “I’m in here!”

      Footsteps grew slowly closer until Valen was in front of her, staring her down. She wore a white lace bodysuit that hid very little of her skin underneath, and she watched as his eyes trailed down her exposed body.

      “I’ve been waiting all day.” She looked like the picture of innocence and sex, his for the taking.

      “Have you?” He raised an eyebrow as he loosened the tie around his neck and unbuttoned his shirt.

      She pressed her hands to his now bare chest, running them down his body, her fingers grazing the waist of his pants. “I just couldn’t wait to see you.” She unbuckled his belt, sliding it out from his pants before finding the button to release them from his hips. She kissed down his stomach as she pushed his white button down off his shoulders. She wanted to gag at the touch and the words, but the fire and need in her core prevented it. She had to do this. This was her future husband.

      Valen let out a groan of pleasure and his wings flared, feathered and gray, as his shirt fell to the floor.

      “I could get used to this kind of welcome home,” he practically growled. Emelia looked up to him as she tucked her fingers under his pants and pushed them down, freeing his hard length.

      “You can have it anytime you want, but you’ll have to come home more often.” She dropped to her knees as she pushed him against the dining room table, taking his length in her hand, twisting slightly as she spread the precum from his tip.

      He gripped her chin as she knelt. “Believe me, my queen, when we are wed, I will be home as often as you like.”

      Naked, tanned, and muscular. From down on her knees, he looked like a god she could worship. She relished in the noises he made as she gripped his length, flicking the tip of his cock with her tongue. Another groan of pleasure and he was gripping the dining table. If she had to keep up this charade, she may as well do it well.

      “Fuck,” he hissed as he gripped her head, shoving her mouth down.

      She obeyed, taking him as far into her throat as he she could manage. A louder moan and Emelia was bobbing her head, faster and faster, willing her throat to behave as he bottomed out. She looked up at him, his head tilted back, a look of pure pleasure on his face.

      She pulled back just as he was about to release, wiping the corners of her mouth with her thumb as she stood. Without breaking eye contact, she sucked her thumb into her mouth, drawing a deep groan from Valen. He stalked towards her, lifting her up onto the white marbled countertop as he slid a hand between her thighs, ripping the fabric away.

      “Hey, I really liked this one,” she pouted, and he nipped at her bottom lip.

      “I’ll buy you another one, sweet pea.” She  forced a blush at his words. Gods, she hated that nickname.

      He dropped to his knees, spreading her legs wide and kissing the inside of her thighs slowly, tracing circles with his tongue. She leaned back, her palms pressed against the counter as he licked and nipped his way to her center. She let out a loud moan from the warmth of his tongue pressed against her and for a moment, she thought about how it might feel if Kai’s tongue was swirling sweet circles around that spot she loved so much. She let out a gasp that made her spine shiver, and her core tightened at the thought.

      Valen pulled away, kissing up her body until his lips found hers. He grabbed her by her thighs roughly, pulling her down as he ripped the scraps of fabric left on her body. He slid his fingers to draw teasing circles around her sex, sliding a finger in just barely before pulling it out again. She whimpered into his mouth, giving him access to slide his tongue in as he fought her for dominance. Without warning, he plunged his fingers into her wet sex, and she let out a gasp as she moved her hips with the motions of his hand. She ground down on his hand, trying to force his fingers deeper, sliding her arms around his back to dig her nails into his shoulder. She moved her hips faster as she felt her release building in her core. Her mind started to wander again as she thought about how Kai’s fingers would feel inside her. The image of him pushed between her legs and not Valen slid into her mind, the image of him not thrusting his fingers, but his cock.

      She moaned with pleasure that made her eyes roll back into her head.

      “Fuck me.” She said the words breathlessly as her head tilted up to the ceiling.

      Valen pulled his fingers from her, but quickly replaced them with his cock, slamming in without a second thought as Emelia’s moans increased in volume.

      “Fuck, Mila.” He wrapped his hands around her thighs, pushing her back against the counter and thrusting into her forcefully. She was going to have bruises tomorrow, that’s for sure. She wanted to scream with pleasure, but not because of the man fucking her. No, it was from the images in her mind. Kai’s muscular chest beaded with sweat as he fisted her breast and nipped at her skin with his teeth, his hand around her throat as he pushed every last inch of himself into her.

      “Fuck, please, don’t stop,” she begged out, more of a plea to the images than what was inside her.

      Again and again, with every thrust, she thought of Kai. Valen’s pace picked up and he lifted her to sit on his lap. She let gravity sink her back onto his cock, stretching deep inside her as she wrapped around him. She bounced in his lap, Valen’s hands wrapped tightly around her hips as he pounded into her, watching his cock slide in and out of it. But it was Kai, always Kai. The kiss, the touch of his soft yet calloused hands. She pleaded to the Gods to take the thoughts away, but she could feel his touch. Why couldn’t she stop? She couldn’t stop her core from tightening to climax over and over again to the thought of Kai.

      She screamed, digging her nails so deep into Valen’s skin that droplets of blood trailed down to the countertop. He heaved in breaths against Emelia as he held her and rubbed soft strokes down her back, his cock still twitching inside her. Here she was, held in this godlike man’s arms, thinking about the demon shifter. Gods, she was so stupid.

      She moved her body to look at Valen, placing a soft, quick kiss on his lips. “I love you.”

      Whether she truly meant it, or if it was the guilt eating at her, she didn’t know. Despite everything he’d done, part of her still loved him, no matter how much of her hated him.

      “I love you.” He wiped a strand of hair from her face.

      Was this what it was like? In all the books she read and films she saw, is this what it was like when the hero loved the villain, even though they knew it was wrong? This desire to stay with them no matter what? The fear of how they may react, the love that seemed to consume her mind every day like a spell..

      This was her moment though, when he was relaxed, weakened from mind-blowing sex. “Why did you kill Eryix’s brother?”

      His eyes widened at her question, and she pushed off him, setting her feet on the ground. “Don’t try to act surprised. I was one of the first ones on the scene.” She moved to the counter, leaning her naked hip against it.

      “He knew too much.” Valen shrugged his winged shoulders as he picked up his clothes.

      “I thought we said no more killing? We can do this without killing.” Valen didn’t give her an answer, only a kiss to the forehead.

      “It was the last time, I swear. He knew information that could have ruined everything.” He placed a hand on her shoulder before he walked into the bedroom.

      “So, he blackmailed you? With what?” she asked as she leaned against the doorway. Valen just nodded. She crossed her arms over her chest and Valen sighed, slapping his hands on his thighs before walking to her, lifting her chin to meet his eyes.

      “It doesn’t matter what he knew.” He walked to the bathroom, but she was a step behind him.

      “It does, Valen. I’m involved in this, too, and I need to know if I’m at risk.” A chuckle came from Valen, one that made her spine shiver, and not with pleasure.

      “You will never be at risk.” He looked over his shoulder as he turned on the shower.

      “You don’t know that,” Emelia pouted, playing innocent. He couldn’t know what she knew.

      “I do. Whoever attempts to harm you is directly attacking me and that certainly will not do.” He reached for her hand. “Come, let’s bathe.”

      Emelia dropped his hand and turned on her heels, heading back towards the room. “I’d rather be alone tonight.” She sat, legs crossed, naked, on the bench in front of the bed.

      Valen’s eyes flickered with rage. He stomped towards her and offered his hand again. “Come. Bathe.” The words hissed through his teeth and Emelia’s eyes flickered with anger and shock before she took a deep breath, balancing her energy.

      “No.”

      Before she realized what was happening, a burning sensation singed her cheek and her head cracked to the side as she spit blood, spraying against the white of her hair.

      “I can be kind, or I can be controlling. It’s your choice.” His words were deadly. She slowly adjusted her face back to face him, tears pooling in her eyes from the sting. She used the back of her hand to wipe the side of her mouth.

      “How dare you.” A second later, another blow hit her, one she knew would leave a bruise. She stood, eyeing the man towering over her. “Tell me what he knew.” She wouldn’t back down, not now. Pure hatred raged inside her now, only her calming breaths controlling the wrath digging its way into her soul.

      Valen rolled his eyes, realizing she wouldn’t back down, that his threats wouldn’t keep her from the information she wanted. “He knew of my plans to take everyone down in one place.”

      “More killing? When were you planning on letting me in on this?” Emelia crossed her arms, trying not to show how the pain in her cheek scorched. She wouldn’t let him win.

      “Never, obviously. You’d never let me kill that pretty boy you’ve grown so attached to.”

      Emelia’s throat closed. She couldn’t breathe, couldn’t find air, but she needed to get the words out. “I couldn’t care less about Kai.” She waved a hand as if to blow him off.  “You’re not the only one with motives. What’s the plan?”

      “The plan is for you to sit pretty in your little white dress after we say I do and watch the blood splatter.” Ice formed around Emelia’s feet. This again. She took a steadying breath.

      “None of this matters, anyways.” Valen grasped her chin in his hand, forcing her to look into his now-black eyes. “You won’t remember any of this conversation. You’ll tell your friends I knew nothing about the attack, and everything will go back to normal. You’ll be by my side as my queen, listening, obeying, agreeing always.” Emelia took a step back from him, pushing his chest away.

      “What the fuck do you mea-” The world went dizzy and black for a moment. Oh, fuck. His eyes. She tried to hold onto her thoughts, grasping at them as they tried to float away from her.

      “No!” she called out. She dropped to the ground and the world went silent and dark.
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      Emelia walked with her dark hood covering her head as she ducked through The Grove to the slums of Ashrow. The Cut wasn’t a place you wanted to be seen looking well taken care of. The Ash King was known to have a fetish for women of significant beauty, though Emelia felt she was far from beautiful. Estreia flew above her, invisible. She monitored the surroundings from above as Emelia weaved through old tents, vendors selling black market goods, food, and other things she’d rather not think about.

      She made sure she kept her eyes open and aware of her surroundings as she made her way to the old grayed building she knew so well. People attempted to get her attention to buy things, but she kept her head down as she walked.

      “Where are you going?”

      Emelia’s eyes snapped up as feet came into view. She looked past the tall Angel standing in front of her. His arms crossed over his chest as muscles bulged under his tight black shirt. His long red hair was shaved on one side, a single braid twisted through the strands of hair that fell against his right shoulder. He was different from other angels she’d seen, his ears pointed, red hair strange for a celestial being. Then there were his wings: black, so black they could absorb the light of the sun.

      “I’m on my way to pay an old friend a visit.” Emelia held her head high in a show of power as she sized up the Angel.

      “Shouldn’t Angels be off with their playthings or responding to royal orders?” She raised an eyebrow at him as she mimicked his stance, arms crossed and back straight.

      He smirked at her comment. “Maybe I would, if I fell under their reign, but they prefer half breeds not mingle with their pure blood line.” With a roll of his shoulders, his ebony wings tucked themselves back in.

      Half breed, Emelia thought. It explained the pointed ears, red hair, and slightly darker skin.

      “Fae?” Emelia asked with a pointed look, and he shook his head.

      “Demon.”  Emelia stepped back slightly.

      “Relax, I’m not going to eat you.” He rolled his eyes. “If you’re going to see Rohana, I’ll lead you to her.”

