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Chapter 1



Delane

 


 


The white mist rolled in over the flat
plains of Neol, the training grounds of the Nephilius tournament.
Delane could feel the cold coating her skin, but her body remained
an even temperature. She endured in her statue-like pose, wings
tucked in at her sides, breathing smooth and both hearts pumping at
a steady rate.

She was
facing two different flocks at the moment and needed to keep her
wits sharp. There were five flocks on Nephilius: black,
purple, white, green, and blue. And they all
fell under the banner of Angelica. Each flock was separate and
distinct in their abilities, and the color of their wings dictated
where each belonged.

Purple flashed as someone came in
from the side. Delane dropped to the ground and the shadow passed
over her head. She moved and in an instant her black wings spread
out and she used their serrated edges to tear through her opponent.
Flickers of dark maroon blood formed a dramatic contrast to their
cloud surroundings. Delane’s pitch-black hair, which was shoulder
length, flew around in an arc as she moved back into fight
position.

“Lane! You just tore the hell out of
me.”

She heard
the exasperated voice of Jesile, her training partner from
the purple flock. It was unusual for a
black-wing like Delane to be close with any of the others. But the
two females had been friends a long time.

The black
flock were the more elite fighters and they were respected but not
really liked; mainly because they governed the five flocks of the
Angelica race. Purples were in general
underhanded and manipulative, but Delane had found Jesile to be
trustworthy.

Delane’s eyes shone as she
observed her surroundings. The iris of each eye – which were black
and blended into her pupils – reflected back the scene. She smiled
at Jesile when she limped into view. Her friend had a large gash
down one of her wing planes, but it was already starting to heal.
The females moved back to back, their wings
standing many feet above their heads. Two males from the white
flock were circling them, biding their time and using the mists to
blend in. The white controlled the cool mists and could use it for
very advantageous camouflage. Each of the five flocks had unique
skills.

Delane switched her eyesight across to
intense vision, and she was able to make out the shadows of the
other Angelicas within the mist.

“Down and second quadrant to the right.” She
barked the order at Jesile.

Simultaneously they hit the ground, rolled
two spaces across to the right and emerged on either side of the
whites, who had been creeping closer, hoping for a surprise
attack.

Delane and Jesile formed a high dome with
their wings and, spinning rapidly in a circle, they cut into their
opponents, taking their legs out from under them. The serrated
wings were enough to injure an Angelica but not seriously, so they
relied on the strength in their winged muscles to pummel the whites
into the ground, tiring them out for a future attack.

The skirmish lasted for many minutes until
the loud horn sounded, followed by the chime of the harps.

Training was over and it was time to return
to their zones.

“Farewell, Lane.” Jesile gave an incline of
her head, before turning away. “See you in the morn.”

Delane saluted before tucking her massive
wings against her body and moving toward the black zone.

The
black-winged Angelica fell under the name Gaa. Their ruling
council was situated in the center of a
cloud field. From there they discussed events, tactics and the
tournament which was to start in a short while.

Delane was young to be a council member. She
had earned her place through her many accolades, including being
champion of the tournament. So now when she wasn’t fighting she
helped with the meetings.

Upon entering the council room, a
mist-walled dwelling, Delane sheathed her weapons and left her
armor at the entrance.

“We have big
news, Delane.” Her mentor, Galern, with his charcoal-colored skin
and masses of white hair, rushed forward to her. “We have an
outsider competing in the tournament for
the first time in a millennium,” Galern continued, tendrils of his
hair flying forward as he gestured with large
mannerisms.

Delane paused before turning to the other
ten council members.

“How is this possible? Do we even allow
outsiders in? Where do they stay? They have no flock or
territory.”

The oldest of all black-winged Angelica was
Steva, a wizened woman with more opinions than any other Delane had
met.

“Of course we let in those who are not from
Nephilius. How can we call ourselves a race of warriors if we are
not truly tested? They assure us that they do not need to stay here
for rest. They will just come for the battles.”

“Did they only meet with our council?”
Delane’s voice dropped. She leaned her upper body forward. “And
where was I?”

“You were training, Lane,” Galern said. “And
we called in representatives from all five flocks.”

Delane’s features hardened. She was not only
the youngest black-winged council member, but she was also the only
one to still battle in the tournament. Which meant on occasion she
missed the meetings.

There didn’t seem to be any point arguing
and, if she was honest, Delane was interested in testing her skills
against others. The tournament started in fourteen eclipses of the
sun-cloud, the ball of energy which shifted across their sky, and
she couldn’t wait. It was her favorite time on Nephilius. Closely
followed by the energy blast and the battle of the demons.

The energy blast: when members of all five
flocks sent out their collective magicks to form the next
generation. Their young grew on the Isle of Birth, emerging from
the garden wingless and vulnerable. Two representatives from each
of the flocks tended the young for the first few months, until
their wings developed and their flock membership was revealed.

And the battle of the demons: the first true
test of strength on Nephilius. Upon maturity an Angelica would
venture to Stormhaven to battle the shadowy demon spawn, monsters
from mythical time that the Angelica engaged in long, bloody
sagas.

There were ten different lands – cloud
masses – on Nephilius. Stormhaven was one; the Isle of Birth
another; five that were the flocks’ territories; Neol, the
tournament grounds; one was empty, its clouds too fragile to
support life; and the last was –

“The Isle of Souls.”

Delane focused back on the room when Galern
mentioned the souls. The Angelica had been trying for a long time
to lift the curse that plagued their race. They were long lived but
not immortal and, upon final death, their souls were supposed to be
released back to the mother. But for the last thousand cycles of
the sun-cloud, the dead had been trapped on the Isle of Souls. And
they couldn’t figure out how to free them.

“The Walker promised they would look at our
souls and see if there was a way to lift the curse,” Galern
continued. “It’s as good a chance as we’ve ever had. His power was
strong and he disappeared into a swirling portal. Things beyond our
knowledge.”

Delane again held back words of protest. The
situation with the souls was fast becoming desperate. The balance
on Nephilius had been thrown out, because the dead should be
leaving to be reborn, not trapped on the isle. And in any situation
in nature where the balance was skewed, sooner or later something
happened to right the natural cycle.

“Remind me again what you believe will
happen if we don’t free the souls?” Delane asked her council
members.

“The trapped
dead will draw the energy of everyone on
Nephilius, and all of us will walk in the
shadow world with them,” Steva answered without
hesitation.

Delane was still having trouble trusting
this. The elder woman was prone to dramatics, but she was also very
wise. So it was hard to know.

“How much time do we have?” Galern asked,
his brow furrowed. He was much more inclined to believe Steva’s
word.

“I already
feel the draw,” she said, her eyes lifting skyward. “Don’t you find
your energy scattering more frequently? We have less young
emerging, and are weaker in battle. These are the signs from the
four prophets of the end of days.”

Angelica
were trained soldiers, and one thing they did was obey
orders. Written at the dawn of their race
was the book of life. It was filled with rules and prophecies. Most
of them were obscure and open to interpretation. Often, Delane
interpreted their meaning differently to the rest of her race, and
that wasn’t her only difference.

She was
stronger, faster, and her wings more lethal than those of her
brethren. She knew that she was an anomaly on Nephilius: she was
the only Angelica born of flesh – her mother had somehow grown and
birthed her many years before, and the purple council members had reacted to her birth by killing
her mother soon after.

War had almost erupted then, and Delane
still wished it had; she held a grudge against the others for their
murderous behavior.

It was lucky
she was still a babe when they came for her mother. As a fully
grown Angelica, no one wanted to test Delane, especially if she
lost her cool and released the molten lava of energy inside her.
Energy that controlled the very air that flowed through the cloud
lands. Delane often used the air as an aid in battle. She could see
minute details through the vision of air particles. She could use
the air to knock objects away or bring them toward her. She could steal the breath from an
Angelica, but not sufficiently to kill them; there was too much
oxygen available.

“I want to see the Isle of Souls.” Her voice
rang out across the space.

“Why?” Galern asked. “What do you hope to
achieve?”

“I want to use my senses. It’s one thing to
be told something and another to experience it yourself.” Delane
wondered if her advanced senses would clue her into something that
others had missed.

“Take her,
Galern.” Steva waved her hands, already turning away to consult her
charts and pages of prophecy.

Delane’s mentor studied her for a moment
before nodding once. “Okay, let us leave now so we can return and
still have plenty of time for your training before the tournament
begins.”

No more words were spoken. Galern simply
donned his armor, as did Delane, and they left the mist-dwelling.
And then with a burst of energy her mentor’s powerful wings
extended to the side, and with a few hard thrusts he moved up into
the mists, Delane following closely.

 


They flew
for many hours. The higher they were from the cloud lands, they
clearer the air was. They crossed more
than half of the ten lands of Nephilius. Each of the five flock
zones was similar to the one before. The only thing that
differentiated them was the assortment of mist buildings and the
colors woven into the outer areas, colors which matched their
wings. The Isle of Birth was quiet. Most of the last group of young
had grown their wings and were with their flocks now.

When they reached the junction of the ten
lands, Galern turned to the left and they were over the Isle of
Souls. Delane never fatigued, but she knew the other Angelica would
be tiring. They would have to land.

She heard the screams long before she saw
them.

The souls were no more than colored mists
floating around the cloud mass, somehow contained, unable to move
on to rebirth. Galern descended and she followed. The souls wrapped
around them, but couldn’t do anything to physically interact.

Delane’s two hearts started to pump harder.
There was so much sorrow here that her body was reacting. Usually
she kept a tight control on her emotions and physical functions,
but it was going to be increasingly difficult the longer they
stayed on the isle.

“How large is this land? How many souls do
we estimate are here?” Delane’s voice was low, tremors of her
emotions lacing the words.

Galern
looked at her with some concern, never having seen her react in
this manner before. “This is the largest
of the ten lands. We believe that’s why the entity that cursed us
chose here.” A black shadow darted between them. “In that time
there’ve been a few hundred deaths amongst the Angelica flocks. And
a few beast deaths from Stormhaven.”

The beasts were distinct amongst the souls.
They were the black and red mists.

“It’s strange that the beasts are also
trapped here. I didn’t even know they had soul energy.” Delane
shook her head, her short black hair flying around her face.

The Isle of Souls would be massive if it was
the largest of the ten. The black flock only numbered in the
thousands, and they lived on a land area of millions of miles. They
used all of the space for training and flying.

“Everything has soul energy, some is small,
others larger, but one must never underestimate the importance of
even the smallest creature. The great circle is vital.”

Delane often received these speeches. She
was young for an Angelica, only fifty years, and the elders lived
to impart their wisdom.

Ignoring
Galern for the moment, she closed her eyes and expanded her energy
from her body. The rush of air energy fled from her like the tides
of a body of water, and as she started to expand she hit the
barrier encasing the Isle of Souls. Each of the ten lands was
separated by an abyss. Vast and endless
pits that fell to somewhere at the center of Nephilius, and this
was where the cage holding the souls was coming from.

“There’s a barrier,” she said out loud.
“It’s formed from dark and light energy, but it’s not from an
Angelica.”

“How can you tell?”

Her eyes flew open at the gruff nature of
Galern’s voice. “Because the five flocks each have a distinct
energy pattern, and it’s slightly altered for each individual. But
I can always tell what flock an Angelica is from, even before I see
the wing color.” And she always knew which flock the young would
end up belonging to, even before they grew their wings.

“Have you
ever felt energy like this before?” Galern brought his arms and
wings closer into his body as some black
souls swirled around.

“It’s similar to the energy of the shadow
beasts on Stormhaven. Could it be connected?”

Galern pushed back the free strands of his
wild, white hair. “Our last lot of Gaa – black wings – that came
back from their battles said that the landscape was much more
dangerous than they’d been led to believe. Do you think things may
have changed there also?”

Delane worried at her lip. She hadn’t been
to Stormhaven for a long time. “It very well could be different.
The only ones to go there are the newly matured Angelica, and they
have nothing to compare it to. We must go at once.”

“You don’t sense a way for us to break this
barrier?” Galern asked as they spread their wings in preparation
for flight.

“The energy sustaining it comes from deep
within the abysses between our lands. I’ve never found any Angelica
who could tell me what exists down there. Do you know?”

Galern shook his head. “Any that have
ventured or fallen between have never been heard from again. We’re
taught to accept the endlessness that exists and never step foot
into the abyss.”

Delane sighed. Typical of the Angelica: they
just took everything on faith, caring more for who could swing a
sword the fastest, or best another in battle. Anything else was
unimportant to them.

Their wings
sent out swirls of misty air as they pumped and took flight
again. Galern had recharged his energy expended
during the last journey and would have no trouble making the
distance to Stormhaven.

Angelica became rejuvenated by planting
their bare feet onto the cloud masses. Energy would trickle into
their bodies to sustain them. This was why, despite the armor they
wore, they never covered the soles of their feet. This method still
worked for Delane, but she just tired out less frequently than the
average fifty-year-old on Nephilius.

Stormhaven was the only land mass to have
black rather than white clouds. The beasts had been there for as
long as Delane could remember, but there were some living Angelica
who recalled the day the whole world turned black.

It was never dark on Nephilius, but for one
seemingly endless moment a shadow had descended over the lands, and
then Stormhaven was born. Before that moment none other than
Angelica had existed on Nephilius, but now there were the beasts:
large fire-breathing, shadow-dwelling creatures. They were able to
transform between both physical and mist. They could not be hurt
when they were in their translucent form, but in their physical
form they could be killed. Though it was damn hard. Delane had
killed three when she’d come to maturity, and that was a record.
Only a very few Angelica had even managed to harm one. Going to
Stormhaven was more about bravery and survival.

The white swirling mists slowly changed to
gray and then black tendrils as they neared the junction that would
take them across to Stormhaven. Delane’s advanced hearing picked up
the screeching howls; she had her weapons unsheathed and in her
hands before they landed.

The air was clear even on the ground here,
and littering the land were large, unnaturally formed cloud
structures. The shadow beasts used these to their advantage, lying
in wait for the unsuspecting Angelica.

“You must hurry, Delane. We cannot linger
here for long.” Galern also held his weapons, a set of spiked-ended
clubs. He was swinging them around in random arcs, keeping his
reflexes honed for a sudden attack.

“Yes, the
same energy is here now too. Stronger than it ever was.” Delane
started to run, her strides
long.

She could move across the land fast enough
to be a blur to the casual observer. Galern took to the air above
her. Delane was following the pull and again it led her to one of
the cloud edges, the abyss falling away below.

Peering down, Delane could see nothing, just
the black clouds fading out to the white mists, which was all that
was visible in the gaps between the ten lands. The abysses
separating the lands were large, about a mile across, and as far as
anyone knew, endless miles down. Delane would be liar if she said
she’d never thought of flying down there. But something held her
back.

A soft thud indicated that Galern was beside
her again.

“It’s from the abyss again,” she huffed. “If
these foreigners do not solve our problem, I might have to go down
there.”

“Lane!” he gasped. “That’s suicide.”

“It could mean death to our entire world if
we don’t free the souls. What choice do I have?”

A noise had them both spinning around.

Coming at
them from all sides were shadow beasts. They shimmered in shades of
black, gray and white. Some of them were small, others huge, and
there were at least ten in total. That in itself was unusual;
Delane had never known them to hunt in
packs.

“Want to try our luck?” She grinned at
Galern, who shook his head as they both took to the air, expertly
sheathing their unused weapons in the first few flaps.

Luckily no shadow beast could fly. The
prowling, snarling creatures let out shrieks as their prey moved
out of reach. Blasts of heat followed them as fire spewed from the
larger ones, but the Angelica were too fast in the air.

They powered
along in silence, Delane wracking her brain to figure out what
could be causing the problem on the Isle
of Souls and most probably the existence of the shadow beasts. It
was the same energy, and it was not natural.

They arrived
back on the tournament lands just in time for long-sword training.
Delane left Galern at the mist-dwelling. He would let the black council members know about their findings.
She strode across to the center of the field. With her energy she
manifested a broad sword from the mists. It took a few moments for
it to solidify and turn a steel gray.

“Ready to
fight?” Jesile stood with a few of the purple flock, her half-grin shooting toward Delane, her
spiky orange hair standing up around her delicate
features.

Delane swung her sword a few times. “I was
born ready. Let’s rumble.”

She pushed thoughts of the Isle of Souls,
Stormhaven and the mysterious Walkers from her mind. It was time to
battle. She let a grin cross her face as the other flocks stepped
up. This was going to be an all-in brawl. The five colors were
preparing for the tournament and they weren’t going to be taking it
easy on anyone.

This was going to be painful, for everyone
but Delane.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

 


Abigail

 


 


All I could taste and smell was the briny,
damp sand. For the tenth time in as many minutes, I found myself
face down on the beach. I was getting my ass kicked in the worst
kind of way; there was no doubt any longer: my fight training had
turned into fight torture.

“You going to rest there all day?”

Josian, my personal torturer and father, was
standing over me. His massive seven-foot frame blocked the
sunlight; we were in front of our house in Angelisian. This was day
eight of my training for the tournament on Nephilius, the next
planet I was heading to. It was time to find the fifth
half-Walker.

Grantham had sussed out the warrior planet.
He assured me that the best chance of finding the female was to
enter their annual tournament. Apparently, strangers were not very
welcome on Nephilius, so I only had this one opportunity. But it
was starting to look like we needed a new plan.

“I give up,” I said, rolling over onto my
back, my hands lifting to brush free the sand that had accumulated
on my face and hair.

Exhaustion
wracked me as I stared up into the indigo of the sky. It was a
perfect day, not one cloud marring my view. I really shouldn’t feel
so old and tired. I was only eighteen and not to mention a Walker.
Well, a half-Walker anyway, but still powerful enough to be one of
the seven females who might be able to save the worlds from the
Seventine. But ever since I’d broken my bond with Brace – damn, it
had been almost two weeks ago now – I’d describe my condition as
weary. I kept blaming it on the fact that my heart hurt, breathing
hurt, speaking hurt, and just generally
existing without my soul mate hurt.

“I thought
breaking the melding bond was supposed to increase my strength,” I
said without inflection, still staring up at the sky. “Lucy’s
vision isn’t really working out the way I
thought it would.”

Josian dropped down beside me, knocking the
breath out of me as his huge frame collided with my side. “It will
take time for you to adjust to this loss. And you’ll never feel
right without Brace. Hopefully, though, functioning will get a
little easier.”

Josian and
Lucy were the only ones I could talk to about this. No one else
even remembered that I’d had a mate. Thanks to my father’s
lalunas, the only beings powerful enough
to break an ancient melding bond. And to make matters worse I had
no idea what I was going to owe them; they worked on favor for
favor. I wasn’t really looking forward to finding out what they
wanted; the crazy little creatures weren’t exactly known for sane,
rational conversations.

I wiggled against the sharp muscle aches
running along my back. “At this rate I’m not going to be much use
in the tournament. We need a backup plan.” I voiced what we were
both thinking.

Nephilius was a warrior planet and I was
starting to see that no amount of training was going to get me to a
competitive level. Especially if I couldn’t use my energy.

“I’ll have to find someone else to compete,”
Josian said. “We need a legitimate reason why you’re on their
world. They don’t like strangers just stopping by.”

A familiarly shaped shadow crossed over
Josian and me.

“What about Colt?”

I tilted my
head backwards to see Lucy standing above
us. She looked lovely, her blond hair gently curled and falling
around her doll-like features. Her big blue eyes were sparkling
with happiness, and I knew this was about Colton. The wolf-shifting
Walker was her mate, and they’d just recently done the big love
declaration.

“He’s as warrior as we’ll get, and since
he’s pretty determined to follow me around, it’s the perfect
setup.”

“Doesn’t he have obligations? What about
Brace?” I pulled myself up to sit and face her.

“He’s busy
being Princeps. I’m sure he can spare Colt for long enough to kick
some Nephilius butt.” Lucy pushed her hair behind her ears. There
was a slight breeze coming off the ocean that day. “How long is it until the tournament starts?” Lucy
turned to face Josian.

He got to
his feet. “It commences in two First
World weeks. Why’s that?”

“I had a vision.”

She muttered my least favorite words. Her
damn soothsayer powers were more trouble than they were worth.

“About my real family; here on First
World.”

Well, that shouldn’t be too bad.

“I know where the pixies are hiding and I
want to find them.”

I jumped to my feet. My hand moved without
thought to my chest. The ache there felt so permanent I found
myself massaging the pain, as if I could somehow relieve it that
way.

“The pixies
are ancient, powerful, and they’ve made a
point to disappear. Do you think it’s a good idea to search them
out?” Josian asked, his bronze eyes shifting colors like a
kaleidoscope.

“I need to understand my powers.” Lucy drew
her fine eyebrows together. “Frannie has confirmed that I’m not a
traditional soothsayer, which basically means she has no idea how
to help me control the visions. I’m not even sure if everything I
see is real. Sometimes it feels as if something else is in my head.
The pixies are my best bet.”