      Emelia laughed loudly, not able to contain herself. “Since when did the manifestation of the Inferno herself need a bodyguard?” She wiped tears that slid from her eyes.

      “Since a certain Fae princess told her people were being killed.” He gave her a pointed look and she gave him a soft smile.

      “So, you know who I am then?”

      He started to walk, and she followed. “Yes and no. I know of you. Rohana gave me your cloak you left last time you visited, so I caught your scent when you entered the Cut.”

      Emelia pouted as she walked. “I spent good money on that cloak for her.”

      The male shrugged his shoulders “She complained of it being too large, so she gave it to me, to hide the ears and hair.” He gestured to his appearance as they entered the darkness of the alley.

      “I can understand that.” Emelia huffed out a sigh as they stepped closer to the rickety gray building.

      Candle light flickered through the window facing the street, illuminating the path in front of them. It was a protection from whatever lurked in the shadows. Emelia bounded up the stone stairs leading to the door, the odd man keeping pace with her. She knocked on the wooden door, but the man just shot her a glare.

      “What?” she spat, and he laughed slightly before turning the knob and walking in.

      Emelia looked around the edges of the door before stepping in, checking her surroundings. Slowly, she shut the door behind her, sliding off her hood. A small blast came from behind her, and she dropped to the floor.

      “I got you!” Azura laughed haughtily, standing over her with a toy gun in her hand.

      “Tell my family I love them.” Emelia dramatically grasped at her chest as she pretended to die, sticking her tongue out as she collapsed to the floor. The child laughed with joy as she sat on Emelia’s stomach, earning a grunt in response.

      “Azura, please do not sit on our guest.” The child quickly moved off Emelia, and she lifted herself on her elbows to look at an exhausted Rohana.  .

      “Sorry, Mommy,” Azura quickly apologized before running off to play.

      “Wouldn’t have taken you for the type to like kids,” the male chortled as he leaned against the wooden wall.

      Emelia stood from the floor, dusting her hands on the sides of her pants. “I don’t. I just like Azura.”

      Rohana scoffed at Emelia’s answer. “Don’t let her lie to you. Any free time she has, she’s either here annoying me with Azura or down at the orphanage.” Emelia just shrugged her shoulders.

      “They call me pretty and are nicer than most adults.”

      Rohana gave her a laugh with a shake of her head. “Come, join me in the sitting room.” Rohana gestured and walked towards the couches that sat neatly in front of the fireplace. Books sprawled across the coffee table, all arcane, filled with spells. Emelia’s face came into the light of the glowing fire and Rohana let out a gasp.

      “What happened to you?” She held a hand to her mouth.

      She lifted her hand to her cheek, tapping the sensitive skin. “I’m not completely sure. That’s why I’m here.” Emelia walked to the couch across from the man, whose name she still hadn’t learned.

      “Are you two?” Emelia pointed between them, and they looked at each other before giving a shiver.

      “I watched him grow up in the orphanage during the few years I visited. He’s practically a nephew,” Rohana said with a laugh bright as starlight.

      “You were in the orphanage?” The man simply nodded.

      “My father was a demon, from what I know. He was locked away in the Inferno again after raping my mother, and she died giving birth to me, I was told.” He shrugged his shoulders, but Emelia didn’t dare speak a word.

      “Tell us why you’re here.” Rohana shifted the focus, resting her elbow against the arm of the chair and setting her cheek in her palm.

      “And why do you look like you’ve been in a bar fight?” the man said, pointing again at her face.

      “I think someone may be wiping away pieces of my memory.” Rohana raised an eyebrow at her suspicion. “I have gaps in my memory, black outs. It’s been happening more often.” She fiddled with her fingers.

      “Do you have an idea who?” Emelia shook her head at Rohana’s question. She had a hunch, but didn’t want to make a definitive statement until she had more proof.

      “I just need it to stop, try to get the memories back.”

      Rohana was quiet for a moment as she thought. She moved from the couch and fixed her hands on either side of Emelia’s head, her face tender and swollen. Rohana closed her eyes, breathing gently. Emelia felt pressure build up in her skull, as if it would burst. A small current of energy shot through Rohana’s hands and she gasped as she took a step back.

      “This is strong magic. Someone’s managed to intertwine a love spell with augur magic. I don’t even know how someone would get their hands on something like this.” Emelia sat in shock. Augur. That’s what Valen had called her, that day in the dungeon when he mentioned her ability to read minds and he- what did he do?

      “Can augur magic work on someone who is an augur?” The words slipped through her lips without thinking, and Rohana looked at her in shock.

      “If the augur wasn’t properly trained on shielding their mind, then yes.” Confusion screwed Rohana’s face as Emelia chewed on her nails.

      “Can anything be done to reverse it?” Her foot started to tap against the creaking wooden floors. Rohana nodded.

      “It will be painful, and we’ll need someone to link you to reality as the memories flow back, but yes, it can be done.”

      “I can try to find someone, but that would require them coming here or finding a safe place to meet.” Emelia thought about Estreia, invisible and perched on a nearby building.

      Rohana gestured to the male next to her as she waved off Emelia, “No need. Drystan will link you.”
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      Emelia laid in the bathtub, water drenching the soft gown Rohana had given her to slip on.

      “Are you sure this will work?” Emelia gripped the sides of the clawfoot tub.

      Herbs were scattered in the water, and the amount of salt on the bottom had her gently floating. The room was dim, only lit by the candles littering every surface. Drystan stripped off his shirt, revealing a body littered with scars covered by a smattering of tattoos across his chest and arms.

      “It’ll work if you remain calm and keep your mind open. When the memories flood back, you’ll start to feel a panic, but you must remain calm. Welcome them into your mind. Do not fight them.”

      Emelia nodded as Drystan stepped towards the tub, black pants slung around his hips.

      “Scoot forward.” He gestured with his hand, and she raised an eyebrow.

      “Why?”

      Rohana rolled her eyes. “You both must be in the water for the link to work. You’ll see him walking through with you, but he will still have part of his mind connected here.”

      Emelia moved forward slightly, and Drystan stepped in behind her, placing his legs on either side of her body as he pushed himself against the back of the tub.

      “Now, lean your head back into his hands and let your body float.” Emelia bit her lip as she hesitated. She turned to him, who gave a gentle nod in reassurance. She took a deep breath and leaned back.

      Her white hair floated in the water as she settled her head into his hands. They were firm, but kind. She looked up to him, noticing his amber eyes had flecks of gold in them, like a melted copper crescent. He smiled gently as she relaxed and let her body float, closing her eyes to relax.

      “Okay, let’s begin.” Rohana spoke in a language Emelia couldn’t understand, something old, almost ancient. She let her arms relax, the water consuming her body.

      In a heartbeat, the world was filled with noise, then nothing. Emelia opened her eyes, and she was in a room of darkness, nothing but pure black surrounding her.

      “It’s okay. This is the first step.” She felt a gentle hand on her shoulder, and she turned to see Drystan, a wave of relief flooding through her.

      A light seemed to glow behind her and she turned to see a familiar door, carved from the wood of her family’s tree cottage. She hesitantly stepped towards it, grazing her hand across her initials.

      “This is my bedroom door from home.”​​ Green moss traced the outer edges of the doorway and she brought her hand to the knob as she slowly twisted it to opened the door
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      Emelia shot up violently, a loud gasp ripping from her as her soaked body splashed in the bathtub, water escaping her lungs. She tried to catch her breath as she felt Drystan’s arms wrap around her. She looked to Rohana, then over her shoulder to Drystan, who wore shock and worry on his face, the same expression she had. The spell didn’t just bring back the memories of recent events, but everything. She remembered every life she had lived with Estreia, every love and battle she’d fought for. It was engraved in her soul to be this being willing to do anything to protect those she cared about. She remembered her mother, the day she was born. She watched as her tiny hand touched her mother’s crying face. Nothing was a lie.

      She stood from the bathtub, water dripping down her legs as her gown stuck to every curve of her body. Rohana offered her a towel and she took it willingly, wrapping her body in warmth. She remembered Valen, everything he did, everything she’d felt. He’d trapped her in a cocoon of lies and obedience, but she was no slave. All this time, she thought she’d loved him, that she would do this for him, but it was all part of his plan. That feeling of not being able to get away from him, that love -- it was all a stupid spell. Anger was not the right word to describe what built up in her.

      “Emelia, are you okay?” Rohana placed a hand on her shoulder, but Emelia kept her eyes to the ground.

      “Thank you so much, Ro. I will always protect you and Azura. Please remember that, no matter what.”
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      “So, let me get this straight. Rohana is a secret witch you’ve had in your pocket this entire time who no one knew about and you’ve been protecting?” Emelia nodded to Estreia’s question.

      “And she’s strong enough to not just bring back your recent memories, but memories as far back as when our souls were split?” Emelia nodded again.

      “How did you meet her?”

      “I’d go to the orphanage when I was in university to volunteer, read and play with the kids. She worked there. Azura, her daughter, was going to be sold off to the Ash King, if she wasn’t adopted soon. So, I did what any sane person would do. I stole the child in the middle of the night and brought her to Rohana. I begged her to take her, to keep her safe. In return, I would never tell anyone about her, or Azura.” Estreia practically choked on her drink.

      “You stole a child from the Ash King?”

      Emelia proudly nodded her head. “And I would do it again.”

      Estreia sipped from the pink can once again. “Okay. What’re you going to do about Valen?”

      Emelia tapped her nails against the counter; she wanted to spit at the mention of his name. A smirk played on her lips as she thought about all the ways she could gut him like a fish.

      “Do any of them not involve violence?” Estreia laid lazily over the counter top as she lifted the can above her mouth to catch the last drop.

      “Where’s the fun without violence?” Emelia laughed as she walked into her room.

      “The wedding is tomorrow, Mila. This disrupts everything we planned!”

      “Not entirely.” Now that Emelia had enlightened Estreia about Rohana, she could explain what she’d cooked up during her trek home. “Let’s go. We’re staying at the castle tonight. Oh, and call Lex, if you please.” She slung her bag over her shoulder before grabbing the keys off the counter.

      “Can I bring drinks?” She pointed to the fridge and Emelia gave her a laugh but nodded anyway as she opened her front door.
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      Emelia sat in bed, her twin next to her, which is how they slept almost every night these days. It was like fear froze them if they were apart for too long. She looked around her empty room in the castle. She looked at Estreia, snoring softly as drool dripped from her mouth. She thought about tomorrow, how she would marry the man she hated. It was the only way.

      Her phone rang next to her, and she turned to reach for it. Kalee’s face popped up on the screen. Emelia’s blood ran cold; it was so late for her to call. What happened?

      “Hello?” Emelia’s voice was a whisper.

      “Hey, sorry to bother you so late. I just wanted to let you know that the DNA results came back. I just sent them over to you.” Emelia sat up, running her fingers through her hair.

      “Thank you, Kalee. I’ll probably be at the keep in a few hours; I’m trying to get some sleep first.” She snickered slightly.

      “Isn’t your wedding tomorrow?” Kalee’s voice was concerned through the phone.

      “Yes, but not until mid-day. I’ll have some time to look over things before I become an obedient wife.” It was Kalee’s turn to chuckle.

      “Emelia, you are the farthest thing from obedient.” A smile played on her lips as the call ended and she set her phone back down on the night stand by the bed.

      She rolled to her side with a sigh, wrapping an arm around her sister and cuddling close. She tucked her head into her shoulders reaching for her hand and lacing her fingers in hers. She wrapped a leg between her sister’s and held her tightly. She never wanted to lose this or the family she’d made over the months. Life had been anything but pleasant, but she’d made this family and she loved them, her Camorra. She would risk her life for them, fight for them, die for them. She kissed the small spot between Esteria’s shoulders and rested her forehead against her.

      ‘I will always protect them.’ She swore it to herself.

      No matter the cost, no matter what it took, she would always protect them. A soft caress on her mind signaled her mother’s beckoning. She closed her eyes and let the darkness consume her.
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      “Kore!” Emelia yelled through the field of dead flowers. What once was green and colorful was now dead and lifeless.

      “Kore!” she yelled again as she pushed her way through the field.

      “What are you doing here, godkin?” That familiar serpentine voice hissed from behind, and she turned swiftly, face to face with Clotho.

      “I could ask you the same thing.” Emelia let her magic play at her fingertips in a subtle threat.

      Clotho laughed at her. “Oh child, I know you can hardly do anything with that magic except make a few sparks.”

      Emelia furrowed her brows. “Piss me off and see what I can do.” Her magic flickered a bit more.

      “Now it is not the time, godkin.” Emelia watched as Clotho floated past her, her midnight blue gown grazing the dead flowers. She lifted a hand, only bone as she wiggled her fingers. “Come, child.”

      Emelia took a cautious step forward. “Why are you here? What do you want?”

      Clotho turned her head swiftly, almost cracking her neck. “Gods girl, do you want to see your mother or not?”

      Emelia straightened, a bow suddenly appearing in her hand as a quiver slung behind her back.

      “Wise.” Clotho waved her bony hand again as Emelia followed the ghostly woman.

      They walked for a bit, deeper into the field, farther than she’d been before. The clouds darkened as they walked, illuminating a white circular structure standing before them. Stairs surrounded it, leading to a platform with marble roofing, held up by thick, carved columns.

      “Persephone, you have a guest.” Clotho’s voice was thick with a hiss as she pushed up the stairs.

      A black bed with fluffy white blankets and furred pillows sat in the center of the platform. Her mother’s hair was even longer than normal, her dark locks flowing down the side of the bed to reach the floor.

      “I do not wish to see anyone.” Her mother was on her side, facing away from Emelia in a dark blue gown, not the color or style she usually saw her in.

      Emelia stepped closer. “It’s me, Kore.” She spoke softly, cautiously, as she made her way closer to the bed. Her mother turned slowly as her hair wrapped under her.

      “Emelia.” She looked shocked to see her, almost as shocked as Emelia felt as she took in her mother. Her cheeks and eyes were sunken, her body a shell of its normal self.

      “My daughter, what happened to you?” Emelia wished Kore didn’t see her wounds, but she couldn’t pull herself away from her mother.

      Kore sat up and the gangling of chains rang through Emelia’s ears. She watched as she adjusted herself. Gold chained cuffs were locked to each of her wrists. Emelia rushed to her but was pushed back by an invisible barrier. She shook her head from the shock before clearing her mind. She placed a hand on the shield.

      “Me?! What have they done to you?” She wept slightly, tears dropping down her cheeks.

      “Do not cry for me, daughter.” Her mother stepped off the bed, the cuffs long enough for her to walk. She placed a hand against the shield on top of Emelia’s.

      ‘You called for me,’ she spoke into the goddess’ mind.

      ‘I did not mean to. You must have felt me here, in this place.’ Emelia dropped her hand.

      “What happened? The fields, this structure.” Emelia gestured her hands around her, trying not to make their silent communication obvious to Clotho behind her. Persephone sighed.

      “Hades has locked me here.” She moved her hands so the cuffs dangled from her thinned limbs. “He wasn’t happy when he heard of my recent visit to the mortal realm, as if he hadn’t been off sleeping with whatever woman he could get his hands on.” Persephone rubbed her temples in annoyance.

      “I am stuck here until spring, and since he has decided to lock me up, I have refused to drop a single seed of power into these lands. Let them know what death is really like without me spreading sunshine and roses.” She looked behind her with an angry glare as Clotho watched us.

      “Seph, darling, you know I’m only following orders.” Clotho wore a look that screamed fake innocence, and Kore rolled her eyes.

      “They can live in eternal darkness for all I care.” Persephone waved a hand in the air.

      “So, this is the Inferno?” Emelia looked around once again. She’d always thought this place was just a field for their minds to meet.

      “One of the levels, yes. It’s the closest to the mortal realms, my personal preference.” Persephone held out a hand and a flower bloomed, turning into a ripe pomegranate. “The fruit is much more decadent up here than below.” She cracked it open, plucking seeds out before slipping them into her mouth.

      Now was the time to drop her news. “I wanted to tell you I remember.’’

      Her mother paused her eating. “What do you mean?”

      Emelia sighed, taking a deep breath. “I remember everything. You’re my mother. I’m so sorry I ever doubted you.” Kore’s face broke into a wide, sparkling smile, and Emelia wondered how long it had been since she genuinely smiled.

      “I knew you would figure it out eventually.” A smirk teased on her lips now. “You’re your mother’s daughter.” She sang the words, and it was Emelia’s turn to smile through pooling tears. Emelia looked over to a very distracted Clotho, eyes glossing over that bony face.

      “When I come back to the mortal realm, I will find you and we shall celebrate with the most decadent glass of wine.” Her mother placed a hand on the shield again, and Emelia rested hers on top.

      She couldn’t bear to tell her mother of the wedding tomorrow, not in the state she was currently in. Emelia rested her forehead on the shield and her mother repeated the gesture.

      “I promise to come check on you.” Emelia’s words were soft, and she swore she could feel the graze of her mother’s lips on her forehead.

      “Do not worry about me, daughter. I am a god, after all. I can survive a few months of despair.”
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      Emelia stepped into the keep just as the sun rose. With her lack of sleep, she thought it would be better to do something to keep her busy. She left a note for Estreia, who was still snoring loudly as she snuck out of the room. The keep was quiet, only the light of the rising dawn flooding the room in orange and pink. She looked out the window as she waited for the results of the DNA test to load on her computer. The mornings were so quiet here, the silence of the sleeping medical center seeming to sooth the racing thoughts and stress of the days before.

      Footsteps sounded towards the keep and Emelia waved a hand, letting the doors swing open. “Are you stalking me now?” She hadn’t looked away from the sun in the window as she rested her chin against her hand, her elbow pressed into the desk.

      “Rohana told me about your wedding. I wanted to make sure you were okay.” Emelia finally turned her head to meet those amber eyes. The tension in his jaw told her the bruise was still black on her face. “I’ll kill him.”

      She waved a hand over her cheek, casting a glamour over the bruise. It was the only trick she’d seemed able to master. “I’m fine, Drystan.” Her jaw clenched slightly at the words, but she kept a bored expression on her face.

      He huffed a sigh and walked to the chair next to her desk, wings nowhere in sight. “Look, I know what’s going on. I saw. If you need an out, just tell me. I want to help.”

      She hadn’t realized how much Drystan knew. He was there, inside her mind, walking through everything. A stranger. A stranger who knew more about her than Cacia or Estreia. She sighed, running her hands through the front of her unbound hair. “Some things are better dealt with from the inside.” She looked to where Drystan now sat. The beeping of her computer drew her attention to the screen. She straightened in her seat slightly and scrolled down the page.

      “What is it?” Drystan rested an arm on the back of a chair, a muscled forearm pressed into the desk as he leaned over to read the screen.

      “DNA results from samples I received from my friends.” She scrolled as she looked over the names. “I was looking for similarities in the patterns to find an antidote for a poison.”

      “This gene here is celestial.” Drystan pointed out one of the genes registered in Valen’s results. “These two are demon genes.” He pointed to Nathaira and Kai.

      “This doesn’t make sense.” Emelia studied the results with a furrowed brow. “These two are shifters, so that explains the demon blood.” She gestured to Nathaira and Kai. “But these two are brothers. Even as half-brothers, they should share similarity in DNA. This one-” She gestured to Valen. “Shows no similarities. There’s no trace of the demon gene.” She moved the two files closer together on her screen. “There’s nothing.” She tapped her fingers on the desk as she studied them.

      “Can I run a test on you?” She turned her head to Drystan and he raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Well, you have celestial and demon roots.” She looked back to the computer. “If I test you, I can use you as the control, figure out why I got these results.” She rested her chin on her hand, then looked back up to him. “Because either one gene is stronger than the other and hides the secondary gene, or they’re not brothers.”
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      Emelia’s curly hair was twisted and pinned against her head. She watched in the mirror as two forest nymphs giggled with excitement as they intertwined a crown of flowers at the top of her head. It was Arcadia tradition: lilacs for love, lavender for luck, orchids for fertility, and baby’s breath for innocence and virginity. She hated it those the most. Innocence and virginity my ass.

      “You look ridiculous.” Estreia sat in a lounge chair in the corner of the room, dressed in the royal white battle suit as traditional for the ‘royal’ family during weddings or ceremonies, though she was pretending to be a mysterious cousin.

      Cacia was next to her by the window, shoveling food in her mouth, washing it down with champagne. “Yeah, I never want to see you like this again.”

      Emelia stuck her tongue out, earning a laugh, but they were right. The soft makeup, the flowers and that god awful pink lip they always made her wear; none of it was her. She nearly gagged at the sight of herself, but this wasn’t for her. This was for the safety of those who would one day be her people. She would do this for them.

      “I think she looks beautiful.” That friendly male voice came from behind her as the nymphs stepped away to retrieve her dress. Emelia turned in her seat, her satin robe pooling on the ground.

      “How did you meet this guy again?” Emelia laughed as Cacia pointed at Drystan, who lounged casually on the bed.

      “He’s a friend of a friend. He’s helping me with some research. He also tells me I’m pretty; he’s my personal ego booster, and really, much nicer than you guys.”

      The girls placed their hands on their chests, fake hurt written all over their faces. Emelia laughed, rising from her seat and making her way to the wardrobe. “Be nice to him while I dress.” Drystan threw a crooked smile their way, which the girls returned with wary looks.

      Emelia stepped into the wardrobe to change. She slipped off her silk robe and stepped into the white lace dress that now covered her matching lace lingerie set underneath. ‘The proper attire to wear for your wedding night.’ Emelia practically rolled her eyes at the thought. The toxic masculinity and the thought of fucking Valen again made her nauseous.

      The nymphs buttoned the line buttons up her back and fanned out the train. She looked at herself in the mirror, the picture of perfection. The dress was beautiful, with long lace sleeves and a high neck. The low back exposed the tattoo on her spine as the dress trailed behind her. She loved it; it was the only thing she had complete say in.

      “Are you ready, Your Highness?” the green haired nymph spoke. She didn’t like them helping her dress or bathe, so they weren’t around much. She hadn’t even learned their names.

      “Yes, thank you.” She gave them a soft smile as she adjusted her sleeves and exited the wardrobe.

      “Okay, ready to get this over with?” She looked up, realizing it was now just Kai and Drystan, staring at her like a painting come to life.