“Not to mention you can, on occasion,
float,” I added.

She snorted. “Yes, there’s also that. I’d
like to know I’m not going to just start floating around.”

“Well, if you can get Colt to agree to
fight, then there’s no reason for my torture …” I caught a grin
from Josian. “I mean training, and I’ll be more than free to do
some pixie hunting.” I stretched my back as the last of the sharp
pains from my father’s beating started to heal. Seemed to be taking
longer than usual. Or he’d been really thorough in that last
round.

“Colt has just informed me that he’s on his
way right now,” Lucy said.

I couldn’t
stop the curving of my lips as a smile
stretched my face. It had been too long between real smiles. “What
do you mean: he informed you?”

Lucy wrinkled her nose as she let out a
snort. “Since we haven’t performed the Walker mating ceremony the
only way we can communicate is when Colt projects his voice into my
head. I can’t respond, so he loves giving me these bossy little
orders.” Her voice lowered to gritty annoyance. “He wouldn’t laugh
so much if he actually heard some of my replies.”

A peal of
laughter fled my lips; I had no problem imagining the colorful
responses. “How is it that he can project into your mind? And you
can send those memories into mine?” I realized in my recent
depression and training I’d neglected to spend much time the last
few weeks talking with Lucy. The only reason she hadn’t kicked my
butt for this, is that she’d been busy
herself.

The blue of her eyes darkened as she stared
out across the expanse of ocean around us. “I don’t know, Abbs, I
have zero understanding of these powers. Which is damn frustrating.
That’s why I have to find the pixies.”

“They must have great skills to cloak
themselves,” Josian said, body shifting forward, eyes alight. “I
wonder how they’ve achieved this? How have they disappeared for so
long?” He raised his eyebrows at Lucy. “Do you have any idea where
to start looking?”

She
nodded, the sunlight reflecting off the
shades of blond in her curls. “It took a little research. I had to
contact Lucas and go through information on the different lands of
First World, but finally I think I’ve found the place.”

So that’s
what Lucy had been doing while I trained.
I had wondered what she’d been doing at the castle, but she said
she was just bored and wanted to visit with Lucas, First World’s
Emperor, and our friend. I did know that her extracurricular
activities had not pleased her wolfy mate, though.

“There’s a dark forest in the Lans province.
According to Lucas’ sources, no one ventures into its depth and, if
they do, they never return. The outer region looks very much like
my vision. A land untouched. And Quarn said he believed that forest
was the last place pixies had been seen.”

Anticipation trickled into my body. I was
looking for a distraction, and this sounded perfect. “If you can
project an image, I can trace us close to the spot.” I brushed the
last of the grass off my sweats. “I’ll just get changed and be
right back.”

Lucy hugged me as I moved past her. “You’re
doing great, Abbs, so much stronger than I could be.”

I let out
the breath that was caught in my throat. It whistled through my
nose in a huff. “I have no choice; it’s
just life. Sometimes it’s good and other times it
sucks.”

“Isn’t that
the truth,” Lucy said, her gaze drawn across to the expanse of
ocean. “But in the end, no matter what happens, this is still better than our life in New
York.”

Her words
added a little perspective to the darkness surrounding my soul. She
was right. I’d never had so much light in my world since we escaped
the drudgery of our life on Earth, with the gangers and the
compound. I’d never known love then, and I’d never felt the touch
of someone’s soul on my own. I had all of those memories now;
despite the far too short time I’d had with Brace. But I was determined that we would be together
again and it was this thought that got me through the long, aching
days.

I made my way into the house, up the stairs
and entered my room. I didn’t see anyone on the way. My brother
Samuel had taken off after the confrontation with Lucy. No one else
seemed worried, but I didn’t trust him. He popped in and out at
will, but it didn’t seem as if anyone was keeping an eye on him
anymore.

Lallielle
and Francesca were out in the town running their little shops. The
people of Angelisian were much more social at the moment. Ever
since we’d released all the trapped First Worlders from the room of
horrors in the dark mountain, there were people in the streets,
markets had started up again – once a
week – where Angelisians could barter and exchange
goods.

It was almost as if life had returned to
normal. Except of course the Seventine were still out there
somewhere, working toward the release of the final three.

Our only hope was for me to find the
half-Walker females.

If I managed
that before the release of the last Seventine, we
had a shot to use our energy to bind the holes
in their prison. After that we could just wait them out. They only
had a few more months before they were sucked back into their
prison. But if all seven managed to be released before we bound the
prison, we would have to fight them – they would have their full
strength – and overpower them to re-imprison them.

Did I know how we were supposed to achieve
this? No idea at all, but I hoped something would be discovered
soon.

Josian had
all the Walkers working on it. The Red Doreens were no longer at our house on guard duty. Instead
they were off trying to gather information. And the princeps,
including Brace, were having regular meetings. He hadn’t missed
one, and although I tried to avoid the house while he was there, I
wasn’t always successful.

For some reason the six and half feet of my
fierce, perfect, beautiful warrior mate was everywhere I turned.
The mate who did not remember our bond or the time we had spent
with each other.

It was so strange having to pretend I didn’t
know him. Before I broke the melding bond we’d been so intimately
connected that it was as if we weren’t even separate people
anymore.

Sure we had our own thoughts, feelings and
emotions, but everything intermingled and blended with each
other.

Pushing my painful thoughts aside, I changed
into jeans and a shirt. Standard uniform for me. I added a pair of
runners, not as fashionable as my boots, but easier to haul ass in.
And lately it seemed no matter where we ended up, it involved lots
of running. My black jacket was the last thing I threw on before
leaving my huge walk-in wardrobe. I stopped in the bathroom to wash
the grass from my hands and face.

Resting both palms on the glass sink, I
stared at my reflection in the large mirror. My blood-red curls,
with their flecks of black, hung long down my back. Green eyes –
like my mother’s – looked dull or … sad. Everything about me seemed
a little dejected.

My fingers tightened on the edge of the
smooth surface. I often pissed myself off when I was alone; I
couldn’t stop the weaknesses flooding through me. But I refused to
fall apart in front of the others, since for the most part they
didn’t even remember I’d had a mate. So in these rare moments alone
it was difficult to curtail the burning hot flood of agony from
rising up to char everything in my body.

I swallowed. It sounded loud in the tiled
room. The lack of moisture in my mouth made that simple task almost
impossible. Straightening, I shook off the pain, shoving it back
down into its small box, the one where I slammed the lid and turned
the lock. It would stay locked away until another lone moment
forced the energy to build up again and burst the walls.

Without a glance behind me, I left my room
and made my way back to the cool outside. As I crossed the
lime-green grass I could see that Lucy was standing there
alone.

“Where did Dad go?” I asked as I reached her
side.

“Lallielle
needed his help in town. He said to call if we had any trouble with
the pixies.” A chuckle escaped her. “Who’d have thought we’d ever
hear a sentence like that?”

Lucy froze
then, her blue eyes lit up and the tension I’d seen on her features
disappeared. Like magic. I knew what that meant: Colton was here.

“Hey, pretty girl.” His deep tones
surrounded us as he stepped out of a Walker doorway just behind us.
His arms were around Lucy before I even sucked in my second ragged
breath.

It was hard to see them together. Colton was
Brace’s best friend and seeing him always reminded me of my missing
mate. And also the emotions that resonated between Lucy and Colton
were both beautiful and painful to witness. Colton captured her
mouth with his own; the kiss was brief but sweet. It was like the
first kiss every time for them. I knew they hated to be apart from
each other so much, but for my own sanity it did make my life a
little easier.

I wandered away, giving them a few moments
for whatever whispered words they exchanged. Eventually Lucy led
him to my side.

“So Colt said he can fight on Nephilius for
us, but that the only Walker guaranteed to be able to best them in
any combat style is Brace.”

Lucy spoke
quickly. As if it somehow lessened the
impact to deliver bad news in a rush. My first instinct was to
scream ‘NOOO’, but that would probably be weird. Instead I tried
for a calm, rational response.

“Isn’t Brace busy with his new duties? I’m
sure you’re more than capable, Colt,” I said, forcing up the
corners of my mouth.

“Actually, Abernath is all smooth sailing at
the moment, and personally I think Brace would like the
distraction,” he said as he gently tucked Lucy into his side, his
hand lightly moving up and down her arm.

“Why does he need distractions?” Lucy
asked.

I was glad she had broached the question,
because I also wanted to know.

“He hasn’t
said anything, but he’s not been himself lately.” Colton’s very
white-blue eyes reflected the scenery. “I’m not sure if it’s the
responsibility of being Princeps or the fact that Magenta is annoying the shit out of him, but some fight
time would be good for him.”

“Magenta.” The one word escaped me in a huff
of exhaled annoyance. Colton’s twin sister was tall, blond,
beautiful and a bitch. Literally. The female Walker also turned
into a wolf and she had her perfect little ass set on snagging my
mate. Of course, that didn’t matter when we were melded, but now no
one remembered that, and she would be pursuing Brace again with no
second thoughts.

“Yes, she
keeps trying to get him to choose a ruling partner, but Brace wants
to wait for a true mate. It’s just hard when most of us know that
finding a true mate can take hundreds or thousands of years. If we
ever do.” He lifted Lucy so he could rest his forehead on hers.
“Now that I’ve found Lucy, I could never imagine settling for
anything less than what we have. But I
also remember the loneliness, the despair, and you have to be a
strong man to never give in to that.”

“You know
what? Brace would be perfect as the
fighter on Nephilius. Can you see if he’d be happy to compete?” The
words fled my mouth without my permission.

Lucy swung her head around from Colton to
lock eyes with me. She had a half-grin on her face. The brief nod
she gave indicated that she knew exactly why I’d rather the torture
of Brace being with me than with Magenta.

“You’re
making the right decision,” Colton said, oblivious to our silent
communications. “With Brace as your fighter, you’ll
go all the way in the tournament; you might need
that much time to find the girl.”

Yeah, that might be true, but would my heart
survive the torture?

“Okay. Well, Abbs and I have to go off on a
little adventure, so go talk to Brace and we’ll meet you back here
in a few days.” Lucy started shoving her mate toward the swirling
vortex of a doorway, which he’d left open.

“What are you up to, Lucy?” Colton locked
her in his gaze and, like a wolf with prey in its sight, he never
wavered. “You aren’t doing anything dangerous, right?”

Lucy wrapped her arms around him. “Just a
bit of research into the pixies, and my family. Nothing too
serious.”

He lifted her up for a few more scorching
kisses, which left her eyes glazed and her features slack.

“No more Lucas,” he growled.

Lucy shook her head at him, the picture of
innocence.

He sighed. “Just be careful, pretty girl,
and get Abby to call for me if you get into trouble. I’ll be in
touch soon.”

He gave her one last kiss before stepping
back into his doorway. This time it closed down behind him.

“That was very trusting of him,” I said,
moving closer to Lucy.

When the dazed look left her face, and she’d
pulled herself together, she answered.

“Yeah, we’ve had to have a few chats lately
about the difference between smothering and protecting. He said
he’d play it my way for now, but something tells me the first time
I get into trouble, we’ll be back to Colton on my ass at all
times.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Don’t pretend you don’t
love it.”

She threw back her head and laughed. “Eff
yes I do. If I had to have anyone permanently attached to my ass,
at least it’s someone I love … and it doesn’t hurt that he’s hot as
hell.”

Sigh. Lucy’s happiness is my
happiness. I had to remind myself of that when I wanted to pull out
her blond hair. Just a few strands, promise.

“Alright, let’s get moving. It’s going to be
dark in a few hours, and I don’t fancy walking the
forest-of-disappearing-people in the night,” I said, scuffing my
shoes along the join in the ground where the sand and grass
intermingled with each other.

Lucy sucked in a deep breath. “Gosh, I’m
nervous. I’m not sure how to process that I’m not an Earthling.
That I’m not even full humanoid. Pixies are like a mythical
creature.”

She tilted her head at me. “How did you
handle it?”

I shrugged. “Guess I haven’t had too much
time to really think about it. I never felt like anyone but Abby. I
just held onto that fact and the rest I dealt with when I had
to.”

She bopped her head a few times. “Yes, I
just need to remember I’m Lucy. Kick-ass, highly fashionable and
mated to a wolfy, blond Walker.”

I laughed, my head falling back a little at
her cocky stance.

She was all hands on hips and chin in the
air. Her twinkling eyes met mine, before her expression sobered a
little.

“Are you
sure you’re okay with Brace fighting? Colton promised that he
wouldn’t even mention it to his princeps
unless you gave permission. I made him swear it or he wouldn’t be
getting any Lucy for a long time.” She raised her
eyebrows.

“Thanks, Luce, for your generous deprivation
of sexual liberty. I just temporarily lost my mind when Colt
mentioned Magenta. Now I have to figure out how I can spend all
this time around Brace without accidentally walking into moonstale
light.”

“Or jumping his bones,” Lucy added
helpfully.

“Yep, or that.” Damn, that was going to be
hard.

She linked her arm through mine. “Oh, well,
he should be mostly fighting and we’ll be trying to find the
half-Walker, so overlap will be a minimum.”

I knew she was trying to stay positive for
me, and right now I was holding on to the hope that she was
right.

“Okay, open your mind and I’ll send you the
images.” Lucy was jittering around. “It’s time to find out why all
this weird shit is happening to us.”

“Sounds like
a plan.” I had a thought. “So you do
realize that when you officially mate Colton, you’ll be related to
Magenta.”

“Gah.” Lucy coughed. “I’ll be like freaking
Cinderella with two evil step-sisters.”

“Two?” I asked.

“Yeah, the bitch and the wolf.” She paused.
“Same name, two faces.”

I laughed at her again; she was funny
today.

Lucy sent me
the forest image. A long straight line of
greenery, its foliage distinct enough for an accurate
tracing.

I found a
close by tether and, reaching out with my
right hand to capture Lucy’s wrist, I used my other to grab the
shimmering cord. I hoped on this adventure we found out more about
her visions and if they were able to be changed.

Otherwise the end of the worlds was coming
faster than anyone was going to be happy with.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

 


 


We stood on the edge of the creepiest jungle
I’d ever seen. The outer tree line seemed to be nothing but a mass
of thorny brambles. They intermingled in an array of green tones,
with some random splashes of color from yellow roses and huge
drooping purple flowers.

“Do you ever
have visions that don’t end up with
everyone dying or us having to explore someplace creepy?” Shivers
wracked my spine. Every part of me wanted to turn and run. I
wrapped my arms around myself, shrugging the warmth of my coat
closer.

“You should
be in my head. It’s a right old riot up in here.” She winked at me.
“Texas Chainsaw
Massacre style.”

Ah, old-school horror, our favorite. I just
wished it would stay in the movie world and stop leaking into real
life.

We started to walk along the forest edge.
Its seemingly impenetrable barrier revealed no entry portal. As we
searched I decided to voice some of my worries. Lucy was the one I
trusted above all. Especially with a sensitive subject.

“I need to ask you something.” She caught my
eye; I hurried to continue. “Have you noticed anything strange
about Josian?”

My voice didn’t waver as I asked, and I
hoped that the icy fear coating my insides wasn’t that obvious. I
loved my parents, but Josian had been off lately.

Of course there was no fooling Lucy; she
knew me too well.

“Tell me what you know?” She didn’t smile or
joke, which was never a good sign.

The tone of her question had me grinding to
a halt halfway along the lengthy line of forest. “Damn, I was
hoping you’d relieve my worries. Instead it sounds as if you’ve
been waiting for me to ask.”

Lucy didn’t shift her stance, just stood
there, staring at me. I realized how strong she’d become in the
time since we’d left New York. From the funny, sassy girl who
wouldn’t leave the compound, she now traversed the universe with me
and didn’t blink an eye. And she had powers and strength that I’d
never imagined.

“If I didn’t
know better, Abbs, I’d say you were checking me out.” Her full lips
quivered as she held back laughter. “But your look goes a little
deeper. Stop trying to see into my soul; it’s not as light in there as it used to be.”

“I’m just proud of how far we’ve come from
our days with Olden.”

“Me too! We’re awesome. It’s never been in
contention.” She reached out and gripped my wrist. “But no avoiding
any longer, what have you noticed about Jos?”

Pulling my
hand free I started to slowly move again,
worried about losing daylight, and Lucy followed along. But I knew
her unwavering laser eyes were glued to me.

I wasn’t even sure what to say, so I just
went for the biggest worry.

“Did it seem strange that he wanted to
separate all of us girls? He was really insistent and then before I
could blink they were gone.”

Talina, Fury and Ria, the
half-Walkers from Spurn, Crais and Regali, were off training with
the princeps of their clans. Which was Josian’s
suggestion.

“I mean,
shouldn’t we be working on strengthening our powers as one unit?” I
paused as I noticed a small inlet to the otherwise vined barrier of
Lucy’s pixie forest. Finally an entrance. Moving into the
opening of the darker environment, I finished my
sentence. “It just struck me as odd. What would his reasoning
be?”

“Have you
spoken with Lalli about this?” Lucy was close enough to my back
that she kept shoving me as I tried to side-step through without touching any plants. We knew from Regali
that unknown plants could be deadly.

I didn’t speak for a few minutes, allowing
my eyes to adjust to the darker environment around us. It was cool
inside, with a moisture in the air that left wracking cold shivers
caressing my limbs. I was immediately glad for the coat.

“There’s
energy here, some sort of barrier that’s to deter
visitors, right?” Lucy had lowered her
voice to just above a whisper. “Because I’m fighting the urge to
run my ass right out of here and never look back.”

“Yes.” My voice quavered as I hugged my arms
closer to my side. “I can feel the magic beating along my skin, but
my Walker strength seems to be holding it off.” My energy had risen
to coat my skin, an added protection.

“That’s good.” Lucy straightened. “Don’t let
me freak out and bail.”

I reached
out and grasped her hand, and together we
continued to step along the worn little path through the dark and
dense forest. Unlike Regali or even the forests surrounding the
First World castle, there was no structure to the pixie land. As if
everything here was wild and just did what it wanted. Plants grew
in every way: through, over and around each other. Until there was
such a tangled mess that, besides the very small path we were
walking on, the rest would require a machete to move in any other
direction.

“So back to Josian.” Speaking seemed to help
fight off the hum wanting to invade my mind. There was a crap-ton
of energy surrounding us. “I haven’t spoken to Mom, but maybe I
should. She sees into his mind. Surely if there were something
weird, she’d know.”

Lucy’s voice rose, which was odd because she
was whispering. “I did have a vision about Josian, long ago before
I even realized I had soothsayer abilities. It was very obscure.
I’ve never mentioned it because I really have no clue what it
means.”

My heart started beating faster. I both
wanted and didn’t want to hear her next words.

“But for some reason it plagues me still and
I feel it’s because I ignored it.”

“What did you see?” I choked out.

She bit her lip, working the lower pad
through her white teeth. Her free hand ruffled her blond curls,
something she did when nervous.

“You and Josian were on the beach, and you
were crying.” Her voice hitched. “No, not crying, sobbing your
god-damned heart out. And Josian stood there, staring at you.”

“Doesn’t
sound very obscure to me.” I attempted to keep my voice
light.

“Josian
had two faces, Abbs. From my viewpoint I
could see the one that faced you, and then there was another on the
back of his head. This one was sorrowful. And he had all these
weird strings on his arms and legs.” She shook her head. “I have no
idea what it means.”

I wondered
if the strings were like
tethers.

“Did you see this before we even met my
parents?”

She nodded.
“Yes, when I started having the dreams after leaving New York. But
then we met Jos, and he clearly didn’t
have two faces, so I just forgot about it. And then bam, last week,
same dream again.”

I’d been
ignoring my instincts, pushing down the feelings that something
just wasn’t right with my father. Sure, he’d seemed down lately,
but I tended to agree with Brace – from
our conversations long ago, before the broken melding bond – Josian
was probably worried about the final battle. I just hoped it wasn’t
more.

“Maybe next time you’re chatting to Lalli,
just ask a few questions and see if she’s had any concerns,” Lucy
said quietly.

I should
have asked her during the last two weeks. When I wasn’t training with Josian, I’d been spending a lot
of time with Lallielle and Francesca trying to figure out why I
continued to have weird, infrequent dreams about ruling First
World. My mother’s gifts were in dreams and my aunt was a born
soothsayer, so they had great insights. But basically we’d come to
the very unhelpful conclusions that my First World half, and the
energy that belonged to it, was trying to direct me toward my
destiny with Lucas. Well, it could keep on trying. A much larger
destiny had claimed me long ago.

We were
walking deeper into the crazy landscape. The light was dim, but it
wasn’t fading any further as we traveled.
Although the cold was increasing. Our breaths were visible now,
small puffs of condensed air that filled the space in front of our
mouths. Lucy’s eyes flicked back and forth; she was looking for
something so I didn’t interrupt her. But she broke the
silence.

“I
need to find a path in here, one with a weird
formation of flowers. It led into the inner forest. I know that’s
where I’ll find the pixies.”