      “Wow,” Kai breathed. “It is different from your normal attire, but gorgeous all the same.” His voice was kind, but Emelia noticed how Drystan’s eyes shifted from her to Kai. “If it’s okay with you, I’d like to have a moment alone?” Kai’s question was gentle, and she nodded, a cue for Drystan to leave.

      He gave her a gentle head bow before exiting, and Emelia stepped towards Kai, noticing how she glowed in the sunlight streaming in from the windows.

      “You aren’t wearing your cuff today,” Kai said, gesturing to her arm. She hadn’t taken that cuff off since he gave it to her.

      “They thought it wouldn’t look right wearing a Crevassa totem while I’m marrying a celestial prince.” She turned to the pitcher of wine and poured herself a glass before taking a large gulp.

      “Are you nervous?”

      She nodded. “I don’t know what to expect after this.” Her words were true; she didn’t know what would come after today.

      She breathed deeply as she looked at Kai, sadness written on his face. “What’s wrong?” She stepped into him as he stepped back, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      “I have to tell you something. I may never get another chance.” Emelia’s face scrunched into confusion.

      “You can always tell me anything.” She’d barely seen him since the night of their kiss, and she missed him. She hadn’t felt guilty for it, not after what she’d realized with Valen. She wouldn’t let herself, even if some part of her still held onto what they used to be. She finished her wine and set the glass down on the nearby nightstand.

      “The girl I love.” Kai paused for a moment, swallowing down whatever was building up in his throat. “I can’t be with her because she’s getting married.”

      Emelia’s heart fell through to her feet. She reached to cup his face in her hands, looking him in the eyes as he took a breath, as if he could see into the deepest parts of her soul. A warmth pushed through her palms as their skin touched.

      “It’s you, Emelia. It’s always been you.” Her heart raced in her chest at his words. “I love you, Emelia. I’ve loved you since the day I laid eyes on you at the clave. My heart yearned for you, my body desired you with no control. You are the most precious thing in this world to me, more than any jewel or region I can rule. You consume my thoughts. I don’t think I could stop, even in death.”

      Emelia stood with her lips parted, no words in her brain.

      “I will always-”

      “Stop” Emelia cut him off. “Don’t tell me this now.” She stepped back from him slightly.

      “But when else would I have the chance?” He stood, closing the distance between them.

      “You will.” She looked up to see the hope in his eyes. “Just wait until later, You will have the chance, I promise.” She rested a hand against his cheek, and he seemed to press into it slightly, embracing the comfort of her touch. She looked into his eyes again. “Tell me later.”

      She released her hand from his face and made her way to the door. “Would you escort me?” She turned her head over her shoulder to look at him as she held the door ajar. He walked to her, offering his arm. He pressed a firm, warm hand to hers as she wrapped it around his forearm. He let his wings out, black and leathery, standing out beautifully against the dark blue suit he wore. His wing caressed her back and she looked up to him in awe. He wore a smile, even though she could tell it was forced.

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      They made it half way down the hall when Emelia heard someone calling her name. “Emelia!”

      She whipped her head around to see Kalee running down the hall toward them. She stopped when she saw the girl running, waving a piece of paper above her head. Emelia released Kai and met Kalee halfway.

      “What? What is it?” Concern was etched on Emelia’s face as Kalee looked at the paper.

      “She was right,” she said between breaths and Emelia hurriedly took the paper. DNA results.

      “Did you bring them?”

      Kalee nodded, pulling two vials of gold liquid from her bag resting on her hip. Not only had the findings confirmed everything Emelia thought was true, but it showed that Valen and Kai were not brothers.

      Emelia took the vials, swigging one down and handing the next to Kai. “Drink,” she commanded, pushing the vial towards him.

      He took it in his hand, rolling it in his fingers as he inspected it. “What is-”

      “Just drink it.” Kai didn’t hesitate. He gulped down the liquid in a single sip before handing the vial back to Emelia, who passed them to Kalee. “Give these to those on that list.” Kalee nodded her head in understanding.

      “Now, let’s go get married.”
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      “What’s going on?” Kai asked with worry written in his eyes.

      “We can discuss it later” Emelia kept her face hard until they met her fathers at the end of the hall. They stood in front of the double doors that led out to the gardens. She smiled as she saw Kalee hand them each a gold vial, which they discreetly pocketed. Smiles draped across their faces as Emelia appeared.

      “Darling,” Relar spoke as he looked at her, Adonis letting him have the first approach. “My darling sun Drop.” He kissed her forehead before looking to Kai.

      “Thank you for escorting her, Kai. Please, take a seat.” Relar gave him a smile as Kai tucked his wings back in and gave them both a soft nod. Adonis placed a hand on his shoulder and gave him a soft smile, as if he knew what was going through his mind, as if he had felt that pain before.

      “Thank you both for agreeing to share this moment.” Emelia smiled at both her fathers, who pressed themselves to each of her sides and offered an arm.

      “We are both thankful to be a part of this.” Adonis smiled at her, and she wrapped her hands around their arms. She took a deep breath, giving them both a nod as the doors opened with the wave of Adonis’ hand.

      She could hear the music, see the guests standing in the courtyard. She took another deep breath, her head swimming as her heart raced. The aisle was draped in pink rose petals and vines down each side. Valen stood at the end, long gray wings out, dressed in a simple black tuxedo. She looked at the blinding diamond ring on her hand, the nausea peaking in her stomach.

      She lifted her chin, and took her first step down the aisle. She walked slowly with her fathers next to her,  her dress trailing behind her. The aisle seemed like a mile long as she made her way towards Valen. She tried to keep her eyes forward but turned quickly to look at Estreia, who sat in the second row at the front. Emelia let her eyes flicker red and a knowing look played on Estreia’s face. She nodded her head just once and Emelia turned back towards Valen, plastering a joyful smile on her lips. Her teeth showed brightly as she took those final steps.

      “Take care of our girl,” Relar said as they reached Valen. Valen gave him an obedient smile in return, bowing his head in a nod.

      Both her fathers kissed her cheek, and she stretched out a hand to Valen, striding up the small steps to the altar. She looked at the crowd of people sitting before them. Her Camorra and her family all sat in front row her, smiling, unaware of what was about to happen. She turned her gaze back to Valen, placing both hands into his.

      “What a beautiful day,” Queen Celia commented as she started the ceremony. There was a familiarity in her voice, more than just the day she’d heard it during the ceremony, or when Emelia and Valen would play as children.

      ‘Get out.’ The reminder rang through Emelia’s head: the day she’d tried to see into Valen’s mind. She must have been blocking him. Emelia tried to keep her face straight as she watched the Celestial Queen.

      “A beautiful bride and groom, lifelong friends coming together in marriage.” She smiled between the two of them, her strawberry blonde hair glowing even more red in the sun hitting behind her.

      The moment would have been a girl’s dream if not for the circumstances Emelia was under. Months ago, she would have loved to be here, in front of friends and family, pronouncing her love for Valen. All she felt now was a bottomless pit of wrath and betrayal in her stomach. Still, she kept that smile of love and happiness on her face, no matter how opposite she felt in her soul.

      “Valen, would you like to proceed with your vows?” He nodded, releasing Emelia’s hand and pulling a small piece of paper from his jacket pocket.

      “Emelia, we’ve grown up together, been reckless together. You’ve been by my side through all the ups and downs, even when I haven’t deserved it. I promise to protect you, love you, and be by your side always, as your loyal, faithful husband.”

      Emelia could have gagged at the words, but she smiled and watched as he folded that piece of paper back into his pocket. He smiled at her, looking at her with eyes she knew were filled with deceit.

      “Emelia.” The queen gestured a soft hand to her with a smile. Emelia gave a small tilt of her chin as she began the vows she’d recited in her head over and over again.

      “Valen, you helped the little girl who fell in the mud at a soccer game, and from that day, I knew we would be in each other’s lives for a long-time. Every day I spend with you, I find out more things about you.” Emelia kept a smile on her face as she focused her eyes on him.

      “I am beyond thankful for the time you have given me, and, even through the bad times, just remember how much I loved you.” Emelia took a deep breath as she struggled to keep tears at bay.

      She had loved him through all the bad moments, that little girl in the mud still part of her. She looked to her family, Lex now close to Estreia, dressed in his Navy battle suit. He gave her a single nod, his face flat with what seemed to be anger. He wrapped his fingers into Estreia’s on her lap.

      “I promise to always be truthful, to never manipulate you or betray you, from this day forward, when our vows are sealed.” Emelia looked to Valen and let her eyes flash red.

      Valen’s eyes widened slightly; he knew what that red meant. Her words were not a vow, but a death threat, a promise. He was marked. His hands loosened in her grip, but she tightened her fingers around his and smiled one last smile, menacing and eerie.

      “If anyone objects to this union, please speak now.” Celia held out her gaze, as if warning them not to move.

      One by one, Cacia stood, then Nathaira, their fingers interlaced together, dressed in those navy and black battle suits. Lex and Estreia followed suit, joined by Echo. Everyone looked at them with shock, as if they were amazing at the pure audacity. Lex and Estreia stepped from the chairs to stand in the middle of the aisle.

      “You know, I think it’s amazing how you say you love me so much when you don’t know who I actually am.” Emelia smirked and Valen took a step back as she jerked her hands from his grip.

      “I mean seriously, who knew these glamours worked so well?” Estreia called from the center of the aisle. The hand clutched in Lex’s glowed a beautiful shade of purple that covered them entirely.

      Emelia threw a wink at Valen, and flames covered her body like a flow of hot lava, radiating from her toes to the top of her head. The bright energy that radiated between Lex and Estreia faded, and the fires dimmed around Emelia. Gasps came from every angle and some of  the guests in the rows closest to Valen stood quickly, taking fighting stances.

      “We were hoping they would all show, right Emelia?” The girl at the altar was not Emelia, but Estreia. She’d bought her the time her soul-bonded needed. With their features so similar, the only differences now were the red battle suit she wore, replacing the white dress, and the golden locks now tucked tightly in a long braid down her back. She looked to Emelia, who had now replaced the body of Estreia with herself.

      She released Lex’s hand and took a few long strides forward. The serpents that concealed around her arm now slithered their way down into a silver sword. “It seems they all accepted the invite. I mean, who’d deny a royal wedding?” A smirk tugged on Emelia’s lips and her sister stepped from the altar.

      “What in the name of the gods is going on?” Queen Celia yelled from the altar as Estreia met Emelia in the middle of the aisle.

      “You see, Your Majesty, your son has been a very bad boy.” Emelia sneered as she lifted her blade and ran her finger down sharp edge. “Not only did he and his little clan of imbeciles murder innocent people, he also trapped me with a spell to erase my memory. Too bad we couldn’t make it to the I Dos.” She gave a joking pout to the two who still stood at the altar.

      “Not to mention his plan to kill the royal families so he could lead all of Eros himself,” Lex added as he strode up behind them. Growls filled the room, but Emelia just wore that same sneer.

      “You’re insane. She spun you all lies,” Valen spat as he looked over Emelia’s standing friends.

      “No.” The words were strong and angry as Emelia turned to see Drystan making his way out of the rows. “I saw into her mind. I saw everything she’s been through, what you put her through.” He bared his teeth at Valen. “You’re nothing but a worthless piece of shit.” He pushed past the girls and spat at Valen’s feet.