I paused. “Besides those flowers along the
outer edges of the forest, I haven’t seen any others.”

She laughed.
“I know. That fact has really put a kink
in my plan to follow the color.”

“Wait, were they definitely flowers?” I
asked. Her words had triggered a response from my eyes; I’d noticed
a pattern in the foliage. “Because there are colors. Look at that
red.”

I pointed toward a spiraling pattern of
leaves. They started out in a dark green, but slowly morphed around
to red and then pink. It almost looked like a bouquet of flowers in
this dim lighting; without my Walker vision, I’d never have known
it was leaves.

“Yes!” Lucy fist-pumped into the air. “It
was so dark I didn’t notice that it wasn’t flowers but leaves. That
pattern is just like the one that surrounded their main gathering
place. Although the colors were yellow and orange.”

After that
we followed the swirls of leaves. The colors did vary, but no
yellow and orange yet. After a while we reached a junction in the
path. The forest had been close and cloying but then, all of a
sudden, it opened and the path spread out
in four directions.

“Any
feelings about which trail to take?” I
peered along them, but everything looked the same in the dim
light.

The energy
was stronger in here than when we’d first
entered, the cold and chills along my spine increasing. The urge to
run pressed harder into the base of my skull, like a sharp spike.
More of my energy rose to counteract this; it was as if a war was
raging across my skin.

Lucy closed her eyes and placed her hands in
front of her. “I can feel them,” she breathed. “My blood is
singing, burning through my veins and I … I need to dance.”

Dance?

Her eyes were still closed and she began to
move. I had to get out of the road because all of a sudden Lucy was
twirling. Her arms swayed around her as she shifted her body left
and right.

“Luce?” I said, keeping my voice low. I
didn’t want to startle her from this trance-like state she was
in.

She didn’t
answer. Her feet left the ground and she started to twist in the
air as she drifted along the path. She took the smallest of the
four paths, her lithe form swirling and moving in graceful arcs as
she traveled. I called power to myself as I silently followed,
prepared for anything. There were so many strange things going on
right then. Zoned-out Lucy was a huge number one, but there was
also the fact that the dim light in the forest never altered,
becoming no lighter or darker as we moved through the trees. That
wasn’t normal forest behavior. Not to
mention, it was almost night now and it should be black under the
canopy.

Ahead of us was another fork in the road,
and as Lucy drifted she suddenly leapt to her right and I saw it
then. A massive swirling portal of orange and yellow. It looked
like a flower portrait, but it wasn’t, and for the first time it
wasn’t leaves either. It was an actual portal of swirling
energy.

I was going to take a wild guess that we had
found the entrance to pixie land.

I dashed forward to Lucy, my heart rate
increased at the thought of losing her in here. I was afraid I’d
never see her again. But just as I was about to capture her hand in
mine, the portal shifted, the yellow faded out and an angry red
erupted. At this same moment a horn-like noise sounded, in one long
unbroken note. It vibrated through my energy. Flashes of light
exploded from the portal and Lucy opened her eyes just as the red
extended in her direction and she was sucked into its grasp. Using
my Walker speed, I lunged for her and just managed to grab hold of
the back of her jacket.

We were
pulled through, the speed and brightness forcing my eyes closed.
The influx of negative energy – which had surrounded us
since we’d entered the forest – had changed from
small prickles to more intense stabbing attacks. And then in unison
the horn ceased and the energy abated. I found myself flung forward
to land in a crouched position. Lucy was next to me, her jacket
still clutched in my closed fist.

My lids
flicked up without pause, eyes darting left and right as I took in
our surroundings. What the
hell?

Without thought I released my grip on Lucy,
my face slackened as the sight before me registered in my
brain.

We were definitely no longer in the forest.
We were in a gully of gently sloping green rolling hills that
spread out for miles. The sky was a brilliant blue, brighter than
any I’d seen, and it was warm without being hot. There was nothing
dull about the massive land spread before us. Everything seemed to
sparkle with its own light or essence. But as welcoming as it
seemed, something still felt off about the entire place.

Lucy drew my attention then. “Holy eff?” She
sounded like herself again. “What just happened?”

I moved, my legs straightening until I stood
at my full height. “Welcome to pixie land,” I murmured.

“State your business or I’ll leave you here
to die.” The deep, masculine voice sounded from … well, everywhere
around us.

It echoed across the landscape, hitting my
skin like the biting breeze on a winter’s day.

Lucy jumped
to her feet, spinning around as her brows drew together and eyes
widened. There was definitely no one close to us and on this side
of the portal I couldn’t feel any living
beings’ energy besides mine and Lucy’s. Not even the negative from
the forest. But there was still that low hum that seemed to hang
suspended in the very air. I was starting to think maybe this
entire place was one big source of energy. A low growl began to
swirl across us, building in intensity as the man’s words shortened
in clipped cadence.

“Answer me.”

“He sounds scary. You should probably answer
him, Abbs,” Lucy said as she moved closer.

“Me?”

We started to circle around, Lucy sticking
to my back.

“You’re the one who went all trance-like and
danced us into the leprechaun lands.”

I felt Lucy’s shoulders shake as small
chuckles escaped her. “Pixie, Abbs, this is pixie land.”

“Our energy called you through the portal.”
The voice was closer this time. His words were a question and a
statement.

We halted our dizzying steps as a figure
stepped out of thin air. Actually that wasn’t quite right, it was
almost as if a small split had formed in the air and he’d moved
through the gap. He stood before us and I reached out and gripped
Lucy’s hand as we stared. And stared. And then stared some
more.

The man stared back at us. He was small,
probably around Lucy’s height, and slender. His chest was bare,
with a belt made of leaves strapped across his hips and down to
mid-thigh. His hair was bright green, the color of new leaves as
they first emerged in spring. His eyes were a kaleidoscope of pinks
and purples, and he most definitely had –

“Pointed
ears,” Lucy huffed. “Are you shitting me? He’s right out of
a faerie tale.”

He took a
step closer to us, his freaky eyes flashing his distrust. In his
left hand was a short-bladed double-edged sword. How had I missed
his weapon? The beauty of his eyes was a
big distraction.

“Who are you?”

The pixie
spoke with no accent at all. Which was weird, right? Almost as if
his English was so generic it would slot into any society. So very
bland, almost unforgettable, and yet I
knew I’d never forget the strange monotonous nature of it. When he
moved closer I noticed his skin was green. The same tone as his
hair but a thousand shades lighter, almost like a green ivory. He
face looked ancient, and it was not exactly like a human’s: his
eyes were too large, nose too tiny, and lips disproportioned. But
still there was something enchanting about him.

“My name is Lucy,” she said, stepping
forward, “I’ve had visions of this land and I believe that I’m half
pixie.”

His flower eyes locked on to her.
“Impossible, we’ve had no young born since the queen’s…” He trailed
off as he stared, which went on for many minutes. He never blinked
or moved once.

I’d have
thought he was a statue, but I could
still heard his weird rhythmic heartbeat.

After many minutes of this awkwardness, Lucy
looked over her shoulder at me. I shrugged having no idea what was
happening. I didn’t exactly have a manual of pixie behavior.
Finally he seemed to pull himself together and straightened.

“Follow me,” he said as he turned. “Do not
delay; the pixie lands are fraught with danger. You’re lucky I
happened to be patrolling close to the portal today.”

As he started to move, I thought he was
gliding over the short stalks of vibrant grass, in the same way
Lucy had hovered on Regali. But then I realized I was wrong; he was
not gliding, he was flying … because he had freaking wings.
Emerging from joins in his shoulder blades, the large wings spanned
most of his back and down his thighs. They were translucent in
nature, but with shimmers of color shooting up each of the pointed
tips.

I nudged Lucy, before realizing she’d
definitely noticed his appendage. Her jaw was about on the floor
and filling with grass as she dragged it along. With a shake of our
heads, we both managed to pull it together. He was already moving
rapidly away so we hastened to keep up with him.

This continued as we traveled up and down
miles of diminutive hills. The landscape gradually changed the
further we moved from the portal. Looking behind us, I was worried
about the lack of distinctive landscapes. I feared we’d struggle to
find that portal again. And would I be able to trace with the pixie
land doing strange things to my energy?

“Where are you taking us?” Lucy’s impatience
spilled over.

We were striding toward flatter lands with
small pockets of forests. And beyond this was a blue lake, its
sparkling shine illuminating all of the landscape that surrounded
it.

The pixie replied, “I’m taking you to our
queen, for your own safety. She will hear your words.” At my huff
of breath he continued. “There’s no going back through the portal,
and you would not survive one night out in our land.”

“How is he doing that?” I asked Lucy. It
sounded as if he was standing right next to me, his speech was that
clear. And yet he was pretty far in front of us. “This place is
freaking me out,” I muttered. “Everything is too perfect.”

“What do you mean?” Her brows arched as she
swung her head in my direction. “It’s lovely.”

I wasn’t
kidding when I said that everything there
was perfect. Each strand of grass shimmered green with no brown
patches, the sky was a royal blue, and there was not one cloud
marring the color. If I had to guess, I’d say there was so much
energy in that place that it had infiltrated the land, turning it
into something that was no longer natural. It was the most luscious
environment I’d ever seen, but I didn’t enjoy the sensation of
being there.

I pulled my gaze from this unnaturalness to
study Lucy. “You seem different. Is the energy affecting you?”

She shook out her curls. “I feel amazing,
free and strong.” And with those words she began to glide above the
ground like our guide. Well, minus the wings, of course.

I was thinking – as I ran to catch up with
them – that Lucy was starting to look different. Her blond hair
shimmered more than usual, threaded through with new shades of
gold, yellow and white. It might have even been longer and thicker
as it trailed down her back. Her eyes were still very blue, but now
around the pupil there were flowery shaped shoots of yellow. In
short she looked even more stunning than usual. And just the
tiniest bit like a pixie.

She caught my eye as I examined her.

“What?” she said, her lips straightening
into a fine line.

“I don’t think there’s any doubt you’re a
pixie,” I replied drily.

And at that point she glanced down, gasping
as she finally realized she was floating again.

“Coolest thing ever,” she gushed.

Damn, where was my smartass friend? She was
all … dreamy now.

“Hey, pixie man,” she trilled, like church
bells or something.

“I am called Refis.” His haughty voice
sounded back.

“Okay, Refis. So is this flying thing normal
for pixies … uh, minus wings? Because I’ve suddenly started
floating when my emotions are heightened.”

He stopped,
spun around and was back at our side in seconds. Lucy dropped to her feet and they stood eye to eye. “You’re
gifted with the skills of our kind. But there are too many
unanswered questions. We must speak with the queen.” His features
hardened. “I don’t like that you arrived with a Walker, and why are
her marks visible?”

I almost
lost it. Laughter bubbled up inside me trying to force its way
free. His tone was one of disdain, and he was such a wee little
fella. At this point Lucy lost some of
her blissed-out expression as the mellow grin flipped into a
frown.

“Abby’s my best friend, and you better watch
how you talk to her.” She growled a little.

He shrugged,
his eyes brushing over me again before he turned and walked away.
Did pixies not like Walkers? Or was it just me specifically he didn’t like? Oh, well, it had been
known to happen once or twice. We continued our journey, heading
toward the sparkling lake.

And then, as we crossed into a cooler shaded
section, a rumbling sound started around us. Great, what was coming
at us now?

“Cease.” Refis’ voice rang out in
command.

I studied our surroundings, before resting
my gaze on the surly pixie again. As with Refis’ appearance, what
one saw in pixie land wasn’t always what was there. Which I did not
like.

“You must step aside, I need to enter at
once.” Refis was still talking to the invisible growler.

And Lucy and
I were still pretending we knew what was happening, hands on hips
and expressions calm. We were rocking our, I’m-a-badass vibe. I
almost had myself convinced that nothing could shock me, when from
the shadows stepped out one of the
scariest freaking things I’d ever seen.

It was shaped like a dog … or maybe a wolf …
shit, no it was something even scarier but definitely in the canine
family. Wait, what the hell was I doing trying to classify it? The
important point I was missing was the fact it had two heads. Two
massive, growling, drooling, filled-with-razor-sharp teeth
heads.

Dragging my
eyes from those heads, I studied the rest of him … yep, he was
definitely a male. Built like a black bear, he was huge with four
powerful legs, the muscled sinew visible under his short and shiny
black fur. The paws were tipped with lethal looking claws. Moving
my gaze upwards, I met two pairs of dark eyes and they were
studying me. I paused. There was something familiar about what I
was seeing. But there was no way I’d forget meeting a
two-headed beast. Wait a
minute…

“Damn, it’s like that dog from Greek
mythology.” Lucy clicked on at the same time as me. “The one who
guarded the gates of hell.”

“Cerberus,” I murmured, having always
enjoyed mythology, but never truly believing in gods until the
Walkers. “But he had three heads.”

“Incorrect,
Cerberus always had two heads,” said Refis. “He’s not one of us but was captured when we were trapped in
here. He is fond of Malisna, our queen.”

I raised my brows so high I swear I could
feel them hitting my hairline. “Are you saying this is the actual
underworld creature that was legend on Earth?”

Refis was giving me that
‘are-you-deaf-or-stupid look’ but still answered. “Yes, stories say
that Walkers took him to Earth long ago. Some of the pixies tagged
along on the adventures. We were a mischievous creatures and didn’t
follow rule or order very well.”

Cerberus continued to growl and drool, his
double heads, which were joined at the base of his necks, seemed to
be mostly focused on me.

“I wonder why the stories gave him three
heads?” Lucy said.

The growls increased then, which had her
taking a step back.

“Oh, you know humans, two heads probably
wasn’t scary enough,” I said as I rubbed my hands up and down my
jacket.

“Oh, yeah,
of course, nothing’s ever enough for humans.” Lucy
snorted.

I gripped my coat hem in an attempt to stop
myself lurching forward. Unlike Lucy and Refis – who were
retreating – I was getting a strong urge to move closer. And since
I wasn’t currently entertaining any suicidal thoughts, I had no
idea what was happening. My energy surged and rolled inside me,
pushing me forward. And before I could stop myself, my feet were
moving.

“Abby,” Lucy screamed, “what the
effing hell are you doing?”

Refis captured my wrist, stilling my
movements. His smaller hand was quite green against my ivory
skin.

“I can’t protect you from Cerberus. He does
not follow any command but his own,” he said.

Turning away from the pixie, I faced the
hound again; I had the strangest feeling about him. I shook off
Refis, striding forward until I was under the animal. The top of my
head did not even reach the underside of his heads. My heart rate
increased, but I wasn’t really afraid. Acting on simple gut
instinct, I sent my energy toward him, keeping it calm and
friendly. And from Cerberus’ depths a reciprocating power mingled
with mine.

Letting out a mournful howl, he dropped down
at my feet, laying both of his huge skulls before my shoes. I
pressed my hands to my cheeks as spontaneous laughter fell from my
lips.

“Walkers,” I gasped. “Cerberus is born of
Walker energy.”

Four dark brown eyes were watching me and I
could feel his loneliness; he’d been missing his own kind. Reaching
out – hesitating for only a second – I placed a hand on both heads.
The ominous rumble slowly morphed into a gentle purr.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Lucy said. “Abby’s
the demon dog slayer.”

Refis snorted but didn’t drop his little
sword. Had he been prepared to jump in to defend me, despite his
previous words? Then I noticed where his focus was. All on Lucy.
Yep, on second thoughts, he wasn’t worried about me at all, he’d
been protecting her. Interesting.

“I know men fall at your feet, Abbs, but
this is a little … extra, don’t you think?” Lucy moved, as if to
approach me, but Refis blocked her path. “What ya doing, green
man?” she said, her hands on her hips.

“It’s not safe, you must be protected,
Lucy.”

He stood like a warrior, despite the fact
Cerberus could cut him in two with one well-placed swipe of those
massive claws. I lifted my hands from where they had been
scratching Cerberus behind the ears and moved to lend my support to
Lucy, but I’d only taken two steps when the distinct scent and feel
of hot doggy breath washed over me; I was not alone. Lifting my
head and looking back over my shoulder, I was rewarded with a lick
up the side of my face from Cerberus’ right head.

I laughed; I had always wanted a dog.

“He’s claimed you,” Refis said, his tone
disgruntled. His flower eyes were narrowed on me, as if he was
trying to determine my inner secrets. “The queen will find this
both a joyful and frustrating visit from you outsiders.”

“Why has Cere never left?” I hoped he liked
nicknames. A second lick indicated he was a fan.

“No one ever leaves the pixie realms,” Refis
said brusquely.

My chest
clenched at his words. Lucy shifted her newly transformed
blue-and-yellow flower eyes to me, and I could read the panic
there. Her face was pale and her lips trembled as she looked around
agitatedly. Refis clearly knew about Walkers, which probably
meant the doorways wouldn’t be accessible, but
my tracing power was ancient. I had to hope it would trump whatever
energies were working here.

“What
happens to the other First Worlders
who’ve stumble in here?” I asked.

Refis shrugged. His petite but lithely
muscled body moved gracefully like a dancer. “No concern of the
pixies. Most were killed by the magicks in our land. A few who were
saved in time serve our queen.”

I clenched my fists at my sides. Uncaring
little asshat. Pixies were as arrogant as Walkers, but I doubted
they had the same power to back it up.

“If you tell your pet to heel, we must move
forward.” Refis pointed toward the lake and the path that led
around the side. “That’s the way to the castle.”

“He’s not a pet,” I growled, liking the
pixie less and less. “Cere, we need to find the queen, can you lead
us?” I took away some of Refis’ power over us.

Cerberus’ dark eyes seemed to brighten. I
detected a real twinkle there. His huge body was more agile than
I’d expected as he turned and led us along the path. As we followed
along, my eyes widened when his massive bulk started to shrink.
Within a few minutes he was the size of a medium horse, his heads
now level with my own.

“Um, did he just get smaller?” Lucy
croaked.

I nodded, and at the same time Refis spoke.
“Cerberus can change his size, a very useful skill in battle.”

Useful indeed.

As we walked, the lake finally came into
focus and I realized there were beings everywhere. Swimming, lazing
and playing around the huge stretch of sparkling blue water. The
majority bore a vast resemblance to Refis – definitely pixies –
both male and female. All of the pixies seemed to have Refis’ pale
green skin.

The females were small, standing only around
four feet tall, and all of them had sweeping hair in varying colors
that reached their ankles. It was the same with their eyes. Many
shades of flowered two- or three-colored eyes were turned in our
direction as we walked past. Their laughter and play died off as we
became the focus.

“Finally a world where I’m tall.” Lucy
waggled her brows up and down at me.

I grinned
briefly before my gaze was drawn back to
the lake.

The confidence of their stance told me that
pixies ruled this land, but there were other creatures here also. A
tiny fluff-ball, which looked like a rabbit-hamster; a small breed
of horse or donkey; and a few others which I didn’t get a good look
at. Mainly because the moment they saw Cerberus they scampered for
the hills.

Both of his doggy heads looked a tad pleased
as he marched along, tongues lolling from the sides of his mouths.
When I’d first looked into his large, dark eyes, I’d seen a trapped
sadness, but already he seemed to be happier. He was so scary to
look at that most wouldn’t have seen past the double heads, massive
sharp teeth and monstrous body, to the pain beneath. But the
intermingling of our energy had told me how intelligent and
powerful he was. And I was pretty sure I was already in love with
his huge, hairy butt.

“Stick to the path; don’t drink from the
lake,” Refis ordered as we skimmed the body of water.

Thousands of eyes continued to follow our
path, giving me that prickly feeling on the back of my neck.

“This is similar to the land of fey and
strangers should not partake of the food and water.”

“Fey?” Lucy said, jerking her head back to
find his eyes. “As in faerie?”

Refis looked confused as he scratched his
chin in a jagged manner. “There are many creatures that fall under
the title of ‘fey’. Faeries and pixie are fey; we separated from
their land almost twenty years ago.”

“Where is the land of fey?” I said, my lips
slightly parted.

Refis bared his teeth at me. I was starting
to think that was his version of a smile. “Most of the fey are in
the emerald isles, a realm close to the Emperor’s castle.”

I wondered if Lucas knew that. Something
told me he wouldn’t like them so close.

I was really interested in hearing these
stories. I wanted to know why First World’s inhabitants featured so
heavily in the folklore and myths of Earth. Had they all somehow
visited Earth over the last few thousand years or had Walkers
spread the stories? And if pixies and faeries and all of the rest
had visited Earth, how did they get there? Did they know a Walker
and use the doorways? Or were there other powers to travel between
the worlds? Similar to the way the pixies lived in this dimension
of First World.

Our
conversation died off as we rounded the far left side of the lake.
Refis came to an abrupt halt before pulling out his sword and
starting to perform a complicated cutting motion in the air. Lucy
and I stopped close by, outside of slashing range,
watching and waiting; I had no idea what
pixie man was doing. Cerberus sat on his haunches next to
me.

The third stroke of the weapon had a split
forming in thin air, and I coughed to cover my gasp. Refis was
creating an air-pocket, like the one he’d first emerged from near
the portal. And then with a half-grin thrown in our direction he
stepped into it.

His look had been a challenge, daring us to
trust him and follow. I didn’t trust one hair on his head, but we
didn’t have many other choices right then. Inside we were
going.

Lucy and I linked hands tightly and I may
have briefly shut my eyes as we stepped forward. I’d expected the
opening to be small, as if we had to squeeze through a sliver of
space, but instead we simply moved through to the other side.

And then we
were somewhere else. I felt as if the lake vision had been an
illusion, and Refis had just changed the
background. The scene now was vastly different. We stood in the
shadows of a massive castle, a hundred yards in the distance. My
eyes alighted on it, noting the dark gray stone, turrets and wooden
accents. It was surrounded on all sides by a moat, with no visible
bridge or place of entry.

A thunderous rumble had me spinning to find
Cerberus beside me again. He was yet to leave my side.

“I will
fetch the queen, none are allowed to
enter her home without her permission.” With these words Refis
bowed low and left us.

We watched as he flew across the moat and
into the castle grounds. No wonder they had no bridge; pixies
didn’t need one.


Chapter 4

 


 


As soon as Refis was out of sight Lucy
clutched my arm. “Can you trace from here, Abbs?” Her voice
trembled.

I met her wide, shiny eyes. They were
showcasing full-blown panic. And to be honest I wasn’t far behind
her.

Reaching for my energy, I pictured my room
in Angelisian. The image appeared no problem, but there were no
glittering tethers. I let go of the energy and tried again but with
a different image. The front door of our Angelisian house. Again,
no tethers.

Shit, looked as if tracing was out.

Okay, even though I figured it wouldn’t work
I searched for the links or doorways that Walker could access
between worlds. There was nothing. Great, no doorways existed here
in pixie land either. Last resort; I’d try the old-fashioned way:
weaving energy to create a doorway, a skill Josian had shown me
originally to walk between the worlds.

Gathering my energy, I wrapped the circle a
few extra times for strength. Before releasing it. But instead of
forming into a doorway it fell away, and was absorbed into the
ground below us. I sucked in a deep breath, unconsciously working
my bottom lip between my teeth.

Lucy whimpered as I faced her again. She
already knew what I was about to say.

But I still said it. “I can’t trace or open
a doorway.” My breath was coming out in small little huffs. “We’re
stuck here, Luce.”

And I needed to get to Nephilius before the
tournament.

Not to mention I needed to save the worlds
if the Seventine were all released. Neither of those things was
going to happen if I was indefinitely stuck in pixie land.

A feeling of helplessness flooded my being,
something I hadn’t felt since enlightening as a Walker. Breaking my
melding bond had weakened me, but I’d still never felt this useless
before.

I sank to the ground. Cerberus lay next to
me, his huge heads nudging into my side, and with a huff of air he
closed all four eyes and went to sleep.

“I feel like
I’m back on Earth.” Tears sprang to my eyes. Stupid and annoying were these emotions coursing through me
with the speed and power of a tsunami. “I can’t save
us.”

I knew deep down that I’d been taking my
Walker abilities for granted, tracing wherever I wanted with ease,
relying on Brace or Josian if I got into trouble, using my energy
to do things which I could have used my own physical self to do.
Now it looked like I was back to my time on the streets of New
York, relying only on my common sense and instincts to guide
me.

Lucy
crouched on the side away from Cerberus. Her hands reached out and
she rubbed my arm. “Abby, you’re still strong and powerful. We’ll
find a way out of here. There’s always something, and you and I
will not give up until we discover it.”
Her flower eyes were calming – something about the color yellow did
that to me – and her voice was soothing as she continued
talking.

“My gut tells me that in the end when you
face the Seventine it won’t be your Walker powers that save us. It
will be the earthling, human side of you. The side which learned to
scrape herself up and use that genius mind to save herself and
others from shitty situations. You might have forgotten that side
in your flood of awesome Walker abilities, but you were pretty
awesome before them.”

I rested my head on Cerberus’ soft
shoulders. His Walker energy rose and mingled with mine. It was as
soothing as Lucy’s new pixie façade. I thought about her words. The
conviction with which she spoke was reassuring. I sat up a little
straighter.

“You’re right, I was sent to Earth for a
reason, to learn something. Maybe that which could help us in the
final battle.” And I needed to be both girls now, the Walker and
the earthling.

Cerberus
shifted under me, and a low growl started. I lifted my head to see
what had upset him. I suspected it was Refis returning. I
looked more thoroughly, though, as Lucy
then scrambled to her feet.

“Do you feel it?” Her voice was low and
hard. “Something angry is coming our way.”

I stood in one smooth motion. I didn’t like
the sound of her words.

“Angry?” I said. “You can feel its
emotions?”

“Yes.” she bit out. “But I can’t see
anything.”

I couldn’t either, but this world hid many
things from us.

“Refis!” Lucy suddenly threw her head back
and started to shriek.

I stopped looking around and started
focusing on the spectacle that was Lucy. She was freaking out,
running both hands through her blond curls, and shuffling
backwards. “Help us!”

Her reaction felt a little over the top,
considering we couldn’t even see what was coming at us. But just in
case I gathered the small amounts of energy that I could access
there. Cerberus was on his feet too, and he was huge again, which
sent trills of fear through me. His worry was far worse than
Lucy’s. He was massive and ferocious; what the hell was coming at
us?

One of his heads nudged me back behind him,
as his ominous growls filled the space around us.

“Run!” Refis yelled.

We spun our heads to see the pixie flying
toward us, his sword held aloft. “It’s the goblins.”

As with most
of the dangers in my life, his warning
came too late.

In a
swirling mass, creatures flew in over the treetops. They were small
and dark red in color, with angry eyes and fat little pot bellies.
They had tufts of hair on various parts of their bodies and bulbous
noses that sat just above a mouthful of razor sharp teeth. Within
mere moments thirty of them started to
circle about eight feet above us.

Refis spoke,
doing that voice projection thing again. “Don’t let their skin
touch you. It’s poisonous and will burn a
hole straight through anything, including your clothes. And they
spit the same poison.” He was closing in on us, but the goblins
were going to attack first.

With a whistling sound, the first one dived
down toward Lucy. I blasted my energy out and was satisfied to hear
a smacking sound as it hit the creature hard. With a shriek the fat
body tumbled away. I called more heat to my hand and waited for the
next attack.

Damn! I wish I could access all of my Walker
energy.

They circled us again. It looked as if they
were hesitating to attack, unsure of what else I might do. This
allowed Refis to reach us. His sword rang out and sliced a goblin
across the throat. Too busy looking into the air, I hadn’t even
seen it creeping on the ground toward us. Its goopy black blood
sprayed out a little, and my shoes sizzled as it touched the rubber
soles. I quickly stepped clear.

“Everything about them is lethal to us,” I
warned Lucy.

“Should we try and run for cover?” she
asked.

Refis shook
his head. “They’re too fast, especially with air advantage. But if
you can give me a few minutes – it takes longer because of the
protections on the castle – I’ll open a
portal inside. The queen will understand in this
circumstance.”

He started performing the complicated
movements with his sword again.

“Alright, Luce, let’s kick some goblin ass,”
I said.

We stood back to back, so no critter could
sneak up on us.

They came in groups of six, surrounding us
on all sides. I had both hands held aloft, power filling them in
wisps of light. The first six were taken out by a growling
Cerberus. His huge paws swiped through them as if they were pieces
of paper. He was clever enough to not use his teeth, instead
utilizing claws and paws as his weapons. And he never yelped, even
though I could see red patches where his fur had been burnt
away.

I blasted two from the next round of red
goblins. Lucy kicked out, her boots and jeans thick enough to
protect her. Her foot crushed a bulbous nose, followed by another
and another.

“Considering they’re as ugly as heck, you’d
think they’d be stronger on the brains front.” Lucy round-house
kicked one, breaking its arm this time. “They don’t even have a
game plan. Why are they just coming at us randomly?”

Cerberus was taking them out faster than we
could process, but one still breached our defenses and landed on my
arm. I cried out as the acidity of its skin burnt through my jacket
and onto my vulnerable skin below. One of Cerberus’ large heads
swung around and he let out a ferocious bark. His tail jabbed out
and the pointed end speared straight through the goblin.

Holy shit, I hadn’t realized how lethal his
tail was. The pain in my arm distracted me again, burning deep into
my body. One of Cerberus’ heads dropped down and he licked at my
wound a few times. Immediately there was relief from the burning,
and the healing process appeared to be accelerated. The burn was
gone within seconds.

“Thanks, Cere,” I said, giving his head a
hug.

“These are
the distraction, now their guards are coming,” Refis
said, answering Lucy’s question from
before.

He still stood apart from us. So far the
goblins had not reached him; none could make it over Cerberus.

“On my command you need to dive through this
portal.”

I turned back to the goblins, wondering what
the guards were, and then I saw them.

Emerging from the trees on the left side of
the castle. They were exact replicas of the red, potbellied fliers,
but they did not fly, and they were massive. They marched in
formation toward us, and when they noticed Refis and his portal,
they stopped their slow process and started at a run.

At that moment a mass of pixies poured from
the castle, heading toward the large goblins.

“The queen’s army,” Refis said. “Too slow as
usual.”

He wasn’t
kidding. I’d have to say they weren’t
really keen to fight the goblins, judging from their leisurely
flight out of the stone building. The massive red creatures were
closing in.

“Refis, what the hell are you doing?” Lucy
shouted.

And I wasn’t far behind her this time.

If they hit
us, it was going to be bad. Each of them
was almost the size of Cerberus and we only had one of him. There
were at least ten of them.

“Now!” his shout finally came.

I gripped Lucy’s hand. Cerberus nudged us
from behind. At the last second I released a large blast of energy
to knock the smaller goblins away from us. We ran for the split
Refis had created. It took five steps, less for our giant doggy
friend, and we were inside. And I felt a tearing sensation this
time, as if something was trying to halt us leaving.

Muttered words from Refis seemed to be
working toward knitting back together the rift he’d created.

“Can they follow us through?” Lucy leaned
forward, resting her hands on her knees.

Her breath came out in a few harsh puffs.
Which was fair enough, she had been kicking the shit out of
goblins.

“Not if I get it closed in time,” he
muttered again. He was one cranky little pixie.

I could hear screeches, and a few little red
arms were trying to tear apart the void, but before that happened
the knitting process finished and we were safe.

“How many different species are stuck in
this land?” I said, locking my gaze on to Refis. I wasn’t removing
it until he answered. If we were to survive here we needed more
information.

“There are a few. Some we live with
peacefully, other we battle at times. Warring over land and
resources.” His green face fell, the lines of his alien features
drooping. “But mostly boredom. We are all stuck here and have been
for many years. I’ve tried every possible avenue for escape, but to
no avail.”

I rubbed my
chest. Those heart palpitations seemed to kick in harder when he
mentioned the inability to leave pixie
land. Helplessness and fear warred within my body. To distract my
thoughts I focused on where we were.

Refis’ portal had landed us in a darkened
room. It was small. Stone lined the walls and, judging by the
shelves and random junk, it was used either for storage or cleaning
equipment. The limited space pushed us close together and thank the
gods Cerberus was back to his horse size. Still his doggy drool was
dripping very close to my face, but if he’d been full size we’d all
have been squashed against the walls.

“So are there any unexplored avenues of
escape? Something that others have failed at?” Lucy wasn’t giving
up; she started to push Refis for information.

“The only way to leave is via the road of
perdition,” he said. “I have traversed the path, but the end is
forever closed. The queen’s pain locked us in here. She’s the only
one with a clue as to how we can escape. I’m hoping that today, if
I bring her … some news … well, she might come back to
reality.”

Awesome. Perdition and a space-cadet queen.
Well, at least we had Cerberus, hell-hound for the road to hell.
Seemed fitting.

Refis squeezed past me, and light flooded
the room as he slowly opened a door. It was massive, at least ten
foot high. Not to mention the ceilings, which towered well into the
air.

“Stay close,” Refis said, before he sidled
out of the dark room and into the light beyond.

I reached the door first, but Cerberus
gently nudged me to the side so he could squeeze himself through
the opening. His body blocked us in for a few moments – Lucy and I
avoided the tail – before finally he moved aside, allowing us to
exit the storage room. With two heads he could look down both sides
of the hall at the same time. Very convenient. I could see Refis
marching along, quite a distance from us, so I pushed past my guard
dog and hurried after him. Lucy stayed close to my side. Cerberus
followed. I felt safer having him at my back.

The hall ran for miles, twisting and turning
within the labyrinth of this castle. There were many intersections
where we had to turn left or right, and the stone walls never
changed color or texture. Without Refis’ slender form in the
distance we’d have been lost instantly.

“Feels like he’s leading us on a pointless,
haven’t-we-been-here-ten-times-already journey.” Lucy’s breathing
was heavy. She had to really move to keep up with me, even though
I’d slowed my pace considerably.

I was just about to respond when the hallway
was abruptly cut off by a massive stone wall that extended all the
way into the ceiling. Refis was standing before it, his back to us
as he stared at the structure blocking our path.

“How do we get through?” I demanded as I
reached his side.

“Patience,” he cautioned me, one of his
hands resting against the stonework. “This is the prison section of
the castle. It was designed to be very difficult to escape from.”
His eyes sparkled at me, followed by an uncharacteristic grin.
“Unless, of course, one holds the key.”

And just like that he pulled out a brick
from the center of the wall. A brick that looked exactly the same
as the hundreds of others. But as soon as the stone was removed,
the wall magically crashed down around our feet. And yet there was
no noise and no stones actually on the ground.

We stepped through to the other side,
Cerberus last, and then Refis simply placed the brick back into the
same spot he’d removed it from and the wall was whole again.
Simple. But very effective.

I’d be
loving this pixie world a hell of a lot more if I knew we could
escape. And there it was again: the panicky thoughts attacking me.
I couldn’t trace or open a doorway, I couldn’t contact anyone. I’d
tried with Josian, Lallielle and Quarn, but had received no response. I ached so badly for Brace and his
voice in my head, but alas, Lucy and I were on our own.

“You haven’t heard Colt since we got here,
right?” I asked her.

Lucy shook her head. “Nope, nothing. It’s as
if communications are blocked from one side to the other.”

There was no more time to chat as Refis was
on the move again, and I finally had a moment to really notice the
new room we’d arrived in.

Wow, totally
unlike the dark and narrow stone hall we’d been in, this was a
huge space filled with massive
ceiling-high windows that let in shining beams of light. The
movement of these rays played across the polished wooden floor and
up the walls, which were a cream color and decorated with a
collection of detailed art works. I exhaled loudly as my eyes
alighted on the area that was in the far section of this room. We
were heading toward a library. The floor-to-ceiling shelves were
loaded with books – thousands of pieces of glorious
literature.

“No freaking way,” I said as we moved
closer. “Dream. Room. That is all.”

Lucy was nodding, her mouth half-open as she
gawked.

It wasn’t until we were halfway across the
space, our footsteps silent as we crossed the smooth seamless
floor, that I noticed her. The female was nestled into a comfy
chair, a large book held in her hands. I couldn’t see her features
very well. Her head was down as she read, but hair in shades of
green and gold shimmered in the sunlight. Refis’ steps slowed as we
reached the rug which separated the library from the other
areas.

“Your majesty,” Refis said, his tone low and
respectful.

The woman did not look up; she was
thoroughly engrossed in her book.

The pixie took another step closer. “Queen.”
He tried again, before finally, with a little more bite.
“Mother!”

Her head shot up, eyes in flower patterns of
blue and gold stared at us and I let out a distinct gasp that
echoed across the space. For two reasons. Firstly, I’d had no idea
that our guide was the prince of pixies. And secondly, the woman,
who had her cold, hard eyes locked on us, was the green-skinned
version of my best friend.

“Refis, what are you doing here? And how
dare you bring strangers into my home.” She stood, a flowery gown
made of something like gossamer, but a million times silkier,
flowed to her bare feet. She was around four and a half feet tall.
Hair of sunshine and dark green, the same shade as Refis’, curled
down to her ankles.

“Well, eff me.” Lucy swallowed, clearing her
throat a few times. “Unless I’m very much mistaken – are you
missing one child? Blond, awesome, with a strange affinity for
seeing the future?”

Lucy’s words drew the queen’s attention. The
book fell from her hands, landing with no noise on the plush
carpet.

“Laelorn?” she whispered, her hands resting
against her cheeks. “Refis, what is the meaning of this?” She
didn’t remove her eyes from Lucy.

“What I was trying to tell you earlier when
you refused to speak with me.” His voice didn’t change, but the
hurt was in his eyes, not to mention the slight tremble of his chin
and drooping of his shoulders. “Lucy was called through the portal.
She says she’s half-pixie and had a vision of how to find us.”

The queen, Malisna, turned away then. It was
odd, though, because she was just facing a blank wall, and she
stayed like that for a long time. Lucy and I took our cue from
Refis and stood silently, waiting for … something to happen.

Finally, when I couldn’t stand it any
longer, knowing we had to get out of this land as soon as possible,
I took a step forward. But a green hand on my arm stopped me.

“It’s better if she reaches the conclusion
on her own. She’s shut out the world for a long time, but this is
the most emotion I’ve seen in years.” His voice was very low. “Give
her a moment.”

Cerberus did not like Refis holding me back.
His low growl started until the pixie removed his hand.

“You have stolen my companion.” The queen’s
voice snapped into the silence. “But I cannot bring myself to
care.”

When she turned back to us, her eyes brimmed
with unshed tears. Then Lucy started to do that strange dancing
thing which had pulled us into pixie land. Her body danced in
swirls across to the queen.

“Do you know me?” She stopped moving when
she reached Malisna. “Because I feel as if …” Lucy broke off and
looked around. “Have I been here before?”

Malisna smiled for the first time. “It was
this room in another place. You are my daughter Laelorn, and you
were stolen from me.”

“I’m called Lucy now,” my friend said,
before reaching out as if to grasp the queen’s hands. But she
pulled back at the last minute, biting her lip for a moment, and
then in true Lucy style, more words burst from her. “Tell me
everything.”

Malisna
studied her closely, before making the move to take her hand. She
was smaller than Lucy, but not by much. They looked delicate
and ethereal together. Malisna led my
friend toward a two-seated chair covered in brightly colored
cushions. Shifting these aside, they both sat and faced each
other.

The queen spoke straight away. “Like all
long-lived races, pixies struggle to produce offspring. I had a
betrothed, but there were no children from our union, and then when
he was killed I decided to search out another fey in the hope that
this was the key to our race’s survival.”

Her tears had dried. She looked perfect
again. She slowly raised her free hand from where it was tangled in
the silk of her dress and captured Lucy’s other hand. “He was a
prince of faerie – seelie – powerful, with many abilities. I
couldn’t believe it, but our union was fruitful. We were blessed
with a child. There was so much joy upon my pregnancy. And so much
sorrow when you were stolen.”

I was paused on my toes, ready to spring
forward if Lucy needed me. But except for the astonishment written
across her features, she seemed to be okay.

“So who stole me?” Lucy’s voice quivered.
“Why?”

Stormy clouds of anger descended over the
fair queen’s face. The blue of her eyes darkened to black, and she
looked set to bring the wrath of the gods down at any moment.

“Your father
– the prince – took you from me.” She was tapping a small bare foot
in rhythmic patterns. “He came to me spouting nonsense about
prophecy and end of days and how faerie and
pixie should not create life.”

A yawn crept up on me, again
with this prophecy bullshit. How could so many sane, rational
creatures place so much importance on random poems muttered by
crazy people? The queen caught my exaggerated sigh and the blue of
her eyes returned.

“Your friend is correct. I
cared little for the unreliable information he relayed. But I
underestimated him.”

Lucy pulled her hands free then, and the
queen lowered her eyes, long lashes draping against her cheeks. But
then Lucy surprised us all by reaching out and hugging Malisna. It
was a pure and spontaneous moment, and from what I could see of the
queen’s expression, she wore a mix of agony and joy on her tight
features.

They pulled away and stared at each other
for long moments. As if they were learning and familiarizing
themselves, but no words were spoken.

To give them
a few minutes privacy, I wandered over to
the shelves, and when Refis didn’t stop me I figured it was okay to
peruse the books. There were so many. I gently touched a fingertip
to the spine of one that caught my attention. The title didn’t seem
to be written in English, but still it felt as if I should know
what it was saying. Behind me Malisna and Lucy had resumed their
conversation. I listened as I moved along the shelves, still
touching the books.

“Where have you been, daughter?” Malisna
asked.

A glance
over my shoulder told me that her immediate acknowledgement of
their mother-daughter relationship seemed to surprise no one but
me. Shaking my head, I turned back to the
shelves. Thinking back to my first meeting with my parents, I
couldn’t imagine that level of immediate acceptance.