      Drystan’s blood red hair was pulled back into a single braid down his back, exposing both shaved sides. “Drystan, this is not your fight,” Estreia pleaded from where she now stood behind him.

      “If it involves you, it will be my fight.” He looked quickly over his shoulder to her before turning back, letting his black wings spring from his back. More gasps came from the crowd as they took in Drystan. Without his wings, he looked utterly elven, but with them, he was a Kaffir like none before.

      A growl sprung from the crowd, charging footsteps launching towards Emelia. She turned swiftly to see a familiar tiger shifter charging for her, his claws stretched from his fingers. She swung her sword as she prepped for the blow she would likely take. He was barely three paces from her when a bang filled the courtyard, and the shifter froze, blood started to pool and spill from his mouth. The sound of a gun cocking for another shot was the last thing Emelia heard before the shifter hit the ground.

      She looked up from where the shifter stood, and that familiar orange hair glowed in the sun. Shotgun pressed in his hands, others standing behind him dressed in those same light blue battle suits. Athenian battle suits.

      “Did we miss the ceremony already?” Eryix stood with a wide smile on his face, one that made Emelia light up inside.

      “Seems like you arrived just in time for the objections.” Emelia smiled at the human. He’d come for her, though she told him to stay away, had kept him hidden. He’d come.

      “Good. I was hoping to get my shot at the groom for killing my brother.”
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      Valen stepped slowly from the altar. That smile of happiness was now replaced with a villainous curve. He stepped closer to Drystan, glancing at him before pushing past him, his shoulder grazing his roughly. The three almost-siblings stood together, their positions never wavering as he strode forward, chin high as he adjusted his suit, unbuttoning it to prepare for battle.

      “How did you do it?” He leered at Emelia, who just raised her chin higher.

      “You really shouldn’t have underestimated me.” Her eyes glowed, one red and the other gold, a perfect combination of her powers.

      “Son, what have you done?” Queen Celia stood at the altar, a hand covering her mouth, now opened in shock.

      “Oh, shut it, you idiotic hag.” He peered over a shoulder at the Queen.

      The distraction left enough time for Emelia to plunge the bottom of her boot into his stomach, sending him flying back into the ground. She raced to him as Drystan placed a firm foot to his chest, keeping him from moving.

      “My question for you is-” Emelia stepped forward with one last stride, powerful and god-like.

      “Why would you nearly kill yourself? What if I hadn’t been there to save you?” She pursed her lips as she bent down, pressing her sword just under his chin.

      It didn’t take much to get him talking. “I knew you’d be there, and the poison wouldn’t have killed me. I’d taken an antidote before letting one of my followers shoot me. When Nathaira gave it to me again, it quickened the process. That’s why it was so easy to fuck you just after you’d stitched me, bitch.” He grunted the words through his bared teeth.

      Drystan’s foot quickly moved up his face and collided with his nose. Valen’s head bounced off the ground and blood rushed down his face. Growls from across the courtyard sounded and the rows of people for Valen stood. Everyone from her rows, including her family and Kai, had no idea of the plan that had been building up over the last few days.

      “This should be fun.” Lex laughed as he crouched down, ready to fight as blue bolts of energy snaked down his shoulders and into his palms.

      “I’ve been waiting for a good reason to get violent.” Estreia rolled her shoulders back as the tips of her golden hair burned with embers, her wings feathered with yellow, red, and orange springing from her back, the edges looking as if they could cut through flesh.

      “Phoenix,” someone gasped through the crowd, but Estreia just wore a matching smirk to Emelia.

      Drystan was staring at the girl when Valen reached for his ankle, flipping him on to the ground with a loud thud. Black wings smashed into the ground as Valen held him tightly by throat. His head turned to look at Emelia, who stood with her sword pointed at him.

      “Hurt him and I will cut your head from your body.” She bared her teeth, a twist of red and gold energy radiating down her entire body.

      “You weren’t the only one who came to this wedding with a plan.” Valen lifted his arm, his fist meeting Drystan’s face in stomach-churning crunches.

      Emelia lunged at him, her body rolling over his as she wrapped her arms around his waist, swinging him violently to the ground. Drystan stood quickly, gathering himself as he wobbled back slightly.

      “Now,” Valen rasped out in gasped breaths as Kaffir lunged from the chairs.

      The sounds of gunfire boomed through the air as the humans shot their weapons, one after one, at the charging Kaffir. Power bundled in Emelia’s fists, and she let it build as she pulled back, smashing into Valen’s face with more force than he had with Drystan. He reached his hands up to her neck swiftly, flipping her over his head before slamming his body on top of hers, the blood from his face dripping down into her eyes. She grunted as she hit the ground, lifting her sword above her face to deflect any move he may make.

      “Emelia!” Drystan and Kai yelled in unison as they both launched for her.

      She lifted a knee between Valen’s legs and launched it straight into his dick. He grunted in pain as he rolled off her, and she quickly got to her feet. “So easy, how a man falls.”

      Her eyes lifted to the chaos surrounding her. In a second, she darted into a full sprint as Valen’s blood stained her white battle suit. Siofra, her mother, held two swords in her hand as she swung one into the gut of a bear shifter and another into his jaw, blocking his snarling teeth. Emelia lifted her hands, red power glowing as she pushed her left hand, swinging the bear away from her mother and snapping his neck with a twist of his fingers. She ran to her mother, now soaked in blood.

      “Are you alright?” Her mother gasped for air as she cradled her daughter’s face in her hands.

      “I’m fine.” A single tear ran down Emelia’s face before she heard a roar behind her.

      Something erupted, and she turned to see Cacia and Estreia back to back as a wall of fire surrounded them. They pushed balls of the burning hot fire into the Kaffir that surrounded them. One after the other, they lit up like bonfires and burned, both of the girls seeming to use no effort as they hovered feet off the ground. They were two winged creatures of fire and blood.

      Kaffir flew above, aiming straight at the girls and the wall of fire that engulfed them. Emelia willed the serpents forged into a blade into a bow and arrow. They responded instantly, and she searched for higher ground. Lex was fighting off Elven warriors dressed in deep purple suits, his sword radiating blue energy down to the hilt. He almost looked joyful as he slashed through each one. She looked to the balcony of the courtyard, above the doors she’d entered through moments ago.

      Echo sat effortlessly on the ledge, her light blue dress flowing down her legs as she held a hand up, twirling her fingers in the air. Her eyes glazed over in a blue haze as she hummed a melody, her siren song. Men hurled towards her but stopped in their tracks as they coughed and choked, water spilling from their mouths. She was drowning them from inside out, barely moving a muscle.

      “Father, can you get me up there?” She looked to King Adonis, who glanced up to where Echo sat. He nodded and launched forward, grabbing her under the arms as his yellow wings shot them up to the balcony.

      Echo barely noticed Emelia’s presence, too encapsulated in luring men to their deaths. Emelia pulled her bow back, aiming at bat-like creatures circling the wall of fire.

      “Alright guys, don’t miss,” she whispered to the serpents. With a deep, resounding breath, she bundled her wrath and sent it flooding down the arrow in red ribbons of energy.

      Arrow after arrow landed their marks, and she watched as each plummeted to the ground. Estreia and Cacia were now in the air, fighting from above as Nathaira and Kai battled below. Swords crushed through skin and Nathaira dug her nails into necks as she ripped limbs from bodies. Her scaled wings were on full display as people tried to strike her from behind but couldn’t find a way through her scaled armor. Her eyes glowed purple as she and Lex moved in sync as warriors.

      Emelia darted her eyes around, looking for Valen, Drystan, and Kai, but found nothing.

      “Oh, Princess. You didn’t think it would be that easy, did you?”

      Emelia whipped her head around to find Valen, gray wings raised high as he dragged a bleeding Kai and Drystan on the ground in each hand.

      “Emelia, go,” Kai coughed out as blood spilled from his mouth.

      “I had no idea my brother wanted my sloppy seconds.” He tossed Kai to the ground, who spat blood as he fell. Emelia kept her arrows pointed at Valen as he held on to Drystan.

      “Let. Him. Go.” Valen’s eyebrows rose.

      “Oh? What do we have here, brother? Emelia prefers another man?” He looked to Kai with a smug smirk, though his face was covered in blood and awakening bruises.

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about,” Drystan spat as Valen threw him against a nearby wall.

      “I’ll give you a choice, Emelia.” She didn’t hesitate, keeping her arrows locked on Valen as he stepped closer. She took a step back, pushing herself against the railing of the balcony.

      “I’ll let you save one of them, but the other will die,” That fucking smirk made Emelia want to plunge an arrow right into his eyes.

      “I do not kneel to you, Valen. I do not kneel to anyone.” She spoke the words from clenched teeth. She was not a slave; she was a princess, a queen, and she would never kneel before a man.

      Kai leaned against the wall and clutched his stomach. Shadows rolled over his shoulders as those blood red eyes started to glow.

      “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” A deep voice rang from the steps and a smirk teased Valen’s lips.

      Dressed in black, black hair tied into a bun at the base of his neck, King Xavier stood, his horns on full display at the top of his head. His shadows draped over his brown skin, shadows that weren’t anywhere near as dark as Kai’s.

      “It’s amazing what can happen when you meet your father after twenty years.” Valen pushed closer to Emelia.

      Xavier pushed a hand of shadow against Kai’s chest, throwing him against the wall with a grunt. “Why?” Kai coughed out.

      “You are too soft, my son. Crevassa needs a strong ruler, someone willing to make the hard choices. You’d rather spend your time chasing after a woman and getting drunk when she doesn’t favor you.” King Xavier stepped closer to Kai, but Kai pushed forward, shrouding himself in a swirling mist of shadows.

      Kai’s voice sounded through the shadows. “I have done everything for my people. That woman is part of that, and I will not allow you to speak of her that way.” The shadow plunged down the stairs at his father, sounds of flesh smashing together in the swirl of darkness.

      “I think he can handle himself,” Emelia taunted as a strong presence landed next to her.

      “Probably should’ve figured out he wasn’t your brother before asking for help from daddy dearest.” Estreia pointed down to the two shadowy figures.

      Kai stood over his father, who bled from every hole in his face. Blood dripped from Kai’s knuckles, his chest heaving. Those shadows seemed to swirl around them both, darker than night. Kai’s black leathered wings glowed a deep brown in the light of the sun.

      “Kai!” Emelia shouted from the balcony, she willed the serpents into two blades and tossed one sword to him. Without turning to her, his shadows caught the sword, swinging it into him.

      He grasped the metal into his palms, still dripping blood. In less than a heartbeat, the sword was through King Xavier’s throat. Kai turned the knife and the sound of bone breaking filled the courtyard.

      “No!” Valen cried out as he tried to race for the ledge.

      Estreia stopped him, pushing him back with the palm of her hand into the wall of windows on the balcony. Glass shattered as he shot through the window.

      “You do not get to feel,” Estreia barked.

      Valen stood slowly as glass cracked and crumbled under him. Emelia prepped her fighting stance as she swung the single sword in her hand. Estreia stepped out near her other half, fire burning in her palms. The sound of feet thudded above her, and a hooded figure dressed in assassin blacks stood above her, arrow notched and aimed.