“I was on
Earth …” Lucy started our story, and then proceeded to fill Malisna
in on the last eighteen years of our lives. Condensed version. She touched heavily on the
Seventine and everything that had been happening there. The pixies
were very out of the loop of current power struggles. They’d been
stuck here in their little bubble.

I pulled a large black book from the shelf.
It looked ancient, bound in some type of parchment or animal skin.
I could feel the oils under my fingers, and I hoped it was okay for
me to touch it.

“That is the book of origin,” Refis said. He
moved closer to my side. “We hold it, but none have the knowledge
any longer to read the information.”

I wondered if there was anything in there
which might help us fight the Seventine. If it was pixie origin, I
doubted it, but maybe we should see if any Walkers could read the
text. Refis was watching me closely, so I placed it back on the
shelf.

I realized that Malisna and Lucy had moved
and were standing with us.

The queen
looked up to meet my gaze. “Pixies were long ago spiritual guides
for Walkers. Our races have been both friends and enemies. But
mostly friends. Lucy’s tale tells me that there was more to the
faerie prophecy than I thought. The fact
that you both ended up in the same place on Earth. Both of you are
important, and you are bonded.”

That
was interesting and possibly vitally
important information, but right now we didn’t have time for
chatting.

“I really want to hear more about
pixie-Walker relationships, but we need to leave soon.” I had to
stop my hand reaching for the book again. “I have to get out of
here and collect all seven half-Walkers before the final Seventine
is released.”

Malisna smiled then. For the first time it
was real and showcased her pure joy. I almost closed my eyes
against the light and love sparkling from her.

“The blood of my soul, the tears of my loss
and strands of my daughter’s hair bound us to this prison,” she
said. “Now we have all of those thing again to reverse that which I
wrought.”

Refis inhaled in one long breath. “Yes, Lucy
is the key.”

“The road to perdition is treacherous. Many
creatures do not want us to be free,” Malisna warned. “I would not
ask this of my daughter after just finding you again.”

Lucy dropped her eyes and pushed back
strands of hair. “I have no choice. We have to leave.”

“Don’t you want to be free, Mother?” Refis
looked like a child as he stared up, his vulnerability across his
features.

“Brother,” Lucy gasped, realization coating
her tone. “You’re my brother.”

Refis grinned. “Yes. I am. Your much, much
older brother.”

It was so
strange how parallel Lucy and my stories were. Hidden on Earth,
magical families we knew nothing of, a half-brother, and she’d been
sent to the same compound as me in response to another
prophecy. Layer upon layer, the battle to save
the world was complex, twisting and turning. We learned something
new, only to have ten different paths open up to us.

Lucy and Malisna had started chatting again.
They were desperate to know everything of each other. I could see
that by the way their voices trilled and hurried over each piece of
information. Right now Lucy was telling them about Colton.

“You know he’s going to think you’re dead,”
I reminded her. “We need to get out of here before he does
something stupid.”

Walkers aren’t exactly known for their calm,
rational thinking when it comes to their mates.

“Oh, eff,” Lucy said, “I’m new to this mate
business. I forgot how insane he’d go when he couldn’t sense me any
longer.”

She reached out and gripped her mother and
brother’s hands.

“Please show us the way out of here.”

She was finally pulling herself together,
knowing we needed to leave.

“I cannot let you go alone,” Malisna said.
“Give me a moment.” Just before she left she turned to me. “Take
the book with you. If it’s calling you like this, there must be a
reason.”

And with a swish of her silk gown she left
the room. I glanced down and realized that the large tome was in my
hands again. When had that happened?

Lucy distracted me by turning to face me,
her eyes wide, unshed tears brimming in them.

“Not what I expected,” she finally gasped
out.

“Word,” I snorted. “Girl, you’re a
princess.” I wanted to cheer her up.

A small laugh escaped her. “I’ve been
telling you that for years and you never believed me.”

She wasn’t even kidding.




 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


Malisna and Refis led the way from the
castle. They took us through a series of underground tunnels, just
in case the goblins were still hanging around. Cerberus stayed
close to my side, and already I was getting used to him as my
wingdog.

Malisna had
changed out of her gossamer dress and into something similar to
Refis, only the female version. Two-piece, organic, leafy attire. Well, that’s what it looked like,
but it was much sturdier than actual leaves. As if it was weaved by
tiny delicate strands of vines, over and over until it formed a
seamless outfit, impenetrable to outside forces. She wore no shoes,
but when one could fly, one didn’t need footwear.

I’d tucked the book into a large inner
pocket of my coat, and I could feel the weight slapping against me
as I ran. The queen caught my eye and I decided to ask her about
something that had been puzzling me.

“So even though this land was created by
you, there are other creatures here. How did that happen?” My
breathing was even. I felt no effort to talk. Sometimes being a
Walker was awesome.

She glanced back over her shoulder to
answer.

“In a manner I sucked the living energy of
everything in a hundred-mile radius through this portal I created.
And there were more than pixie energies. There were goblins …” She
paused. “Which my guard informed me were raging outside the castle.
I’m terribly sorry about that. The others are not quite so
angry.”

“Goblins,
sheplas, pantaponies, and woodland
sprites.” Refis listed them. “Those are just the main
ones.”

“I have no
idea what most of those creatures are.
Are you fighting with all of them?” Lucy asked, her gaze flicking
left and right as we reached the end of the tunnel and emerged into
the light.

Thankfully
there were no deadly species blocking our path. So far we had a clear run.

“The goblins are our enemies, the others are
neutral. We have our own territories and at times they’ve become
involved in battles, but mostly we do not hear from them,” Malisna
said. “But we’ll have to cross all of their territories to venture
along the road to perdition.”

Great, it was sounding better and better,
this journey to escape pixie land.

We continued to run. Our new surroundings
were drier, less green than the forest around the castle. Our
moving feet kicked up dust, well mine, Cerberus’ and Lucy’s did;
the other two were drifting just above the ground, their sparkling,
translucent wings fluttering. They were so pretty and twinkly as
they flapped.

“Am I going to get wings?” Lucy asked, her
gaze also drawn to the extensions the pixies were sporting.

Malisna reached back and grabbed her hand.
“Your pixie abilities are locked away. I can feel them fighting to
be free. I will help you to achieve every one of your gifts before
you leave me.”

“But they
can’t be completely locked away; I’ve had
visions of the future. And I can float when my emotions are
heightened,” Lucy said.

Malisna’s
brow furrowed, the smooth, agelessness of her skin creasing
minutely. “The floating is because you need to fly; the action is a
release, freeing and rejuvenating to pixies. But I don’t know about
the prophecies. We have some small
glimpses of the future, but that sounds much bigger. I wonder if
that’s from faerie … your father.”

We all stopped moving when Refis came to a
halt. He’d been leading the way, but now had dropped back and moved
to Lucy’s side. He reached out a hand and placed it onto her
forehead. My blond friend jerked herself back slightly, before
recovering and allowing his touch. He closed his eyes and we
watched him for a few moments. What was he doing?

“Your visions are not your own.” His deep
voice reverberated; he didn’t reopen his eyes. “You have echoes of
foreign memories, planted information. This essence is neither
pixie nor faerie.”

Lucy gasped. And so did I. I couldn’t help
it. Lucy’s visions had guided so many of my decisions lately.

“Does that mean that the future will not
happen in the way I’ve seen?” Lucy reached forward and clutched the
smaller man’s biceps. “How do you know they’re not real?”

Refis opened his eyes and stared at Lucy for
endless moments. “I cannot tell if the visions themselves are real.
All I feel is that they don’t come from your energy. They were
planted in your mind by something very powerful.”

Malisna growled, baring her slightly pointed
teeth. “No daughter of mine will be a pawn for any other species.
We must unlock your pixie side and teach you to protect yourself.”
She gave a flick of her head. “And we need to keep moving.”

The running and flying started again, and my
mind was also going a million miles an hour. Why would visions have
been planted in Lucy’s mind? Was it because she was a pixie and
guide to Walkers? And was the powerful entity a friend or
enemy?

Oh, my god: Brace. I almost tripped over my
feet as a wave of sorrow flooded through me … seeking … destroying
and kicking me in the ass. I needed Brace; I couldn’t do this
without him. I was alone and adrift with no idea how to find my way
home.

I didn’t realize I’d dropped to my knees and
was gasping in and out, my breathing loud as I fisted my hands into
the dry grass and dirt below. My scattered vision noticed that
Malisna and Refis were expressionless as they examined me, but Lucy
had fallen down next to me.

“Abbs,” she was shouting through the fog
surrounding my thoughts, shaking me. “What’s wrong?”

I shook my head, hoping to clear some of the
fuzziness and odd ringing sound in my ears. Finally, after a few
moments I pulled myself together enough to meet her eyes.

“I can’t do it, Lucy, I can’t do this
without Brace. There’s too much. I’m just one ordinary person.” My
gasps turned to sobs and, like before in my bathroom, I was pissed
off with myself. “Just the thoughts that your vision might be fake,
that all of the suffering was for nothing.”

I needed to get it together. What the hell?
I wasn’t allowed to fall apart right now. Private time was when I
could grieve.

“You’re not alone, Abbs, and we’ll be
figuring out if my visions are false. That way you can reform the
bond with Brace.” Lucy had her arms tightly wrapped around me, the
security of her embrace helping me to ground myself again. “We
won’t stop until your melding is reformed, and you and Brace are
driving the rest of us insane again with your overabundance of
love.”

I
appreciated her words, but all I could think about was the warning
from the lalunas that the melding bond
might never be the same. I might never have that perfect thing in
my life again. I sniffled loudly, before taking one last deep
breath and shakily getting to my feet.

Lucy helped me and I gritted my teeth,
pushing all of the anguish and agony back into the box. Tucking it
away until it broke free again. And in that moment I felt a flicker
of something in my mind. Something warm and comforting. And then it
was gone. But it was as if for a second Brace had been there with
me.

Cerberus dropped both heads down to rest
them on my shoulders, and then he licked my cheek once. You had to
love doggy comfort.

“I do not
know what your malady is, but we must leave now.” Malisna’s voice
was urgent, and her eyes darted around as if she was sensing
something but could not see it yet. “This is the edge
of the pantaponies’ territory. They’re gentle by
nature, but will not like us lingering here.”

We didn’t
speak again as we followed the two pixies. I wiped away the last of
the moisture on my cheeks, and Lucy gripped my other hand tightly. She didn’t let go for a really long
time.

The landscape we crossed was changing again,
and there was no way to really describe it but as –

“Freaking rainbows,” Lucy snorted. “What the
hell is going on here? I feel like I just fell into a rainbow.”

There were splashes of color everywhere, in
eight-feet-wide stripes that covered the countryside, which was
made up of lakes and flat plains. These areas were filled with long
grasses and flowers. It was beautiful, if not a little dizzying
from the array of colors.

And then I saw them.

The
pantaponies were grazing in the field to
our left. They were shaped like miniature horses, but with an extra
set of legs close to the back pair. So six in total. And they were
brightly colored in the differing shades of the rainbow land. Long
tails scraped along the ground and they had full wavy manes. They
were without any doubt the prettiest ponies I’d ever seen. A true
medley of colors.

“They use the colors in the land to hide and
act as camouflage,” Refis explained. “They’re very intelligent and
can speak in the tongue of Walkers, so you will understand them,
but if they approach, let Mother smooth the path for us. It’s the
proper way.”

We entered the grassed area and every tiny
horse face looked in our direction. Their snouts were shorter than
photos I’d seen of Earth horses, with eyes that were larger and set
higher and closer together.

It seemed as if they just watched at first,
allowing us to move further through their territory. I kind of
expected sparkles of colored dust or glitter to shift under our
feet as we ran, but there was nothing like that.

And then,
just as I could see an end to the rainbow
fields, four of the pantaponies stepped into our path. The one that
was front and center was red, a bright seamless color that only
shifted in tone along the length of its tail and mane. The others
were blue, green and some other color I didn’t know. Almost like a
khaki or dirty green.

The red one started to make noises, like a
wailing cough. Malisna stepped forward from our group, Refis close
to her back. Cerberus pressed near to me, both heads watching
closely. And if I wasn’t mistaken, he was increasing in size.

“We need safe passage through your grasses.
We might actually have a chance to free ourselves from this land.”
Malisna’s voice rang free; it was authoritative without being too
commanding.

The green spoke. “Your schemes, they never
work. We do not want any more on our land. Too much death and
burning.”

“My daughter has returned.” Malisna stood
taller. “It was my sorrow, tears and her hair that bound this
world, and with all three in return, we have a real shot to be
free.”

The four ponies turned away from us for a
moment. They seemed to be conversing amongst themselves. Their
large, dark eyes constantly shifted toward Lucy and me. And when I
glanced over my shoulder there seemed to be a lot more rainbow
ponies gathered closer.

Although the
way that Cerberus was growling had them
hesitant to step into his vicinity. Smart move. He could eat these
little creatures up in one gulp.

“The goblins like to set fire to their
grasslands,” Refis explained in a whisper. “It has made the ponies
decidedly unfriendly.”

Couldn’t
really blame them for that.

Finally they
turned back to us. “Last time we will allow this, Queen Malisna.”
Red spoke for the group this time. “Do
not linger long; we have limited patience.”

And then they stepped aside and let us
proceed through their grassy plains. We didn’t waste more time.
Lucy and I were going at a rapid pace to keep up with the
pixies.

We soon left
behind the rainbow lands, without any further incidents. The
landscape slowly shifted then, the bright
colors fading out as the darker zone took form.

The next area we stepped into was damp and
there were clouds hovering low. It had somehow turned cool and dark
in an instant. It was bizarre how these lands seemed to have their
own little weather systems, despite the fact they stood side by
side.

The ground started to soften, and those of
us using our feet were having trouble navigating the land. It was
rapidly turning into a swamp.

I gasped as I tripped over an exposed root –
these thin, wiry trees were starting to sprout up everywhere – and
almost landed in a large pile of something smelly and dark. Like
mud, but thicker. At the last minute Refis caught my arm, and with
surprising strength for someone his size, yanked me out.

“Do not step into the deadzone. These pits
will suck you right in … and you will not return.”

“We don’t fly. How are we supposed to avoid
them?” I said, taking a step back from the killer puddle.

“Let
Cerberus go first and step only in his footprints. He can see and
evade the pits,” Malisna said. “And if a
shepla appears, Cerberus is your best bet of avoiding
injury.”

“Oh, awesome,” Lucy drawled. “I do
love to avoid injury.”

Malisna examined her for a moment. Sarcasm
didn’t seem to register with the pixies, which was sure to make
their relationship interesting. I couldn’t wait to see if she
pulled the mom card and kicked Lucy in the butt.

We moved
slower now, Lucy and I stepping into the huge prints left by my
Walker friend. The ground got soggier, but Cerberus was heavy
enough to compact the area he stepped on,
so we didn’t sink. The sheplas’ territory could not be more
different to the previous beautiful rainbow land. It was cold, dark
and wet with long mud plains that were only broken by the gnarled
trees. Everything was in shades of brown, black and
yuck.

“Remind me not to come back as a
shepla in my next life,” Lucy groaned as mud splattered up her
legs. She hated to get dirty. “Bet they look like little
piglets.”

She wasn’t exactly right.

My first indication that we were about to be
attacked was the hair on Cerberus’ back standing up.

Then he froze to the spot.

I managed to stop myself before I crashed
into him. Suddenly, high-pitched screams flooded the area. I
dropped to my knees, hands covering my ears. Energy rose inside me
in response to the attack.

I staggered to my feet, hands still trying
to protect my vulnerable eardrums, and lurched around Cerberus,
lucky not to land in a deadzone.

The
sheplas had risen from the pits, a group
of three, and they were as ugly as their world. I tried to figure
out how to describe them: about the size of a large garden gnome,
but they resembled knobby tree branches. Brown in color, their skin
was rough and they looked as if they were carved from wood. They
had dark, angry eyes and sharp pointed noses. The screeches
continued to emerge from their wide-open slashes of
mouths.

I released the energy which was smashing at
my insides. The blast knocked them back, and for a brief second
there was blissful silence. And then, rising from the muddy depths,
three more replaced the last ones, and this time they had weapons
grasped in their hands. Spear-type structures with metallic pointed
ends.

“Oh, eff,” Lucy groaned.

She was wiping blood from her cheeks, which
I guessed came from her ears. I could tell by the lack of ringing
that my ears were already healed.

“It’s the rise of the gremlin stick insects.
Quick, everyone, get out their bug spray and lighters.”

I had to
snort back my laughter, because something
told me that the sheplas did not appreciate Lucy making fun of
them. And we already knew, despite their size, that they packed a
vocal punch.

“Stay behind Cerberus,” Malisna ordered.
“They know we are here now. We have to move fast before they all
emerge. They can’t survive long out of the pits, so we just have to
make it to the next land.”

The race was on.

I couldn’t see what Malisna and Refis were
doing. I had to focus on following Cerberus’ steps and making sure
Lucy and I weren’t ambushed from the side. Trust me when I say
those little spears were lethal.

We would never have made it through without
Cerberus snapping them up with both heads and swiping others away
with his huge paws.

Finally,
after twelve hours – okay it was more like twenty minutes, but it
sure felt like hours – the ground firmed up under
our feet and we moved out of the sheplas’
area.

The little creatures popped up out of their
pits to throw spears and screech, but we were too far away now for
them to reach us.

Lucy collapsed on the ground, her breathing
heavy. She didn’t have the stamina of Walkers or pixies, it
seemed.

“I need to unlock your power.” Malisna knelt
next to her. “You will find the increased strength and stamina
extremely beneficial.”

Lucy was flopping around on the ground like
a fish out of water. She started to speak.

“Yes … I … eff need … hurry … shit,” was her
garbled response.

I burst into laughter. She looked so wrecked
and annoyed. Probably more about the fact we were both covered head
to foot in mud. Even as a child she’d hated being dirty. I narrowed
my eyes; there wasn’t a speck of dirt on Malisna or Refis. Their
green-toned skin shone clean in the bright light. Maybe pixies
repelled dirt; Lucy would love that power.

Eventually when Lucy could stand we started
along another path. This one was on a cliff edge; it was made of
stone and curled around a giant drop-off. Down the bottom looked to
be forests.

“So how will you be unlocking my pixie
side?” Lucy said, still quite red in the face, although her
breathing had calmed.

“My blood will carve through any blocks that
have been instilled, either from your father, or your half-pixie
side.” Malisna again took her hand. She couldn’t stop touching her
daughter. “Full pixies are born with their abilities and they only
increase as they age.”

“What is the life-span of pixies?” I had to
ask. We had thought Lucy was half-First Worlder, which should have
given her the ability to live forever. But she was pixie and
faerie.

“Pixies are
long-lived but not eternal.” Malisna blinked at me a few times, her
eyes shifting color. “But faeries are
forever, unless injury steals their blood or last
breath.”

“So what does that mean for Lucy? What’s her
lifespan?”

“I cannot be totally certain, but I believe
that Lucy should live for at least a thousand pixie years, and she
quite possibly has the eternity of the faerie.”

Lucy let out a whoop. “I’m happy with either
of those. If the Seventine don’t kill us all in the next few
months, I’ll have an eternity with Colt and Abbs.”

“So optimistic,” I said with a laugh.

“Why am I not struggling more without Colt?”
Lucy suddenly burst out. “I saw how hard it was for you to be away
from Brace – and still is – are we not true mates?” Her lips
trembled then, but no tears fell.

I wasn’t
sure what to tell her. The pain of my lost melding bond did seem to
be a little less in here. Maybe the bonds could not really be felt
inside pixie land.

Refis confirmed my thoughts. “Everything in
here is muted. We have no connection to the outside world.”

“Yes,” Malisna interrupted, “that’s why it’s
so strange that you had visions about where to find us.”

Refis looked unhappy now. He was working his
jaw back and forward in an agitated manner. “Pixies rely on their
families to ensure a good mating match. You’re a princess; we
should have met this Walker.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry, he’s perfect,”
I said, hiding my grin. “He barely ever sheds, only a little in the
summer and he’s house trained and everything.”

Eyebrows drew together on both pixie
faces.

Lucy smacked my arm. “Shut it, Abbs.” She
turned to her brother. “Colt is a wolf-shifting Walker, blond hair,
hundred-pack abs, chiseled jaw; he’s perfect. I’m very lucky, but
thanks for looking out for me.”

As if Lucy would take advice from anyone.
She was as strong willed as they came and her pixie family would be
figuring that out one day very soon. Refis still looked a little
horrified, but I saw Malisna smile.

“Holy shit balls,” Lucy suddenly gasped.
“You said your blood will clear the blocked paths. How exactly does
your blood get inside?” Her eyes were wide as she faced her mother.
Malisna opened her mouth, but Lucy cut her off. “No, don’t tell
me.” She squeezed her eyes closed so tight that her entire face
crinkled up for a moment. “I can’t handle any more gross stuff
while I’m already ass deep in mud.”