      “One move and she shoots.” Valen called with a smirk as he stepped through the broken window. “Looks like neither replica will survive.” Light bundled in his hands as it began to spark, and he aimed at Estreia as light shot towards her.

      “Estreia!” Emelia cried out. Emelia turned quickly, grasping Estreia in her arms. The sound of bone cracking sang through the air, the powerful light plunging into Estreia’s side as Emelia turned her. Emelia didn’t feel the arrow plunge into her back as Estreia collapsed to the ground. Her limp body laid over Emelia’s kneeled lap, her wings sprawled as the embers on the ends of her golden hair faded.

      “No, no, no, Estreia, no, you can’t leave,” Emelia pleaded, red hot wrath filling her.

      She looked up to see Drystan, now conscious, standing over a fallen body. Valen laid on the ground, neck twisted in an ungodly way, the last bit of light sparking at his fingers. Drystan’s black wings flared, and yellow bolts of energy danced along his wings down each inch of his body. The energy was the same color as Valen’s, but radiated pure power, a million times stronger than Valen’s could ever be. His eyes danced with those bolts of yellow as he stood over the body. He looked down at the fallen Angel and then to Emelia.

      “Mila,” he breathed, and Emelia felt a cool sensation run down her spine. A pool of golden blood dripped down her battle suit, surrounding Estreia, mixing with the blood leaking from her side.

      “You have to help her.” Tears streaked Emelia’s face as she pleaded with Drystan, begging, wishing, hoping beyond all hope he could help.

      Emelia’s face drained of blood when Kai’s shadows appeared next to her and Estreia’s fallen bodies. “Emelia.” Kai was at her side, pulling her and her sister into his arms. “We have to get this arrow out.”

      Emelia stared down at her twin, cold and lifeless. “You need to save her. She doesn’t deserve this. She deserves to be happy.” She looked to Drystan again, pushing a piece of hair from Estreia’s unconscious face, desperate for someone to understand.

      He stepped to them, kneeling down with them. He looked to Emelia, desperation clinging to every pore. He lifted his wrist to his mouth and bared his teeth against the skin, drawing blood. Gold. Gold blood dropped from his wrist as he placed it against Estreia’s lips. The blood dripped into her mouth and started to glow through her skin as it trickled down her throat. Emelia watched in awe as her chest began to rise and fall.

      “Thank you.” Her voice was low and soft as a tear fell down her cheek. Her body collapsed into Kai’s, her fingers laced in Estreia’s.

      “I have to get this arrow out.” Kai tried to brace Emelia for the incoming impact, but she’d already started to fade.

      Kai wrapped his hand around the shaft of the arrow, quickly tugging it out as gold blood dripped from the tip. He looked to her then to Drystan, eyes widening at the color. Emelia’s chest rose and fell, each time more slowly than the last as Kai held her in his arms. A soft tear dripped from his face as he pressed his forehead against hers, brushing a hand through her hair as he examined her. Her face was pale from lack of blood, her lips tinged purple. He hadn’t been able to tell her. He loved her with every heartbeat. She was his entire heart. Her lifeless body laid in his arms and he refused to let go.

      “Don’t leave me, not yet.” His voice was soft, breaking through the tears now falling into Emelia’s hair. He pressed a hand to her bleeding side and another under the hole in her back as he held her. He wanted to slaughter everyone involved in her death, but didn’t want to leave her, to let go of her lifeless body that rested in his hands. Letting go would mean accepting that she was gone.

      “Please, Emelia, stay with me. I need you.” He sobbed harder, not caring if Drystan was watching. He pulled her body into his chest, grasping her tightly against him. She was so cold. He didn’t care if his hands were drenched in her golden blood. He couldn’t be without her.

      He pressed a kiss to her forehead, the spot glowing red from the touch. “Come back to me, Mila. Come back.” He whispered the words into her hair. “There’s so much I haven’t gotten to tell you yet.” He placed his forehead back against hers.

      Valen stirred on the ground, and Drystan’s head whipped up.

      “We need to get them somewhere safe.” Drystan ignored Kai’s looks, pointing to the fighting crowd behind them. Kai nodded and lifted Emelia as he stood.

      Her hand didn’t leave Estreia. Kai watched as Emelia’s chest moved. It was a shallow breath, but it was there. A burst of orange power flowed between their palms and up each arm. It was as if they were holding on to whatever life they had left, their souls tying together. Kai watched as Estreia pushed power into Emelia, holding on, forcing Emelia to stay.

      “She’s fighting.” Kai looked down in awe as Emelia’s lips parted, shallow breaths making their way into her lungs.

      “We can’t separate them,” Drystan said as he lifted Estreia. He pointed to an open window on the top floor of the castle. “We can fly up side by side. That way, we don’t separate them and get them in safely.”

      They both spread their wings on command and shot into the air toward the window. They pushed past the flowing curtains, their eyes on the rooftops, scoping around for the assassin. Seeing nothing, they placed the girls on the table in the center of the room, their hands joined as the blood that soaked red on the balcony now dripped gold from Emelia’s back.

      Drystan held onto Estreia’s hand as he leaned to her ear and whispered. “Estreia, do not leave. You bring her back, and come back with her.” He pushed a piece of hair from Estreia’s face. “We haven’t had enough time yet.”

      Roaring from outside the window sounded, and the two men looked at the glow that seemed to surround them like a shield.

      “They’ll be safe.” Drystan pressed a hand to Kai’s shoulder. “Let’s make the rest of them pay.”
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      It was dark, endlessly dark.

      “Hello.” Emelia called out the words but was met with her own echo. She stepped deeper into the dark. “Shadow of Death, I told you you’d return.”

      A bone hand appeared from the darkness, attached to the beautiful Fate.

      “Clotho,” Emelia hissed as she dropped into a fighting stance.

      Clotho laughed as she examined her other hand, tan skin covering it down to her black tipped fingertips. She took a step closer, and Emelia took a step back.

      “You can’t hurt me here, nor can I hurt you.” Clotho took another step, and this time, Emelia kept her feet planted firm.

      “What is this?” Emelia jabbed her chin towards the darkness.

      “You’re in the In Between. You’re dead, although not entirely.” Clotho stalked in circles through the darkness.

      “I’m not?” Emelia raised an eyebrow and Clotho laughed that sinister chuckle again.

      “Godkin, you cannot die, not unless a god kills you. That assassin was no god.” She sighed, tossing a strand of hair over her shoulder with that bony hand. “You’re a god child. One could quite cut your head off at the base and you would return with a new body.” The Fate gestured to herself and her bony frame.

      “A god? I don’t even have powers.” Emelia really wished she had a bow in this deep darkness.

      “That’s because you had to die first.”

      Suddenly, a growl came from behind her. “Get the fuck away from my sister.” Emelia turned to see pure fire appear in the blackness. Estreia.

      Estreia made her way to Emelia’s side, clasping her burning hand in her twin’s. Instead of burning her, a sense of comfort and relief fell over Emelia from the soul-bonded touch.

      “Calm yourself, firebird. I wasn’t going to harm a single hair on her pretty head. I need the Shadow of Death.” Clotho twirled a piece of her raven hair around those black tipped fingers.

      “You don’t need her for shit,” Estreia snapped, her fire seeming to burn brighter.

      “Not yet, but I will. Now that she will have her godly gifts, everything will fall perfectly into place.” Clotho smirked that serpentine smile, one that made Emelia’s stomach twist.

      “How many times do I have to say this? I don’t kneel to anyone.” Emelia spat out the words, a snarl escaping her lips, a sound she’d never heard come from her before.

      Clotho smirked. “No girl, you do not. But I am Fate. I know all.”

      Emelia straightened her shoulders, a surge of energy playing at her fingertips.

      “One day, godkin, the world will bow to you.”
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      Breath flooded Emelia’s lungs as she shot up from a wooden table. Estreia leaned against a wall as she caught her breath.

      “Are you an idiot?” Estreia snapped, marching towards her bonded on the table. “Never ask someone to heal me, never try to protect me. I am a fucking Phoenix. If I die, I will burn to ash and be reborn. Do not ever do that again!” Estreia had never yelled at her before. Emelia reared back, like she’d been burned.

      In a second, Estreia had Emelia wrapped in her arms, holding her tight. “I will not lose you again.” Without warning, power surged through Emelia, and she gasped in surprise as her feet left the ground.

      Her eyes flooded with swirls of red and gold, a deep blending of her power. Pain surged through her back, gold light flooding the fabric of her battle suit. The sound of slicing flesh and breaking bones crunched louder in her ears from the battle outside. A heavy weight sprung from her back, gold and red light exploding from every inch of Emelia’s body, shattering the lights around her with a bang. Estreia ducked under the table just in time to avoid the blast of power.

      She slowly stood, looking over the edge of the table to see Emelia standing in shock. She looked the same, except golden wings sprung from her back. They looked like metal, intricate and swirling, reflecting the power churn in her red and gold eyes.

      “Mila.” Estreia was speechless as Emelia stood, power surging through her body. Her skin was tinted now, red and gold coiling down her arms.

      “I’m going to kill every last one of them.” Emelia looked to Estreia with a look of pure death. For a moment, Estreia understood why Clotho called her the Shadow of Death.

      Estreia’s wings flared as her eyes turned murderous, a powerful smirk unfurling on her face. “Then I’m doing it with you.” Emelia bolted off the table and out the window as her wings spread. She soared to the ground, past the balcony they’d been on just moments ago.

      She landed heavy on the ground, a hand pressed to the ground, her serpents find her again and trailing their way into a sword in her hand. As she lifted her head, she took in the eyes staring at her on the battlefield. Bodies littered the ground as the spell lifted, and Kaffir charged toward her, ready to spill her blood. The world seemed to slow as she stood; she could see every move before they made it, like they moved in slow motion. She swung her sword, plunging it into body after body. She felt like a warrior, slicing down everything in her way.

      Shots fired behind her, and she turned to find Eryix picking off those coming for her, one by one. Fire burned the courtyard from Cacia and Estreia, this time keeping everyone inside instead of blocking them out.

      Kai stood down the aisle of the courtyard, where Estreia had been standing mere moments ago. Horns now caressed the top of his head as they swirled back in graceful curls, his wings spread as he tore his claws through the neck of a vampire. Blood rained down his hands and face, his red eyes glowing as his gaze pierced Emelia’s soul. Relief crossed them as he found her unharmed. He stepped down the aisle, trying to reach her, but she let her eyes glow, telling him no.

      “We end this first.” She whispered the words into his mind and his eyes widened, then softened with understanding. She gave him a nod, a reassurance she was okay, that she was here, not dead.

      Echo sang her siren song, now covered in a bubble of water on top of the balcony, attempting to lure Kaffir to their deaths. Nathaira and Lex took on every sword that came their way as they fought side by side with Emelia’s parents.

      “Emelia!” her mother yelled to her as a silver sword flew through the air. Emelia reached for it, slicing the throat of a man as it landed in her palm. The silver sword turned black the moment her skin touched the cool metal, and gold letters glowed down the blade, the same writing that snaked down her back.

      ‘Light of the gods.’

      Her eyes glowed gold; she had everything she needed in that moment. She willed her serpents to find their way from the blade they formed, back to the cuff around her arm.

      “Estreia, Lex!” Emelia cried out, drawing their attention to the black sword in her hand. She nodded and in a second, Estreia was shifting to full Phoenix form in mid-flight as Lex took off running.

      Lex slid on his knees, passing a serpent shifter who charged him. He swung his sword behind the shifter’s knees, sending him tumbling forward with a cry. Lex quickly found his feet, resuming his spring. Estreia shot fire from her beaked mouth as flames danced behind her wings, decimating bodies into ash.

      Estreia landed seconds before Lex made it to Emelia’s side. Flames wrapped around Estreia as she shifted back and pressed a firm hand to Emelia’s shoulder, Lex placing his hand on the other. The three closed their eyes and took deep breaths as their eyes fluttered shut, power radiating from their feet, traveling up their bodies to blend together. Emelia held her sword at the ready, hilt firm in her palms, blade pointed to the ground. Energy swirled around them, orange and purple, flowing into the sword, as if it fed on their essences. Their combined power.

      The black metal buzzed and glowed with their power, and Emelia’s palms glowed red and gold against the hilt as it buzzed in her hands. She inhaled deeply, her siblings standing tall with her. A loud bang hit her ears and she lifted the sword quickly, plunging it into the stone of the courtyard. A blast of energy spread across every angle, blue, red, gold, purple, orange. Bodies fell, some fried from the surge of power, others crumbling to dust. She looked to her friends, shielded and protected, even Eryix. She didn’t know who shielded him, but her breath caught as she watched him clutch his chest and fall to his knees.

      “You really thought some silly powers would make this easy?” Valen strode down the stairs, dragging Drystan by the collar of his shirt as he fought Valen’s grip. “I must say, what a trick that was. It’s me against all of them.” He pointed at her Camorra as he landed on the last step, tossing Drystan to his knees in front of him. “Doesn’t seem too fair of a fight.”

      Emelia stepped forward, her chin held high. “No, it’s you and me, asshole.” She kept both swords in her hands: the black steel from her dreams and the silver serpent blade.

      Valen chuckled, a deep, haunting laugh that Emelia felt in her bones. “An archangel over a useless Fae woman?”

      Emelia anchored herself into a fighting stance, . “I am not just a woman.” Her blood started to boil in her veins. “I’m not just a Fae.” She could feel the deep-seated energy swirling in her core, ready to be released. “I am a fucking god.”

      Her eyes swirled red and gold as twists of energy radiated across her body. Valen’s eyes flicked as he charged her, and she ran to meet him, sliding under his sprawled legs and twisting. She crossed her blades as she went, slicing his ankles and sending him folding to the ground. Lex appeared behind Valen’s fallen body, beaming proudly.

      “I’m done with your games.” Her voice was firm, and she knew she had only minutes before he was healed. A heartbeat later, she kicked him in the stomach, throwing him onto his back as she relaxed her arm and her serpents returned to their cuff. She threw one fist into his cheek, blood spewing from his mouth.

      “That’s for cheating on me.” Again. “That’s for manipulating me.” Again. “That’s for my Camorra.” Again. “And this is for Eros, you piece of shit.” Her fist went collide again, but Valen caught it, throwing Emelia over his body, her head and back hitting the hard stone courtyard.

      Valen reached for his blade, flinging himself on top of her. He teased his weapon along her face before slicing it over her eye. She shut her eyes quickly as she screamed, the blade slicing over her eyelid and down her cheek. Nothing but golden blood swam in her vision.

      “Now, who could love a face like that?” Valen mocked. “This is your last chance, Princess. Marry me, bend the knee, and no one else has to die.”

      Blood dripped into her mouth, and she gathered it on her tongue to spit into his face. Gold blood splattering down his forehead, running over his eye and down his cheek.

      “You filthy whore,” he roared, as he pressed the blade to her throat. She lifted her chin in an attempt to create distance between her skin and the blade, but it wasn’t working. She struggled, bucking her body, hoping beyond hope she could knock him off her without slitting her throat in the process.

      Without warning, blood blinded her vision, soaking her face and battle suit, as Valen’s head was ripped from his shoulders. Blood red hair glowed in the setting sun, black wings sparkling as they absorbed the light. Drystan’s chest heaved with heavy breaths, his shirt torn, showing the wounded skin underneath. Valen’s head swung in Drystan’s hand, hanging by its blond strands as blood dripped to the ground.

      “Stay the fuck away from my goddess.” Drystan tossed the head to the side and fell to his knees at Emelia’s feet.

      Emelia stood, pushing the lifeless corpse fro her as she was covered in another’s blood. She motioned to Drystan, placing her fingers under his chin and lifting it to meet her eyes. His eyes were duller than the copper they typically were, almost devoid of a soul. She ran a hand through his hair, leaning down to press her forehead to his, their chests breathing in sync. She closed her eyes for a moment, immeasurably grateful for the life he’d just given her. Opening her eyes, she pushed away and offered a hand to the orphan boy who grew into a battle-worn man. He took her hand and stood.

      “You kneel to no one,” she declared. He grunted through the pain of his substantial injuries as he gave a quiet nod to Emelia. The sound of gurgling brought her to her senses. She turned to see Kai holding Eryix in his arms, a glow of red magic pressed to his chest, attempting to heal him.

      She ran to his side, kneeling in front of Kai. She lifted her wrist to her mouth, knowing the healing power of god’s blood.

      “No.” Eryix pushed her away. “I’m ready to go. I want to go as humanly as possible.”

      Emelia let out a soft sigh, realizing Kai hadn’t been healing him but taking the pain away. Their eyes met in understanding, and deep pain filled them as she placed a hand on top of Kai’s glowing one. Her hand radiated light, breathing in not just Eryix’s pain, but Kai’s too. She looked to Eryix, whose eyes now grew heavy.

      “It was an honor to fight with you.” He pressed a fist to his chest, the warrior greeting of Athenia.

      She placed her fist to her chest. “The gods thank you for your sacrifice.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t see the truth sooner. Thank you for saving me.” Eryix looked at her softly, his energy waning.

      “You came when it mattered.” Emelia rubbed a hand through his short orange hair.

      He smiled softly. “Put in a good word for me, will you, goddess?”

      A single tear slipped from Emelia’s eye. “I will.”

      His eyes closed and his chest moved slowly, drawing out its last breaths. He hadn’t been alone in those last moments. He was held by a goddess and a king, who took his pain from him. Kai gently laid Eryix down in the grass as he got to his feet and offered a hand to Emelia.

      She took his hand, clutching it in hers, as her Camorra, her people, strode closer. Some limped, bruised and battle-worn, but they’d made it. Lex quickly pulled his sister into a hug and she finally allowed herself to weep as she shattered in his arms. He pulled away after a moment, and they took in the chaos of blood and bodies. Death, so much death. Darkness seemed to mist over the courtyard as the sun sank into the night sky, a shadow looming over despair.

      She thought of Clotho, of what she’d called her. It showed now in the strewn bodies surrounding her.

      The Shadow of Death.
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      So many bodies. Emelia sat in the courtyard, leaning against the altar she should have been standing at, still dripping blood. Her face was pale as she watched them cart away the bodies, those who survived carried by guards into the depths of the castle. She didn’t want to think about what would happen to them. Her white hair was stained red from the amount of times she’d run her fingers through it.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” A male voice startled her, and she looked up from the spot she’d fixated on between her knees. Kai stood in front of her, his light brown skin covered in healing wounds, his clothes ripped and bloody, some of it his, some not. His black horns stretched royally from his head, a crown of bone.

      “You would have tried to stop me.” Emelia’s voice was weak and tired as her power seeped from her body.

      “Why would you think that?” His brows furrowed as he knelt in front of her. Emelia remembered the day when he knelt at her power, a show of submission, something he would never give to anyone else.

      “If you haven’t noticed, you’re extremely overprotective.” She rolled her eyes as her body seemed to go limp. Kai just looked at her. She had no energy left to fight, to argue with him. She sighed and attempted to stand, but the weakness in her legs kept her on the ground.

      “I will always fight for you.” Kai placed a hand on her blood-soaked cheek, and she lifted her face to see him, his eyes full of care and worry.

      “I know.” Emelia’s lips parted slightly, and he stood, offering his hand.

      She stared at that hand. She stared at the bloody palm, the softness there. This was the same as when he’d offered it to her at the naming ceremony. It was a reassurance she hadn’t known she’d needed and here he was again, offering that same deadly, gentle hand.

      “Come. Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      Emelia slid her fingers into his outstretched palm and gripped it weakly as she stood. Her feet wobbled, and he caught her before she could fall. He pressed his arms under her knees and another against her back to lift her, cradling her body against his. Emelia wrapped her arms around his neck, resting her head against his shoulders as they walked down the aisle of the courtyard. She felt the stares of warriors and servants as they made their way through the golden doors.

      Cacia was wrapped in Nathaira’s arms, Nathaira stroking her hair soothingly, placing a soft kiss on her forehead as Cacia wept. Estreia sat next to Lex as the two of them placed bandages over Drystan’s slow-healing wounds. Relar and Adonis conversed in the far corner of the room, seeming to be organizing the clean-up and removal of bodies from the courtyard.

      They all looked to Emelia, wrapped in Kai’s arms, firmly pressed into his chest as they strode in. She clung tighter to him, not being able to look at everything for a second longer.

      “Emelia.” A breathless voice came from her mother, a whimpering one from Cacia.

      “Not now, please,” Emelia said, her head still tucked into Kai’s shoulder as he pushed past them and through the castle. They didn’t speak a word as they made it to her room, It had always been prepared for her, even when she didn’t want it. Kai pushed into the bathroom as he set her gently on the counter to run a bath. She stared at her blood covered hands that seemed to be even darker in the light bathroom.

      “It will get better.” Kai clasped his hands around hers. “It may not be now or in twenty years, but it will get better.” He pressed a soft kiss to her forehead, a gentle touch that seemed to undo the day’s violence.

      He released her hands and grasped a towel to clean the blood dripping from her face, cleaning her cuts. He paused. “This is an old bruise.” His face turned to rage.

      She reached for her cheek, and he grasped her hand with his free one. She knew the bruise from where Valen had struck her was now yellowed. “If he wasn’t already dead, I would rip him to pieces and spread him across the seas.” She watched him as his face twisted and he went back to his cleaning task. “I don’t know if this will heal enough for the scar to go away.”

      Emelia shrugged. It was all she could do now. Kai sighed, finishing cleaning the wound before making his way to the door of the bathroom.

      “Stay.” Emelia didn’t look up as Kai turned back. “I don’t want to be alone right now.” She pulled her long braid over her shoulder and undid the ties as she shook out the now-red strands. “You can bathe with me. I won’t look, I promise, I just-” Emelia choked on her own tears.

      “I understand.” She didn’t have to finish. Kai knew what she was feeling: the fear of what may appear when she closed her eyes.

      Emelia started to undo the buttons on her soaked battle suit. Kai turned, giving her some privacy as he waited for the sounds of her slipping into the warm water. Emelia crouched in the heat, her knees to her chest as she turned her head away from Kai to face the wall. He’d poured bubbles and oils into the bath that seemed to cover the blood she knew ran from her body. The oils filled her nose and relaxed her body as Kai slipped in behind her, strong legs encasing her.