Well, it looked as if Lucy had recovered
from her earlier blissed-out awe. She was now back to snarky Earth
girl and I was pretty sure the pixies were missing the reference to
all the slang and cursing she was doing.

The stone path continued to wind around the
cliff, and we seemed to be getting closer to the trees below. Until
finally we were on the edge of some massive, but sparsely spaced
woodlands.

I prepared myself for the sprites, having no
idea what to expect after the pantaponies and sheplas.

“The road to perdition is just through these
trees.” Malisna gestured. Her tone was calm. She didn’t look at all
worried, and I hoped that meant there was not any real danger
here.

Unlike the jungles we’d been in lately, this
forest was not damp, just pleasantly warm. There was not a lot of
undergrowth, so we could move easily and no creatures were visible.
We marched quickly through, from one side to the other. It was
about two miles across and the journey was uneventful. For which I
was thankful.

Malisna turned back when we reached the edge
of the woods. “Always watching, King, thank you for safe
passage.”

Spinning my
own head back, I scanned the area. It took me forever to spot him.
Okay, I didn’t so much spot him as he stepped out into the clear
path. He stood a little taller than Lucy, slender, but with lithe
muscles. He had a crown of roses and brambles atop his head and,
judging by the nature of his leafy attire, I was going to guess
this was the king of the woodland
sprites.

The male
didn’t acknowledge us. He hadn’t looked away from the pixie
queen for even a moment. Since he wasn’t
watching me, I had free access to gawk. He had brown skin, like
that of freshly turned dirt, and brown eyes. His hair was green,
much lighter than Refis’. He was extremely good looking, like
almost the most perfect features I’d ever seen. Only Brace topped
him in chiseled handsomeness. Although the king was tad feminine
for my liking.

And hot damn … he still had not looked away.
The sprite was in love with Malisna.

The way those two stared at each other
almost had me blushing, and Lucy couldn’t keep the stupid grin off
her face. Refis was the one to break the moment, clearing his
throat.

“We need to keep moving.” He turned away
from the touching scene.

My heart
ached as I watched them, so much love,
and pain. I recognized both emotions. The familiar agony stabbed at
me like a blunt knife. I wondered why they weren’t
together.

As we turned away, I heard a mournful howl.
When I looked back, the path was empty, but I knew he still watched
us.

We didn’t
speak until we were well clear of the forest, and then Lucy
couldn’t hold it inside any longer. “Please tell me that you’re
planning on letting down your hair and going all free spirit with
that gorgeous king of the
sprites.”

Malisna’s mouth fell open, but at least some
of the sadness receded from her eyes. “You just say whatever you
think.”

Lucy snorted. “Nope, the scary part is I
censor everything I say.”

I breathed deeply through my nose. That was
definitely the scariest part. Living in Lucy’s head must be an
interesting experience. I wondered how Colton would handle it.

“We are from different worlds; our love can
never be,” was all Malisna would say about the sprite, despite the
badgering from her newly discovered daughter.

Bet she was having thoughts about sending
her back to Earth for a little while. Lucy was tenacious when she
got a hold of something.

After we left the grassy outer area of the
woodlands, the ground started to darken and harden under my feet. I
wrinkled my nose as we walked. An unpleasant scent was irritating
me, and as we moved further along I realized what it was –
sulfur.

Seriously? Could this world get any more
clichéd? The road to perdition, sulfur, Cerberus.

Suddenly the
smell increased and the path we were on shifted beneath us.
Now it resembled something along the lines of a
red brick road, and on either side were burning lava falls of red,
molten embers. The section of path behind us fell away and we had
no choice but to move forward.

“This doesn’t look good.” Lucy shifted
closer to me.

We were both squished into each other in the
center of the path, neither of us wanting to get near the edge.

“This is just a façade to scare those of
weak disposition away,” Malisna said. “The real test is further
along.”

A façade,
what did she mean? I stopped looking with just my eyes and opened
my senses wider to really see what was around us. The path
started to get a little hazy. I blinked rapidly a few times.
Another scene flickered in behind the ‘hell road’.

And then, as soon as my brain broke the
first part of the illusion, everything came into focus. The
rotten-egg smell vanished and the true landscape appeared. We were
on a path still, but there were no lava falls. Instead it was a
stone trail with this weird shadowy world on either side.

I must have said something out loud because
Refis grinned at me.

“Walkers were never fooled for long. This is
the road to perdition, or as we call it, the land of illusions,” he
said.

Malisna sighed. “This is why no one
completes this task. You must be strong enough of mind to be able
to see past the many illusions that you will face. Some terrifying,
others heart-breaking.” She halted Lucy. “And you, my daughter,
need to have your pixie side unlocked. You will not stand a chance
otherwise.”

Lucy screwed her face up. “Right … again
with the blood. Should be fun.” Her voice rose in false
cheeriness.

And then, before I could blink, Malisna
ripped a long dagger from somewhere inside her outfit and she
stabbed herself, right in the heart.

My strangled scream never even left my lips
before she turned and stabbed the same dagger into Lucy. The thin,
pointed knife was long enough to enter her chest and burst out of
her back.

I watched in horror, tears and screams
falling from me as Lucy and I locked eyes. I watched as the light
died in my oldest friend’s eyes and she collapsed.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


A
black mist came over my vision and for a
moment there I lost myself. I was no longer Abby. I became as
mindless as the energy exploding from me in one long pulse of
light. The full range of the light spectrum was visible as the
waves curled from me.

It took me a long time to notice that
Cerberus was standing in front of me, blocking most of my attack.
Was he protecting the Queen? That traitorous bitch who’d just
killed her own daughter.

“Abby!” Someone was shouting my name. But I
was too consumed with rage to even take a moment to look for
them.

And then a calm pocket opened inside my
head. The sensation was foreign enough that it paused my expulsion
of energy.

It took me a moment to realize what had
happened … I could feel them, the other half-Walkers. Talina, Fury
and Ria’s energy was familiar, but there were three others I didn’t
recognize. The three unknowns were there briefly, as if I was only
allowed a taste before it was yanked away. I was confused and a
little shocked. Somehow in my heightened craziness I’d found a way
to connect with my half-Walker girls.

Abby. Talina was crying. I could
hear it in her voice. Where
the hell have you been?

I’m going to kill you, Supes. That was Fury and she sounded furious.

Do you need help, Abby? And Ria,
the Queen of the beasts was last and, as always, exuded calm and
tranquility.

The three unknown halves were still there
with muted, inaccessible energy, as if it was hidden from me. Did I
have to know them to be able to properly tether to them? Was it
like the way I couldn’t trace to a destination unless I knew what
it looked like?

Everyone is freaking out, Abbs … we all thought you and
Lucy were dead, Talina
stuttered.

Brace and Josian had to tie Colton down. His wolf was going
nuts. It was damn scary. Fury again, and
it was getting confusing having so many of them in my head.
Although, she continued. Brace
was kind of losing it too, which was a little weird.

Remnants of the melding bond wreaking havoc.
He must be so confused. I forced aside my sadness and pain for the
moment.

Lucy and I are trapped in pixie land.
Apparently it’s a one-way dimension that no one has ever escaped
from. But we think we might have found a way out.

I wouldn’t
tell them about Lucy yet. I wasn’t even ready to admit it to
myself. And I knew that as soon as the calming influence of the
half-Walkers was removed, I was going to lose it again.

“Abby!” A voice penetrated the bubble of my
head, and someone flicked me on the nose.

I let loose
a snarl as I forced my attention outward.
My eyes focused on the images in milliseconds, and I realized that
Lucy stood before me. Sobbing gasps fell from my lips. I opened and
closed my mouth a few times before one word emerged.

“How?”

Through my tears I couldn’t help but notice
how different she looked. Her skin shone, tiny green pigments
littering the porcelain. As if faint glitter had been embedded into
her pores. Her blond curls were longer, down to her waist, and they
were also threaded with green shimmery strands, like Malisna’s. Her
eyes were full flowers of blue and yellow now, her ear tips pointed
slightly, and she had freaking wings. Which she was fluttering in
awkward and clumsy motions.

I wrenched my gaze from her to Malisna. The
snarls started in my chest again.

“I’m sorry.” The queen held up her hands.
“She needed to be reborn as pixie, and for any rebirth there must
be death.”

I clenched my fists and took a staggered
step toward her.

Lucy halted me with a hand on my arm. “You
can’t punch her, no matter how much she deserves it.” She spun and
faced her mother. “And you do deserve it. That was a really
horrible thing to do. Not only to me, but to Abby. You should have
explained what was going to happen.”

Refis stepped in front of his mother.
Clearly he was reading the murderous intent in my eyes. “What would
you have done if she’d told you? No one willingly lets someone stab
them in the heart, and she had to use her own heart blood too, so
you weren’t the only one to suffer.”

“I don’t care about me, but if someone had
killed Abby in front of me … well, I couldn’t imagine worse
pain.”

I was crying again as I threw my arms around
Lucy and pulled her in to me, my arms awkward as I tried to
maneuver around her wings. They looked so delicate, but I could
feel the strong muscles emerging from her back. So weird.

“I can’t believe you’re alive,” I murmured.
And then Cerberus crowded around us and I hugged him too. “Thank
you for blocking my energy,” I whispered to him.

He nudged me a few times before slobbering
up the side of my face.

Abby! Abby! Supes!

Three voices were yelling at me inside my
head, pulling my attention.

Let everyone know that we’re okay and we’ll be free
soon, I told them.

Stay safe and we better see your butt in like the next
hour, Fury sniped at me, and then I used
my energy to sever the cords tethering me to the girls.

I was getting much better at it and now had
barely any jolt. I was alone again in my head.

My rage at
Malisna had not decreased any in the last
few minutes. But in light of the fact Lucy was alive and clearly
thriving as a pixie, I pushed it down and managed to look at the
queen pixie without wanting to put my fist through her
face.

“Do you feel different?” I asked Lucy,
pulling back to see her again. I wondered if this was anything like
my enlightenment.

“You mean, besides the fact I have wings,”
she trilled, fluttering her glittering attachments and floating
into the air. “I haven’t figured out how to tuck them away yet, but
they are awesome.” She looked around. “My senses are so heightened.
Is this how it is for you every day? Everything is brighter, louder
and more intense. And where did the burning lava falls go?” She
swiveled her head left and right in rapid movements.

“That was an illusion,” Malisna said. “This
is the real path.”

Lucy’s eyes widened as she took in the stone
path with its shadow lands. She fluttered her wings, rising off the
ground again, but when she tried to move forward she stumbled down.
“Damn, I don’t quite have the hang of my wings yet.”

“It won’t take you long,” Malisna said.
“Just like walking for the first time.”

Lucy and I
both laughed. “Earth children don’t walk until they’re about twelve
months old. It takes a long time.” I
said.

Malisna and Refis exchanged glances. “Pixies
are not like that at all,” Refis said. “We walk hours after
birth.”

I wrinkled my nose. I didn’t even want to
know what their babies looked like when they were born.

“Holy crap
on a cracker, I don’t even want to know.” Lucy agreed, holding up both hands, her nose
wrinkled.

She continued to practice flying, and each
time her skills improved until finally she seemed to have mastered
the basics. Malisna looked proud, fluttering her own wings, arms
crossed across her chest.

“Alright, let’s go.” Refis straightened, his
hand lightly brushing his weapon. “Time to see if we can be
free.”

The three pixies flew, about a foot off the
ground. Lucy couldn’t wipe the grin off her face; she looked
ecstatic. Cerberus and I walked along, using our feet like losers.
I wasn’t jealous that Lucy had beautiful, glittery wings. Lucky,
biatch.

The path was long, and with no landmarks to
break it up, I had no idea if we were making ground. Or walking in
circles. Lucy chatted excitedly, trying to determine every pixie
skill she would inherit.

“Bit greedy,
don’t you think, Cere?” I had a hand on him as we walked. The path
was just wide enough for us to stride side-by-side. “She has wings,
gorgeous glittery skin and hair, and she wants more powers.”

One of his heads dropped down. His big dark
eyes stared into mine.

I lifted my hand and patted him a few times.
“I knew you’d agree.”

“I can hear you now, Abigail.” Lucy’s voice
was sweet as she sang back to me. “And suck it up. You got awesome
Walker marks and the ability to skip across the galaxy.”

She made a fair point, but still …
wings.

“And you’re tall,” she finished, sticking
her tongue out at me.

I was opening my mouth to shout back at her
when the path fell out from under me.

I mean literally.

I was falling into the nothingness, darkness
surrounding me, and I was alone.

Suddenly images appeared in a circling
motion around me. Shadow people in the shape of Brace, Josian and
Lallielle flashed in and out. And then Brace’s shadow solidified,
and he stepped out of the darkness toward me. Reaching my side, his
arms went around me and without question I sank into his warm
embrace.

“Where have you been?” The echoes of his
voice brushed along my spine. “Will you stay here with me?”

I closed my eyes. From the moment I’d broken
the bond, pain had flooded me, intense and all encompassing.
Walkers were designed to have one soul mate and to be without them
was to exist without half of yourself.

But right now I was whole again.

I could breathe.

I was crazy to think I could have lived
without my mate.

“Yes, I will stay with you.” I pulled him
closer to me, the ache inside easing further.

It’s not real.

A voice in my head was niggling away at me,
a rational part that had not forgotten Malisna’s words about this
land of illusions. But Brace felt so real; the pain was so much
less. I couldn’t walk away from him again.

What about the half-Walkers? What about
Lucy? Are you giving up on all of them?

I growled. Why wouldn’t they just shut up? I
was happy now. I raised my head and Brace touched his lips to mine.
And in that moment my heart swelled and broke again. The road to
perdition could fake a lot of things, but the taste of Brace was
clearly not one. It was wrong and it allowed me the ability to snap
back into control. Gulping down the fresh onset of waterworks – I
was turning into a regular old fountain – I finished the kiss and
with a sigh placed both of my hands onto his muscular chest.

“You’re not Brace!” I shouted, shoving back
with all of my strength.

Despite the fact the illusion wasn’t Brace,
it still hurt. I needed him more than anything. And just like that
I was back on the stone path, but now there was a gateway at the
end. I was alone so I moved cautiously, waiting for something to
jump out at me.

But nothing did.

The barrier blocking the path looked like a
simple, circular doorway. But there was no handle or anything to
indicate a way to open it.

“I have reached this point many times, the
illusions no longer hold me, but I have never figured out how to
open the door.” Refis came up behind me, silently flying along the
path. I could see Cerberus was back now also. “I’m surprised that
you managed to break free so easily, especially the first time. The
illusions give you your most fervent desire.”

“The illusion wasn’t very good,” I said
simply. Although it had been just good enough to crack my heart and
leave it oozing.

“Benefits of being a Walker.” He
shrugged.

“Does that mean Lucy and Malisna are still
in the illusion?” I squinted with narrowed eyes behind me, but only
Cerberus was on the path.

“Have faith,” Refis said.

Very helpful little pixie.

Malisna appeared first. And just when I was
panicking a disheveled Lucy stumbled along the path.

“Thank god,” she muttered, “he
smelled different.”

I smiled. I guessed that was something to do
with Colton.

“So how do we open this door?” Lucy asked,
pressing her hands against it.

For a brief moment I thought it might react
to her touch, but nothing happened.

“I need a strand of your hair,” Malisna
said, holding out her small delicate hand.

Lucy reached up and yanked out a long wavy
piece and handed it to her mother.

Malisna took the blond hair and, turning to
the door, lowered her head to the center. There was a tiny little
hole there which I hadn’t noticed earlier. She took the hair and
threaded the end into the hole and with slow precision started to
feed it through.

“I always figured the missing ingredient was
the hair which I used to bind us here.” Malisna was still
threading, and then finally, when it was almost at the end of the
hair, she pulled out the knife again.

I yanked Lucy closer to me, but luckily for
her, the pixie queen just cut her own hand and let a few drops fall
onto the end of the hair strand. She finished by swooping a single
teardrop from her eye. The drop followed the path of the bloodied
hair, and with a deep breath Malisna blew in the last of the
strand. It slithered inside, disappearing from sight.

Nothing happened for a few beats of my
pounding heart, but then the doorway started to move.

“Amazing.” Malisna sighed. “Lucy’s hair was
what we needed all along.” She turned to her daughter. “If you
hadn’t come searching for us, we’d have been stuck in here
forever.”

They hugged, arms awkward over wings, but
the joy on both faces was almost blinding. I turned back to the
door. The circles had just started swirling rapidly. I watched
closely until the motion began to make me dizzy.

“I can’t believe it,” Refis said. “It
worked.”

“What happens now?” I had to speak loudly;
the door was noisy.

“Now we can move between this realm and
First World.”

I wondered if I could … I pictured my room,
and sure enough the tethers were back. Reaching out, I captured one
and in a flash I was back in Angelisian. It took about thirty
seconds for people to burst into my room. Josian was one of them;
Colton, Lallielle and Fury were also there.

I held up one hand. “Be right back.”

I attempted to tether back to the circular
doorway, but there were no glittering strands there. I ended up
back at the edge of the forest where we had started. I didn’t know
where else to go.

“Lucy!” I bellowed.

Damn, I should have taken her with me. How
was I going to find her now? I spun as a doorway appeared right
where I was standing and a large wolf lunged free. I should have
expected him to be on my butt. How he’d tracked me, I had no idea,
maybe just from the location of the forest. He stormed straight up,
his fur standing up in a hawk and growls falling from his
mouth.

“Calm down, Colt, Lucy’s fine but … I’m just
not sure where she is right now.”

He snapped at me, but before I could answer
– with a kick to his face – a black shape dashed out of the trees
and landed between me and the Walker-wolf.

Cerberus
must have smashed through the dense undergrowth. He was covered in
leaves and sticks. His growls were low, vibrating across the area
as he started to advance on Colton, pushing him away from me. The
snow-white wolf didn’t like this,
although it took a few steps back before he stood his ground.
Luckily, Lucy flew out of the trees then and headed straight for
her snarling mate.

“Cere.” I
called him to me. The two-headed hound
retreated, but didn’t take his eyes from Colton.

“Lucy’s mate?” Refis and Malisna stood
behind me. Refis was the one who had asked the question.

“Yep, that growling, drooling fur ball is
her one true love. Have to hope the babies look like Lucy, right?”
I attempted to lessen the tension.

“I’m not drooling, Abigail,” Colton said. He
was back in human form and naked as the day he was born.

Lucy stepped in front of him, her tiny build
hiding the important parts. Not that he was shy. As a shifter he
was often left with his bits hanging free.

“I need an explanation right now?” Colton
was still growling, and he had both of his hands wrapped
possessively around Lucy’s biceps. He met my gaze with his own
furious one. Every line of his face stood out starkly. “And can
anyone tell me why the hell I had to knock Brace out to get here.
He’s supposed to be the calm one.”

I worked hard to keep all expression from my
features. I didn’t need to invite these sort of questions right
now. I must have been semi-successful because Colton removed his
laser eyes from me.

Lucy quickly detailed everything that had
happened since we came to the forest. When she was about halfway
through her story, a Walker doorway opened and out stepped my
parents and the half-Walker girls. A wave of disappointment drowned
me, although the smile remained on my features. The fake smile I’d
learned to cultivate the past few weeks.

I don’t know why I’d expected it to be
Brace. I felt like he should be storming around like Colton,
worried off his brain. Which won me moron-of-the-year; he didn’t
remember me, and it was all my fault. If we’d still been melded and
I’d disappeared like this, there was no doubt that right now I’d be
cuffed to his bed, and he’d be debating whether to keep me prisoner
for fifty or a hundred years.

I was distracted as Lallielle and Josian
engulfed me in huge hugs.

“Don’t ever
do that to us again,” my bear of a father
scolded me. “When Colton lost sense of Lucy, and then no one could
reach you mentally, I didn’t know what to think.”

Half-Walkers had an inbuilt protection. No
one could sense our energy, even though we were all pretty
powerful. So this made it really difficult to keep tabs on us.

“Sorry, once
we were in, there was no going back, and
I couldn’t trace or open a doorway. We were definitely stuck,” I
said.

All of the girls stepped forward to hug me
too. I welcomed each one with their vastly different energy. All of
the half-Walkers varied in power and looks.

Fury had hot energy, and with her red skin
and white hair she was a very dramatic contrast against the woodsy
backdrop. Talina with her cool, watery power had emerald hair that
wrapped around me during our hug. And last was Ria, stunningly
beautiful and with an affinity for nature. Vines were emerging from
the forest line to brush lovingly against her.

As we finished up all of the hugging, Lucy
summed up the last few details of our journey. Josian stepped
around me and handed Colton a pair of pants. He must have brought
them knowing the boy was going to be bare-assed in front of his
in-laws. The blond Walker turned his back and dressed quickly,
which allowed Lucy to step forward and introduce everyone to her
newly discovered family.

“Queen Malisna.” Josian clasped her hand
briefly. “It’s been far too long. I feared the worst for your
species when you disappeared.”

It was clear that Josian and Malisna were
well acquainted with each other.

“We’re back now. Lucy told me about the
Seventine, and in light of the bond between my daughter and yours,
I offer the skills of the pixies to once again work with the
Walkers.”

Josian inclined his head respectfully,
before he turned to where Cerberus was sitting by my side. The
puppy was back to his horse height.

“I don’t know what to say, Cerberus, how are
you here?” His tone sounded reverent. “We thought you had forsaken
our race.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked, my
nose crinkling at the intensity between Josian and Cerberus.

“Cerberus is one of the sacred guides.
Walkers have animal spirit guides, and they’re important in our
lives and customs.” He straightened, his eyes finding the hound
again. “There are seven different guides.”

“Seven,” Fury said, mock astonishment
written across her wide-eyed features. “Never would have guessed
that.”

I bit my lip to stop a grin.

“Where are the others?” I asked.

Josian waved his hand. “They’re scattered
around the worlds. They often return to us during times of war.
Maybe the others will also find you, Aribella.” He stared off into
the forest for a moment.

I saw his shoulders rolling, as if he was
uncomfortable.

Finally he caught my gaze again. “I’ll give
you all the details of the other six another time. Right now you
need to get moving to Nephilius.”

“But you said we had two weeks,” Lucy
protested. She’d moved back to her Walker; he’d become agitated
when she was too far away from him.

Colton’s broad shoulders were still bare,
the corded muscles in his arms flexed as he held Lucy close. He
couldn’t keep his hands off her, seemingly fascinated by her
physical changes as he touched her wings and the glittery green on
her skin. The simple act of being able to touch and scent her was
calming him.

“You’ve been missing for twelve days,”
Colton murmured, his voice low and rough. “You’re lucky I managed
to stay sane and control my wolf. I just wouldn’t accept you were
gone; I’ll never accept it.”

Lucy tightened her arms around him, and even
though he was twice her size and four times her weight, it looked
as if she was holding him together.

Damn, twelve days! Once again time moved
differently on every world and apparently even within portals of
worlds. And we needed to get to Nephilius before the tournament
started. I couldn’t lose my legitimate excuse to be wandering
around; I had to find the half-Walker.

“Lucy, you need to stay and learn about your
pixie abilities,” Malisna protested.

My oldest friend shook her head. “Sorry, end
of the world and all that junk. Abbs and I just don’t have time.
You noticed how we didn’t have a clue that there were Walker
animals. Well, that’s just one of a million other things we still
need to learn, and we’ve known about Walkers for months now. We
learn the hard way.”

Malisna locked me in her gaze. “Give me just
one day with her. Maybe we can get to the bottom of these planted
visions and strengthen her mind enough to prevent any further
deception.”

I hesitated. I didn’t trust the pixie queen,
but it was clear Malisna was not ready to give up this precious
time with Lucy, and who could blame her? And it was pretty
important to figure out Lucy’s visions, since we continued to base
our decisions on them.

“So what will happen to pixie land now?” I
asked while I considered. “The portal is gone.”

“Now that the spell on the portal has been
broken, our world will slowly seep back into First World,” Malisna
said, sweeping her arms. “This forest used to be home to many of us
fey, both greater and lesser.”

I guessed goblins and such were considered
lesser.

“It seems as if in our absence the land has
grown wild, but we will tame it to our will again.”

I had no doubt they would.

Her serious flower eyes locked on me. “I
really do need time with my daughter. Just one day.”

Finally I nodded. “One day,” I said, before
leveling a glare at her. “But if I hear any more shit like the
chest-stabbing incident, I will hunt your pixie ass down.”

“What?” Colton’s voice was a growl. He
started to shift the collar of Lucy’s shirt in an attempt to see
her chest.

She stilled his hand. “I’m okay; I’ll
explain everything to you later.”

I locked
eyes with Colton and raised one of my eyebrows. He gave me a
succinct nod in return. He’d keep a close
watch of Malisna for me.

I spoke again. “Alright, I’ll head back to
Angelisian. Colt can stay here and bring Lucy across. I can’t give
you more time. We have to gather the half-Walkers –”

“The worlds depend on it,” chorused Fury,
Talina and Ria, their voices blending together.

I snorted. Okay, maybe I was a bit of a
broken record lately.

Josian opened a doorway while I hurried over
to hug Lucy.

“Stay safe and call for me if you get into
any trouble,” I said as I pulled back from her.

I hated to leave her behind, but I knew
Colton would not let her out of his sight. And I could trust him to
fight to the death to keep her safe.

“I’ll see you soon,” Lucy promised.

Cerberus followed me as we entered the
short-length doorway taking us back to the beach in Angelisian. And
I have to admit, it felt right having him around. We had bonded,
the connection between us real and important. I sensed that it was
actually very important.

I was at the back of the group, behind my
parents and the half-Walker girls, so I didn’t see him straight
away as I exited the Walker doorway. But the jolt of awareness,
from deep in my soul, stopped me dead in my tracks.

Brace.

He was leaning against the railing of our
big front porch, in that sexy but casual pose he had down pat. His
Walker marks framed his perfect features and when I managed to move
my gaze past his face I realized that he held a huge bunch of
flowers. Not just any old flowers, but what looked like twenty
colorful varieties, stylishly thrown together in a bouquet. I could
smell the sweetness from where I stood. A lump immediately formed
in my throat; I stepped closer.

“Are you okay?” Josian asked me in a low
voice. “Do you want me to run interference?”

I shook my head.

Lallielle laughed then, before proceeding to
drag her mate away. “Stop being so overprotective. Let Aribella
have a few moments with Brace.”

She was matchmaking. I’d have thought it
funny if it wasn’t so heart breaking.

Everyone else faded off to do other things,
leaving me alone with Brace. There were no witnesses and no Lucy
around now to stop me from throwing myself into his arms and
reforming the bond. All I had was my own strength and conviction to
hold me back.

The worlds were screwed.

He straightened then, and my ability to
breathe fled, along with all the feeling in my lower limbs.

“I’m glad that you’re alright, Abby.”

His deep voice washed over me, all the way
down to my toes. My body reacted. It knew him intimately and was
conditioned to respond to him. Heat flooded through me and I almost
whimpered at how hard it was to keep my distance.

“Abby?” Questioning entered his voice.

God damn I missed hearing him say Red, but
at least he’d stopped with the Aribella, like we were
strangers.

“Lucy and I were stuck in pixie land,” I
finally blurted out, trying not to sound like a love-sick
lunatic.

He moved closer again, the smell of flowers
mingling with the spicy cinnamon scent of Brace. He was just like a
donut, only hotter and non-fattening.

“I kind of figured after Colt broke his
chains and knocked me out cold.” He rubbed his chin. “You should
have called me for help; I’m always here if you need anything.”

I couldn’t
halt my smile. This calm, reserved Walker
was so unlike the bulldozer he’d been as my mate. And in that
moment I realized something. Maybe it was the look in his eye or
the slight tremble of his hands: Brace was nervous.

But nervous or not, it didn’t stop him
taking the final steps right up to me. And extending his long arms
for me to take the flowers. I accepted them. The bunch was
surprisingly solid.

“I wanted to get you something,” he said,
the faintest smile crossing his full lips. “I’ve been worried about
you.”

Oh, my.

Be still, my trembling heart.

Brace was courting me.

And he was going to smash me into a million
pieces if he didn’t stop. I took a step back to give myself some
room, and to break the tension between us.

Suddenly his dark eyes flicked up and away
from my face. “Is that Cerberus?” He took a step toward the beach.
“What the hell? I can’t believe … how is he back?” His eyes were
wide. “He’s an old friend of mine.”

I turned, a smile curving my lips when I saw
my new buddy frolicking in the edge of the sea, his heads bouncing
around as he swam. Talina and Ladre were close by, which wasn’t
strange. Ladre rarely left the ocean.

“Yes, he was trapped in pixie land,” I
started to say.

Brace gave me a brief grin, one hand resting
warmly on my arm for a few intense seconds. “Hold on a moment.”

And then he
was off. He dashed right up to the big black beast and threw his
arms around him. Cerberus gave some happy barks and I wondered if
he was one of those animal friends Brace had told me about a long
time ago. I didn’t take my eyes off them,
my gaze locked like glue.

“You care about him, don’t you?”

I spun my head to find Ria beside me.

“I recognize that look,” she continued.
“There was someone that I once looked at the same way.”

Was she
talking about one of the beasts? Because I wasn’t sure how I felt
about that. She noticed my expression and grinned. “He was
humanoid, like us, appearing during my vision quests. One day he
just stopped.”

Her voice was low, hurt lacing each
word.

“You never found out who he was?” I grasped
her hand briefly, squeezing it.

She shook out her chestnut hair. “No.”

We stood
silently, until Brace started to make his way back to
me.

“I’ll see
you inside, Abbs.” Ria left me then. I watched her for an extra
moment, before Brace reached my side and distracted me.

“Sorry about
that,” he said. “I thought he’d been lost like my sister and
mother. I’ve missed him.”

It was amazing the life he’d lived, and I
wondered if Cerberus had formed such a bond with me because of our
mutual ties to Brace. Or if it was as Josian said: we needed to
find the animals because of the impending war.

“Tell me what else happened in pixie land,”
Brace said.

And then, before I could stop myself, I
ended up sitting on the grass, Brace next to me. I filled him in on
everything that had happened. He was just so easy to talk to, and I
missed sharing my life with him. Losing a loved one is not just the
loss of their physical being, it’s also losing all the little
moments. And knowing there won’t be any new memories. No new
fragments of joy that make life worth living. Because let’s face
it, there’s not much to get you through each day if you’re
alone.

While we spoke the flowers had spilled out
half on my lap and half on the ground in front of me. I never took
my hands off them and Brace never took his eyes off me.

“So Colton said you needed me to fight on
Nephilius.” He switched to a new topic after we’d exhausted pixie
land. “Just like old times, finding the half-Walker females.”

It was strange the way Brace remembered the
worlds and our journey through each one, but only bits and pieces.
The lalunas seemed to have taken certain memories, and then it was
as if his mind just kind of glossed over these gaps and joined
everything together.

“Is going to
Nephilius going to be a problem with your new princeps’ duties?” I sat up straighter, waiting for his
answer. I couldn’t stop thinking about him going back to the
Abernath world and Magenta.

He grinned, the flash of white pearly teeth
tantalizing. “Things are running as smoothly as I could hope, for
now anyway. I’m looking forward to the distraction.”

“I just hope
it’s not too hard to find the half-Walker.” I brought my knees up
higher so I could rest my elbows on them. Flowers scattered further. “And that you don’t get hurt, of
course.” I shifted my eyes to the side.

He grinned even wider. “I’m not
worried.”

At least his confidence hadn’t gone
anywhere.

“So, since we can’t leave until tomorrow, I
was wondering …”

I faced him as he trailed off.

“Well, maybe, you’d like to have dinner with
me tonight?”

I coughed. “Like … a date?”

He laughed. “Well, that’s very Earthling of
you, but yes, that’s the general idea.”

I opened my mouth to refuse. It wasn’t a
good idea; he already owned my heart and soul. Spending too much
time with him was going to end in trouble. But then I saw the worry
in his eyes, the slight thought that maybe I didn’t want to go on a
date with him, when there was nothing else in the world I wanted
more. I couldn’t hurt Brace again. My heart was still raw from
breaking the bond and I would never forget the anguish in his voice
when he’d realized what I had done and that there was nothing he
could do to fix it. I’d go on this date and I’d take the dual joy
and agony of being near him. It was my duty to ensure that no more
pain befell Brace.

“I’d love to go to dinner with you.” I let
the quiet words free. And the satisfied joy in his gaze was more
than reward for my pain.

“I’ll be back at nightfall,” he said,
getting to his feet. He hesitated before leaning over and laying
his lips briefly against my cheek.

I almost gasped, or screamed or cried. But
thankfully I did none of those things. Instead I smiled and nodded.
Brace left via a doorway.

I continued to sit there, staring down at my
flowers, trying to scrape together the pieces of my heart.

Two huge heads dropped into my lap. Cerberus
surrounded me in warmth and slobber. Like so many things in the
Walker world, his scary and brutal outside hid the center of a
softy.

With a sigh, I knew it was time to head
inside. I needed to store my pixie book until I could find someone
to translate it, and I needed to get ready.

“Come on,” I said to Cerberus. “You can help
me choose an outfit.”

There was no way I was going on a date with
the man of my dreams and not looking as hot as possible. No
way.


Chapter 7

 


 


The nerves were attacking me as I waited
patiently in the white room. And by patiently I mean I’d chewed my
nails off, stubbed my toe due to excessive stomping around the
room, scared Cerberus off with my cursing, and had to run upstairs
to change my outfit eight times.

Finally the
sun started to sink in the indigo sky of
First World. I took a deep breath, smoothing my palms down the
front of my jeans. I’d decided against a dress, not knowing where
we would be going that night.

Instead I wore tight fitted black jeans
tucked into ankle-high black heels. I had on an emerald green top.
It was low cut across my breasts, displaying my visible marks. My
blood-red curls hung freely down my back, and the only jewelry I
wore was my locket and the emerald earrings Lucy had given me for
my eighteenth birthday.

I had no bag, because I had no need for one.
There was no identification I needed besides my Walker marks, and
they were always there.

I knew Brace would not be late, and sure
enough I could see through the windows a doorway appear down near
the sand.

“Are you
sure about this, Aribella?” Josian
appeared at the room entrance. He’d been as annoyingly nervous as
me all afternoon. “I can make up an excuse.”

I shook my head. “No, in a strange way I’m
kind of looking forward to it. Brace and I never got to do the
dating, get-to-know-each-other thing. I want this moment.”

“You must be careful not to touch him under
the light of the moonstale.” Josian seemed excessively agitated.
“Remember the lalunas’ warning.”

“I remember,” I said. How could I
forget?

“You look beautiful.” Lallielle’s teary
voice interrupted us.

I turned, grateful to be ending the current
conversation. I didn’t want to be reminded any more of the reasons
I couldn’t be with Brace. The world already sucked enough.

“Are you ready? Brace is at the front
door.”

I nodded, stepping around my father – who’d
decided now of all times to act like a loony – and took Lallielle’s
hand. She gave me a kiss on the cheek before ushering me over to
the huge double front doors. My parents faded off, but Cerberus was
suddenly next to me. Either he was worried too, or he wanted to see
Brace as much as I did.

I opened the door.

He was just standing there, the setting sun
at his back. And he was beautiful. I’d said it a million times.
Brace was almost too perfect looking, but in that moment he’d never
been more devastatingly gorgeous. He was clean shaven. His black
hair had just enough length on top to be stylish. He was wearing
black pants, his standard sturdy ass-kicking boots, and a simple
fitted, long-sleeved white shirt. It was more Earth modern fashion
than he normally wore. And for a moment we were just two ordinary
people. No responsibilities, no energy powers.

Of course, then a two-headed dog shoved me
aside to jump onto Brace and knock him straight off the porch and
onto the grass. He landed on his back.

“Shit!” I said, following them off. “Are you
okay?” I couldn’t help but laugh.

Brace was attempting to ward off Cerberus’
enthusiastic greeting.

“Cere,” I said, snorting out my laughter.
“Give Brace a moment here.”

Finally I
managed to drag the thousand-pound puppy away. Luckily he wasn’t
even in his largest form. Brace pulled himself up. His white shirt
was crumpled and grass-stained. He looked down and then back at me.
And we both lost it. Our laughter brought
my parents out, but Lallielle dragged Josian back in as soon as she
realized it was us. Josian shouted for Cerberus and the big black
beast took off into the house.

Brace and I were sprawled on the ground. It
seemed natural to simply lie back, side by side. And before I could
move he reached out and took my hand. Such a simple gesture as he
threaded his fingers through mine. I should have pulled away, but
lying there on the silky grass and staring up into the darkening
sky, watching the stars and planets appear, it was a perfect little
moment.

“You take my breath away.” His words were
low. “And it’s not just your beauty, but the strength with which
you face every single day.”

I turned my head on the side to see him
better. He had done the same, so now we were practically face to
face. Our lips just an inch away from the other.

“I feel like I’ve had lifetimes with you
already, Abby. Do you know what I’m talking about?”

His
chocolate eyes held countless questions.
He was confused, not understanding why the bond between us still
existed. The lalunas might have cut the cord, but what we had went
so much deeper than that.

I used my free hand to rub my temple, and
cover my eyes a little. My emotions were almost on overload. I knew
it was stupid, but it hurt that he didn’t remember that he loved
me. Brace was only just discovering me; I, on the other hand, was a
million miles in front of him. I remembered every second of our
love; the memories were a burned imprint.

“Let’s just go on our date,” I finally said,
removing my hand from my face. “I’d love one care-free night before
Nephilius tomorrow.”

His eyes
held mine, but with a nod he let me get away with my
deflection, something he’d never have
done when we were melded.

“Just so you know.” Brace lifted his free
hand and with slow, deliberate precision placed it on my cheek. His
hand was huge. It covered half my face, before he traced it down to
grip me gently on the chin. “You’re not deterring me. I like a
bossy, complicated woman.”

He lowered his face, but I couldn’t let him
kiss me. Not right now. The wounds were too raw. Before he moved
closer I shifted our position and broke the moment. Brace’s
confidence wasn’t affected at all. In fact his grin turned so sexy
I almost lost my mind and dragged him to me. But in the end I
didn’t.

He helped me to my feet and I expected him
to open a doorway, but instead we started to walk into Angelisian.
I was surprised but kept it to myself. I thought I knew his mind
pretty well, but he still had his secrets. Angelisian, the small
city on the ocean where we had made our home base, was more alive
than I’d ever seen it. So maybe there was something special on in
the town tonight.

Brace still held my hand; he had not let go
of it for even a moment. And if I was honest, I might have been
desperately clinging to him.

“I wasn’t sure what you wanted to do
tonight,” he said as we entered the main center of the town. “I
know that we can walk to any of the worlds, but I think it would be
nice if we spent tonight closer to your home. I want a chance to
get to know you. We can have adventures later.”

“I’ve had more than enough adventures for a
long time, close to home sounds … perfect.”

He was perfect.

We ended up
in a tiny little restaurant, or whatever they called the equivalent
on First World. A woman around my height led us into a back alcove
area. I rubbed my free hand over my face,
trying to hide my delight at the scene. It was open-roofed, the
stars visible, and just below this were these floating lights,
suspended somehow above the entire outdoor space. Soft music played
in the background. I so rarely heard music anymore. It was soft and
melodic, no words, but it created a surge of emotions within
me.

“My name is Larissa,” the woman said. “My
partner is gifted with the ability of song weaving.” She spun
around, her golden hair shining in the light.

“This music is just so beautiful.” My voice
cracked and to my horror a few tears welled in my eyes.

Brace’s jaw hardened as he turned and spoke
quietly to the woman. “Could you ask him to tone down the emotions
a little?”

With a nod and half-smile, Larissa left.

Brace reached over and, as he had done many
times before, wiped away the sadness from my face. Of course, he
didn’t remember he’d done it before. But I would never forget. I
swallowed and, as the music tempo changed to something a little
more upbeat, joy replaced the sorrow. Song weaving was starting to
look a lot like emotional manipulation.

We moved into the room. There were no
tables, just a rug and huge cushions surrounding a low table on the
floor. Brace led me across and we made ourselves comfortable. I
settled back on the cushions before opening my eyes wide and
leaning forward. White, pink and yellow flower petals had suddenly
started to drift down from the sky. I must have looked confused as
heck, my head swiveling to find the source.

“I wasn’t
sure what Earth customs you’d expect,” Brace said, his eyes locked
on me. “I brought you flowers earlier, so
for something different I thought maybe a shower of fragrant petals
from my world.”

Their scent was divine, like vanilla,
lavender and something exotic and spicy. None of the petals landed
on us or the table. Instead they formed a circle around us.

Brace was still speaking. I turned my wide
eyes toward him.

“And I’m guessing chocolate is a must, the
way Lucy raves on about sweets.” He grinned.

I sat up straighter. Chocolate got me every
time. I’d never had it much on Earth, but I remembered the bitter
sweetness with absolute clarity.

Brace’s grin turned into a laugh. I was
about to demand my chocolate when Larissa reappeared. In her hands
were two large pots. They seemed to have flames beneath them. She
set them down.

“Let them heat for a few minutes,” she said,
before departing.

The arrival of food distracted me from
chocolate. I leaned further forward, my hands drifting toward the
lids. Brace laughed again, his straight white teeth flashing at me
across the pots. Delicious smells were wafting from them. My hands
hovered close by.

“Is it a few minutes yet?” I asked.

Brace reached out and captured my twitching
fingers.

“Why do I sense Abernath energy in you?” his
question distracted me again.