      “I’m sorry if this is weird,” she mumbled out as she felt a warm cloth slide down her back.

      “I’ve been right here, too. I wish someone would have been there for me.” Warm water poured over her head and into her hair that slowly turned back to white.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      Kai chuckled behind her. “If I don’t, you’ll probably sit in this tub until it freezes without washing a single part of you.”

      She smiled against the arms where she rested her head. He was always this way with her. Yes, they would fight and not see eye-to-eye, but he would take care of her. Always. A spark of energy zipped in the air and a glass suddenly sat on the edge of the tub, filled with golden liquid.

      “White?” Emelia said, grabbing the class and taking a sip. Kai’s hands gently touched her head, tilting it back as he washed her hair.

      “Red is never good after a battle.” Emelia knew what he meant. Red, the color of blood. She was grateful for the white wine now, but Kai even more so. He knew her when she barely knew herself.

      “I have to tell you something.” Emelia choked on the words. “I had run some tests early this morning. That’s why Kalee was running to Estreia when you thought it was me.” She rushed the words, knowing that if she didn’t, she wouldn’t say it. “Valen didn’t match any of your genes.” She took another sip of wine to quiet her flaring nerves.

      “I was curious, so I took a sample from Drystan. He’s half demon, half angel, so I figured he could be my control, to see if one gene was stronger than the other. I thought maybe that’s why Valen’s DNA looked the way it did, but I also suspected something else.” She sat the glass down, resting her head on to her knees as Kai poured water down her back.

      “Valen was never my brother.” Kai spoke the words softly but unwaveringly.

      Emelia nodded. “That’s the thing.” She sighed. “Drystan’s genes matched you and Valen perfectly. It’s obviously not the same DNA, but the connections were there. Your demon genes and Valen’s Celestial genes.” She paused for a moment, praying he would put it together, but he was silent.

      “Drystan grew up in an orphanage. He was told his mother died giving birth to him, that his father was banished to the Inferno. He was told his angel mother was raped by his demon father. I think he was a demon shifter.”

      She heard Kai sigh from behind her. In relief or stress, she didn’t know. “He has your genes and I believe-”

      “You believe he’s my half-brother.” He cut her off, but she just nodded. Nothing else came from Kai, just the sound of water running down the bruised skin of her back.

      “I guess a man who looks after you, who is willing to fight and die for us, is much better than a murderous, power-hungry fool.” Kai chuckled and Emelia couldn’t help but chuckle too.

      “We can do more tests and find out more,” she suggested. She looked over shoulder, trying to find any emotion on Kai’s face, but he just looked focused.

      “We can discuss it with him, but I’ll accept him as my brother either way. It’s a feeling I have. A knowing, I guess you can say, from the moment I met him, like a familiarity. I never had that with Valen.”

      Emelia smiled at his words. He was always so kind, willing to take on anything, even when it was life changing.  “What about the antidote you- or I guess Estreia- practically forced down my throat?” A small chuckle escaped Kai’s lips, seeming to ease the tension that surrounded them.

      “I found that if I blended mine and Drystan’s blood together, the antidote was strong enough to fight off the poison completely. The original antidote could fight off what would kill you, but it left residual traces that could dampen powers.”  Emelia swayed her hand in the water and little animals pranced under her fingertips. She didn’t mean to do it, or even know how she did.

      “Why yours and Drystan’s?” Kai rushed another handful of water down her back.

      “I just had a feeling it would work. It was the same reason I knew he could save Estreia.” Kai hummed slightly, silence covering them, the warmth of reassurance consuming her like a comforting hug. He wasn’t afraid of the world changing around him, not like she was. He accepted everything for what it was, what it could be. He deserved everything.

      “Turn around.” She moved in the tub to give him space to turn. He hesitated, but eventually did as she asked.

      She peered around her shoulder to make sure he was facing the other way before she turned. She wrung out her wet hair and tied the strands into a low bun. She reached for a clean cloth by the tub and added soap before starting to clean the blood from his back, wings and horns nowhere in sight. The last time she cleaned blood from someone it was with Emmet, but this was different. That was filled with loneliness, sex, desire; this was comfort and care for the person who’d just fought with you, for you. This was a person who knew what it was like, the darkness that was already filling her mind. She would do this for him, even if she couldn’t muster the energy to speak more than a few words. She would give him this moment, show how much she cared.

      They sat in perfect silence, not awkward, comforting. She washed the length of his tensing muscles before tilting his head and washing his hair. A small hum spilled from Kai’s lips, making Emelia smile slightly. It felt good to take care of him. She rinsed his hair and pushed the water out of the raven locks. She dragged a hand down his back, taking in the muscles that twitched at her touch. She wrapped her arms around him, hands pressing firm to his chest as her front met his back.

      “Thank you,” she breathed.

      Kai sucked in a breath. “For what?”

      “For this. For always taking care of me, even when I didn’t deserve it.” She released him and stood from the tub, stepping out of the water and reaching for a towel. She handed another to Kai before turning towards the door.

      The cool air nipped at her exposed skin as she sat against the edge of the bed, facing the window. Kai stepped from the bathroom, towel wrapped around his waist just as he had that first day in her apartment. Her eyes flicked over him and the wounded body that healed quickly. She watched each step he took until he was in front of her.

      “I would rather burn to nothing but ash, be drifted into the wind, forever forgotten, than to ever see you suffer.”

      Emelia’s lips parted as she looked up at him, her heart pounding in her chest. She swore she could hear his beating, too. She placed a hand to his chest as she stood, their eyes never leaving each other. Her hand trailed up his cheek, rubbing the smooth skin of his jawline with her thumb. Her eyes dropped to his lips, and his eyes watched her. Her breath caught in her throat as her eyes flicked gold and she pulled him towards her.

      She pressed her lips against his, and shock made his body go stiff before he wrapped a hand around her waist and pulled her closer, deepening the kiss. It wasn’t like the first time, in her drunken, drugged state. This was different. She ran her fingers through his hair as she pressed into him. She parted her lips, inviting his tongue to tangle with hers and he obliged. His grip tightened around her hips and the world seemed to fade to nothing around them. Stars seemed to sparkle in the darkness as they embraced each other. This feeling, this connection, it was something she’d never experienced before.

      Their bodies were so close, they practically melted together. She fought to catch her breath as they pulled apart, staring at each other in shock. It was them. They were the light and the dark. He was the moon, and she was the sun and stars, lighting the darkness of his night skies. Pain seared in her chest, that fire that burned months ago, and his scent filled her nose, a scent she hadn’t realized she missed so much until now. The pain increased then faded, but the burn was almost warming, as if telling her she needed to be closer to him.

      The realization hit her, clicked into her mind like a tether between them. The need to be close to him always, the comfort and irritation she found in him, his protectiveness. Why hadn’t she seen it before?

      “Emelia,” he breathed as he stared into those golden eyes.

      “Kaius.”
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      Heels clacked on the pavement with vengeance. The sun was sinking closer and closer to the horizon. A hooded figure sat in the designated meeting spot in Ashrow; no one would suspect two people meeting in such an inconspicuous place.

      “Took you long enough.”

      The hooded figure smirked. “I was trying to lie low. If you haven’t been updated, the wedding turned into a bloodbath.”

      Celia strode towards the dark figure, fury written across her face. She pushed her hair back and a small shimmer of light flowed over her body. With her glamour removed, her hair went blood red, her eyes deepening to brown.

      “Brave of you to show your true self in public, Aphrodite,” the hooded figure spoke as he pushed away his cloak, his silver hair tied in a bun.

      “Brave of you to fail to inform me that you planned to kill my disappointment of a son.” Aphrodite examined her nails.

      The man practically snorted. “You don’t seem too broken up about losing him.”

      The goddess rolled her eyes. “He wasn’t my favorite and he was a complete idiot.”

      The man smirked. “He did what we needed. It was always the plan for him to die. How else could my wife’s disgusting half-blood of a daughter become what she needed to be?”

      Aphrodite’s eyes flickered with rage as she bared her teeth. “You got what you wanted from me. I did what you asked. Now where is my son, Hades?”

      “All in good time. How’s my brother?”

      Aphrodite charged, grabbing Hades by his throat. “I had another child with a random man while you stripped my son, my treasure, from me. I tried everything I could to find him. I wrapped Xavier in Valen’s lies, made him think Valen was his child. They both died because of me, because of what you asked of me. I did it all, whatever you required, I lived among mortals, I got Valen where he needed to be. I planted thoughts, beckoned him into darkness. Where the fuck is my son?” She bared her teeth again in a growl, but Hades pushed her hand away, as if he was swatting a bug.

      Hades’ expression was bored as he pushed past the woman. “Strange how you’ve already met him and didn’t even recognize him.” Hades smirked as he dusted himself of nonexistent dirt.

      Aphrodite took a step back, a hand pressed to her mouth. “No.”

      “Who do you think could have killed Valen? Valen was your son. That makes him part god. Oh, and Drystan, mighty strong godkin that he is. Only a god like that could kill another god.” A smirk tugged on his lips.

      Aphrodite shook her head as she turned to walk away, wanting to rush back to the castle where she knew her boy, her only true love in this world, would be.

      “Not so fast. You’ll see him when my wife’s bastard child is dead. Until then, you do whatever I say when I say, and if you fail or try to go after him, I will kill him myself, in front of you. Then I will rip your head from your shoulders.” His eyes flared with purple fire as he released the goddess from her hold.

      She rubbed at her throat, choking at the feeling of hands being wrapped around it. “Valen was my son, but Drystan is my life. All of this was for him, my son, Xavier’s true heir.”

      Hades laughed loudly. “Xavier didn’t care about you or his son, darling niece. Xavier craved power, demanded it. Valen provided that. He underestimated his true son, and it became his demise.”

      The truth of the words ripped through Aphrodite’s heart. The only man she’d ever loved, the only man who knew her true self, not Celia the Archangel. All he desired was her power, the ability to create heirs that his so-called mate could not. She thought of the raven hair boy and his mother squeezed her heart. His mother, who sat quietly by while she watched her husband, her mate, take another woman to his bed, day after day. The woman who lied to her son that everything would be fine, that they were working through the issues, that her husband begged and pleaded for forgiveness when he had not.

      All of this because of a petty feud she had with the Goddess of Spring, over a lover, of all things. Persephone didn’t take Adonis from her. Adonis was a king, a ruler only to his people and himself. He fell in love with Persephone without pretenses, no power, no goddess looks. It was only her.

      A fire burned in her chest. She would make things right. She would get her boy back and never let another soul hurt those families again. She would get Persephone out, keep her safe until the moment was right. She made an oath to herself, signed in her own blood. She looked to Hades, those amber eyes flaring with raw power.

      “What a name you chose for yourself when you’re such a devil, Angel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thank you for reading “Song of Shadow and Light”

      

      

      

      This has been a dream come true for me. The little teenage girl writing Wattpad stories on her phone is freaking out right now! This world has become my everything and there is so much more of this story to tell! I can not wait for each of you to get to experience more of this world with me! All of this is possible because of booktok and the wonderful friends I have made and have inspired me to be the best version of myself. If you are reading this, thank you for being my found family.
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