I froze. What was the best way to answer
that? And why had the lalunas not removed the Abernath energy
within me? When Brace had taken his mantle as Princeps of Abernath,
I’d been there. The energy of his people had blasted into both of
us, and a part of me had ties to Abernath now. I knew the only
reason it wasn’t more obvious was that half-Walkers had some sort
of inbuilt protection that muted our energy. But still he was
sensing it.

“I’m not sure why that would be,” I finally
mumbled. “Maybe there’s some Abernath in my Walker family tree.”
That might not even be a lie.

Brace leaned back, his eyes assessing me.
Calculating. Sizing me up.

“I know Josian’s history pretty well, and I
don’t think there’s any Abernath.” His jaw locked then. He breathed
in heavily through his nose. “You don’t have a mate already, do
you?”

Shit. He was wondering if that energy was
from another Abernath male.

I shook my head. “Do you think I would go to
dinner with you, if there was another man waiting at home for
me?”

“I’d hope not.” His tone was serious,
although his eyes sparkled. “If you were mine, I wouldn’t be able
to stop myself from killing him and probably locking you up for
fifty years until you realized I was the only one for you.”

It would take all of fifty seconds, but I’m
sure we’d figure out how to keep ourselves occupied for the rest of
the forty-nine-plus years.

Brace was distracted from his questions by
Larissa emerging, carrying a tray filled with small bowls.

“It’s ready now. You use these metal prongs
to cook the food.” She demonstrated a few times before leaving
us.

The setup
was similar to something I’d heard of on Earth. A fondue, where you
submerged food into the flavored broth until it was
cooked. It took a while for the various meats,
vegetables and seafood to cook, but Brace and I chatted the entire
time, never running out of things to talk about. I had to be
careful not to let on about all the information I already knew
about him.

“So if
half-Walkers are not supposed to be possible.” I said
supposed because there were clearly seven of us. “Does that mean
Lucy and Colton cannot have children?” The intricacies of Walker
reproduction were lost on me.

Brace flashed me a full mouth of white
teeth. His smile had my heart flip-flopping like a fish in my
chest.

“Are you asking for Lucy or yourself?” He
tilted his head to the side.

I didn’t answer, and after a minute he
continued.

“No, Lucy and Colton will not be able to
have children. I’ve never heard of anything less than two full
Walkers being able to reproduce.” He looked away from me for a
moment. “Although now that you half-Walker girls exist, I’m not
sure what the rules are. So if Fury as a half could have children
with Dune or not? I guess only time will tell on those ones.”

I’d had many
dreams of having babies with Brace – not
for like a hundred years or anything – right then I was not
interested in the responsibility. But to know it might never be
possible. Struck me hard.

I lowered my eyes, hiding the emotions that
I was surely leaking everywhere. I distracted us both by reaching
for the second pot that Larissa had left. My mouth watered as I
revealed a melted pot of chocolate. It was glossy and a rich brown.
Very close in color to Brace’s eyes. As distractions went, it was
stellar.

“It’s not Earth chocolate, but I’m hoping
the First World equivalent is just as good.” He hadn’t moved,
seeming content to watch me as I tried not to lap it up like a
puppy.

We had a variety of fruit and cake to dip
in, but by the end I was just spooning the smooth, creamy liquid
into my mouth. It was a little nuttier in flavor, but very similar
to Earth chocolate. On First World it was called it alamonlette. It
was made from the alamond nut and some other fig.

By the time we were done I was so full I
could barely move. The twinkling lights and stars above us, teamed
with soft music and the fragrant smell of the petals, was hypnotic.
I could barely keep my eyelids open. Each blink was longer than the
last. But I didn’t want to lose any of this time with Brace.

“You can sleep if you want.” Brace’s eyes
softened. “I’ll keep you safe.”

I had no doubts he would.

I didn’t want to sleep, but exhaustion was
tugging at me. Since I’d broken the bond I’d had barely any real
rest. I propped my eyes open, pinching myself to help me
concentrate on the stories Brace was telling about his life on
Abernath. But I was fighting a losing battle. My blinks slowed,
until finally I drifted off.

 


I awoke some time later, to find myself
snuggled under my fluffy covers, the cloud-like softness of my
mattress cushioning me. I had a brief recollection of being
carried. Brace must have brought me home. I lay in bed, recalling
every second of the dinner, letting the memories wash over me.

I thought I could still smell the spicy
sweetness of the flowers, and sure enough when I turned my head
petals surrounded me. I lifted my arm, disturbing more colored
silkiness. I was lying in a bed of flowers. And as I sat up I
noticed a note on the pillow next to me. I didn’t hesitate diving
across to grab the folded card and, smoothing it out, read it in
the low light.

These flowers are native to Abernath. They have healing properties and should
help you rest. Tonight was beyond any expectation. Sweet
dreams.

As I ran my hands across the soft petals, I
just knew they were from the vines that grew up the side of Brace’s
house on Abernath. He was so sweet, picking the flowers from his
home. The ache pierced my heart again, and I knew I could fall
apart; I was alone, no witnesses. Now was the time to feel the
flood of loss that engulfed me. But instead I chose to close my
eyes, bury my face in the sweet scent and dream of every beautiful
second I’d spent with Brace that night.

 


The next
morning, after breakfast, I was waiting
in the front room. Colton had contacted me to let me know they were
on their way back and I could feel Brace. He’d just opened a
doorway onto the front grassed area. I got to my feet. I was
wearing all black: boots, jeans and a thick jacket. Grantham had
said it was cold on Nephilius and that we’d find the surroundings
interesting. But the cagey Walker wouldn’t say any more. He didn’t
want to ruin the surprise.

Brace exited
the doorway. He strode across the lawn with his typical strong and
confident movements. He was dressed in what I liked to call his
warrior garb. Black boots, army-style pants with the big pockets,
and a dark gray hooded pullover shirt. He looked tall, sexy and
intimidating. I wouldn’t want to be fighting him. Nope, but there
were plenty of other things I wanted to do with him. Damn, I had to
stop thinking about those things; it was
weakening my resolve. My strength.

“How did you sleep?” His eyes roamed over me
when he reached my side.

I grinned at him. “Great. I’m sorry I fell
asleep on you last night; you shouldn’t be so boring.”

He returned my grin. “What can I say? I’m a
hit with the ladies.”

A few peals of laughter rang from my lips.
“Just doing my part to keep your ego in check.”

He moved closer. “You’re succeeding.”

I very much doubted that.

We turned as another doorway opened. My
front yard was like grand central station for the Walker world.
Colton strode out, followed by a flying Lucy.

“Using your wings like a champ, hey?” I
called to her.

She grinned widely at me. “Well, I wouldn’t
be using my legs like a sucker.”

Colton held her hand. With her new pixie
appendage, they were much more equal in height.

“Did you learn anything from Malisna?” I
asked, hoping Lucy could tell me about the visions without
revealing everything to the men.

She knew
exactly what I needed to know. “The visions were definitely
planted. Malisna showed me how to block them off so that it can’t
happen again. But …” Lucy broke off, her face falling. “There was
no way to know if my prophecies were
placed there by friend or enemy, and therefore we have no way to
determine if they’re accurate.”

“Considering that some of them most
definitely came true, we have to accept that there is some accuracy
to them,” I said with a sigh, blowing out a huge puff of air. “What
else did you learn?” I shoved aside my disappointment.

She wriggled her nose at me, before
comically raising and lowering her eyebrows. “I can do this.” And
in a flash she sucked her wings into her back. They literally
disappeared, and then she dropped in a graceful movement to the
ground. And then in another flash her hands waved about and she
opened one of those pocket things and stepped inside.

“Pixies can use pockets between two
dimensions of First World to cloak themselves.”

Colton had that little grin on his face
which told me he thought Lucy was cute as hell.

Brace chuckled. “Very useful, but did the
pixies tell you that Walkers could do this.”

He reached into the spot Lucy had just been
and with some sort of similar hand movement and a blast of energy
he yanked her out. She was swearing and glaring as she became
visible again. Colton gave Brace a shove before removing Lucy from
his grasp.

“How did you do that? I didn’t know we could
manipulate the dimensions.” Colton looked surprised and pissed off,
his brows drawing together as he too glared at Brace.

Brace shrugged. “Walkers and pixies have
been friends for a long time. There was this pixie I knew once who
taught me some of their secrets. I’m guessing the queen wouldn’t be
too happy to hear about it, so I’ll keep the name to myself.”

I noticed then that Lucy was in fresh
clothes. She had on dark-blue jeans, and a white ribbed
long-sleeved shirt. The back had two little tears for her wings.
And with her new shimmery green skin and hair she looked so lovely.
Ethereal and earthy all at the same time. I stepped between her and
Colton, hip-shoving him out of the road so I could hug her.

“I’m so happy for you, Luce. Who would have
believed both of our families were on First World?”

She gripped me tightly, not letting me move
back. “Malisna and I are very sure that we were placed together for
a reason. She senses a true bond between us. A blood bond.”

At her words I glanced down at my hand. The
mark from when Lucy had cut me as a kid so we could be blood
sisters wasn’t there anymore, but the moment was permanently
imprinted in my mind.

“The blood bond?” I widened my eyes, pulling
back to see her face.

Lucy grinned. “Told you it was
important.”

“So what other abilities do pixies have?
Besides the cloaking and flying thing.”

I figured everyone else knew ten times more
about pixies than I did.

“We have some affinity for nature, excellent
sense of fashion, and the ability to bespell lesser beings.”

“Bespell?” I asked.

“Female pixies can work their wily ways on
males.”

Colton snorted and I couldn’t tell if he was
impressed or annoyed with that development.

“Right, lesser beings. I get it.” I winked
at Lucy.

“Alright, I think it’s time we moved on to
our next venture.” Brace interrupted us before the women versus men
debate got violent.

Trickles of nerves and excitement flooded
through me. Each new planet brought with it complications, but I
genuinely loved meeting the new half-Walkers and discovering the
worlds. Our sisterly girl-power was not something I’d give up for
anything. People searched lifetimes for the type of true bond the
half-Walker girls had.

Brace opened a doorway, but before we could
step through a shout had us turning around.

“I know
you’re not leaving without saying goodbye, Supes.” Fury was
striding across, Dune next to her. “Hey,
Pixie, Wolfboy and Badass.”

Apparently,
we now all had the privilege of a Fury nickname. Following close
behind them were Talina and Ladre. Ria
and my parents brought up the rear. And then I was bowled over by
an enthusiastic two-headed dog.

“Cere!” I protested with a wheeze; he was
squishing the air right out of me. Brace came to my rescue,
wrestling the giant puppy away.

I could see
the girls were disappointed to not be venturing with us, but we’d
decided that the natives wouldn’t appreciate a massive group of
outsiders storming in. The other girls would stay and continue
their training, both with each other and the princeps of their Walker clans. I felt a little better
knowing I could tether to them from a distance. For some reason
when we were away from each other unease plagued me.

“I need to
check in with Klea again.” Ria gave me a hug, her earthy warmth
surrounding me. It was like being hugged by the sunlight.
I was happy that her sadness from yesterday
seemed to have disappeared.

“I’ll take you,” Josian said. “I’ve already
promised Talina and Ladre that they could visit Spurn.”

“Don’t forget us.” The strong, but generally
silent Dune spoke up.

“Ah, yes,” Josian said. “And Fury and Dune
want to check on their dragoona. So we’ll have plenty to do while
you’re gone.”

“We’ll be back each night,” Brace said. “I
don’t think the Nephilius’ natives sleep, so we’ll rest here, in
safety.”

“They don’t sleep?” I blurted.

Damn, how strong were they?

“As far as I know, they don’t sleep, and
they don’t need to eat. They take their sustenance from some type
of energy in their land.” Brace shrugged, like this was no big
deal. He didn’t look worried at all.

And I wanted to say: what the eff?

While Walkers don’t require anything to
live, they will weaken and slumber without food. I attempted to
picture what these Nephiliuses would look like. Robots
probably.

“Stay safe and I’ll see you soon.” Lallielle
wrapped her arms around me. “I love you.”

“Love you too, Mom.” I pulled her a little
closer.

I knew I still needed to have that chat with
her about Josian, but he’d been back to normal again so the worries
were pushed aside.

My mouth dried out and a lump formed in my
throat as I took one last look at my friends and family.

Every time I left I feared that something
would happen and this might be the last time I had them all with
me. I had no idea what the next day would bring and it scared the
hell out of me.

Brace opened a doorway again.

We had time for one last round of hugs. We
waited patiently while Josian gave his standard warning to Brace
and Colton about looking after us.

I hid my grin; his lectures often left me
fighting the urge to either kick my father in the shins or hug him
again. I didn’t bother to remind him that we weren’t helpless
little girls, he knew that, his warnings simply stemmed from
fatherly love and worry. And no one can really complain about
that.

Finally we stepped into the doorway. The
vacuum surrounded us and I could see that it looked very white and
bright at the end of the tunnel. Linking hands, we moved toward
Nephilius.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 8

 


 


The chill in
the air was the first thing I noticed. The breeze was cold but also
soft; gently caressing everywhere I had exposed skin. We’d stepped
out into a world of white, the mists of Nephilius
swirling in fast-moving arcs. I had no problem
breathing, although it was making me a little light-headed, as if
it was less dense than the air we normally inhaled. And then as I
took my first step to follow Brace I practically bounced a foot in
the air.

“Whoa,” I
said, landing heavily and holding both hands aloft as I tried not
to fall. My second step ended up the same way. “I’m guessing the
gravity is lighter here.” As I spoke I tumbled to the
ground.

I groaned; I’d landed face down. Opening my
eyes, I had a firsthand view of the land. What the hell was it made
of? Something white and fluffy. I gasped as Brace picked me up and
planted me back on my feet. Colton and he seemed to have adjusted
within a few steps, walking around like cocky asshats, and Lucy was
flying so she hadn’t noticed. I, on the other hand, took about five
minutes to get the hang of this gravity.

“This is going to make the fight
interesting.” Brace caught my eye, giving me a wide grin.

And then in a flash he had bounded away into
the white, and before I could blink he was back again. So fast that
his normal Walker speed seemed to move up to super speed.

“So how are we going to figure out where we
should be?” Lucy was fluttering her wings, but she looked cold as
she hugged her arms tightly across herself.

Colton wrapped his arms around her as well.
He’d keep her warm. All Walkers ran hot, and being a wolf he was
even hotter.

“I can’t see a damn thing, even with my
awesome new pixie vision.”

She was right. I also couldn’t see any
further than a few feet in front of us. “Why is it so misty
here?”

There was
nothing eerier than standing in these white swirling mists, so
quiet and cold. Almost as if we were dead and no longer existed in
the First World star system. It was freaking me out a
little. My brain tried to process the
images it was receiving.

“It’s not mists; it’s cloud,” Brace
said.

“What?” Lucy and I both screeched.

“Are you trying to tell me that we’re
standing in the freaking clouds?” I spluttered. No wonder the
ground looked white and fluffy.

Brace and Colton took in our shocked
expressions, before exchanging grins.

Brace even let out a chuckle as he explained
further. “Nephilius is a land of clouds. I’m not sure if they have
any other elements in their lands or structures, because I’ve never
explored or spoken with an Angelica.”

Wait, what? Was he serious right now? They
were called Angelica, and lived in the clouds?

“Angelica?” I tried not to let my awe leak
out.

Brace locked me in his gaze. He still looked
amused. “The inhabitants are called Angelica. There are five
different flocks under that banner.”

I snorted out my laughter, unable to stop
myself. Clouds, Angelica and flocks. There was no way they were
actually … seriously? It had to be some sort of Earth reference
that was confusing me.

“Are you effing telling me that this is a
world of angels?” Lucy was fluttering her wings extra hard as she
pressed her hands against her cheeks. Colton seemed to be
preventing her from flying right up into the sky.

I shook my head. “I’m sure they aren’t. That
was just something from Earth, right?”

“Yeah, but how many of Earth’s myths and
legends have actually originated from either a Walker, or from one
of these other worlds?” She raised her brows at me. “Like, I don’t
know, pixie … faerie … Cerberus.”

I snorted. “You made your point.”

Guess we’d just have to wait and see.

“What else do you know about the Angelica?”
I asked Brace.

His brow
furrowed. “I believe the Angelica have different talents. Each
flock …” He paused. “I don’t know the flocks’ true names; Walkers
refer to them by the color of their wings: black,
purple, green, blue, and white. I know black are
the leaders, and the whites can manipulate the mists, but I’m not
sure what the others do.”

“Colored wings?” I breathed the words under
my breath. “Of course they’d have wings.”

Holy gods above. They were going to be
angels, I just knew it now. And suddenly I couldn’t wait to see
them.

“I can hear the sounds of battle,” Brace
said, tilting his head to the right.

He started to move into the mists, and with
no other options we followed him into the unknown. I had to stop
myself from reaching out and taking Brace’s hand. It was moments
like this I forgot that he was no longer my rock to lean on.

Lucy must have sensed my distress, because
she captured my left hand in hers. Colton held her other as she
floated between us.

After a few minutes of walking blind, I
started to hear clanking sounds, like that of steel on steel. It
still took a while for the scene to come into view, and then in a
blast of frigid air the mists were gone.

We stepped
out of the blinding maze we’d been in and suddenly we could see
them in all of their magnificent
glory.

“Oh, my freaking god … I mean
gosh, shit.” Lucy had momentarily lost control of her wings and had
collapsed to the ground.

“An … Angels,” I stuttered.

I’d always talked a big game of not really
believing in god, but if I examined my feelings closely, I more
didn’t believe in organized religion. But I must have held some
spiritual beliefs, because seeing these beings which were the very
depiction of angels from Earth sent very strong emotions through
me.

They were tall, at least Brace’s height, but
many of them were larger. The males had armor over their bare
chests and wore just a simple white garb around their waists. The
females wore armor also. They had varying tones of skin, hair and
eye color, but they were all perfect. I mean, almost as if they had
been drawn, with each stroke as precise and spot-on as the last.
And they had these incredible wings. And not wings like Lucy, no,
these were massive and strong feathered appendages, standing many
feet above their heads. The feathered edges looked delicate and yet
razor sharp. How was that possible?

On the
battlefield right now was a purple and a
green. Just as had been the case with Lucy, I found myself both
fascinated and envious of their wings. The first was a deep rich
purple and was one solid color with no variance along the feathered
lengths. The other was a dark, leafy green. I could see the
strength and power in the muscular extensions of these Angelica.
And then the purple spun around, his wings flattening out, and with
a swoop he sliced through the arm of the green male.

Okay, now I was really jealous. Wings that
were also weapons.

“I’m really glad you’re not fighting them,
Abbs.” Lucy’s eyebrows were almost lost in her hairline. She was
bug-eyed staring at them.

“Me too,” I said, although I was still
worried about Brace.

I knew he was an amazing warrior, and a
Walker, but it was abundantly clear that there was something
magical about these Nephilius natives. And as if the wing weapons
weren’t enough, they also fought with long swords – the length of
my torso – which I wouldn’t have even been able to lift, let alone
swing. Unless of course it was a lot lighter than it looked. Maybe
the weaker gravity was a benefit for weapon play also.

It took them moments to realize we stood at
the edge of their training field. And suddenly we had dozens of
eyes locked on us. In swift movements they’d sheathed their
weapons, and each fell in with their flock and moved toward us. It
was obvious they were separate and distinct groups. And then, as
they moved I finally noticed the white-winged Angelica standing
around the training area. They were beating their wings in rapid
motions and the powerful thrusts were keeping the mists from
flooding into the clear area.

Well, that explained why this training spot
was so free of fog.

The other flocks were still marching toward
us. Their expressions ranged from stoic to the anger of drawn
eyebrows and clenched fists. This was going to get messy if they
didn’t stop to let us explain.

I stomped my feet a few times, trying to
warm myself in the arctic breezes. My foot sank into the slightly
spongy ground, and I had to look down at it again. I still couldn’t
get over the fact that the ground here was exactly how a cloud
looked, but solid. I could lift my foot and slam it down and it
felt as if I was hitting pliant dirt. It was not translucent; I
couldn’t see through to what lay below. I wondered if this was
their land mass or if we were somehow in the sky and there was more
land below us.

My attention was drawn upwards again as the
Angelica stopped ten feet from us. Representatives from all five
flocks were present, their expressions unnervingly similar, making
them all look the same. They were muscular, even the women. For
many of these androgynous beings I’d have had trouble deciding on
which were male and which female. But there was no doubt they were
a warrior race.

A black-wing stepped forward and started to
speak. It was in no language I’d ever heard.

Brace interrupted him. “Speak in
Walker.”

I hid my smile. The flocks looked a little
astonished at his arrogance. They clearly hadn’t spent much time
around Walkers.

“As you wish. Now prepare yourselves for the
first test.” The black spoke again, his voice husky, and it sent
tingles down my spine. The otherworldly quality of the Nephilius
was unnerving.

“First test?” Lucy squeaked. “Abby’s
terrible at tests. She cheated off me every year.”

“Shut up.” I flipped her off. “It wasn’t my
fault; school was boring.”

“Somehow I don’t think they’re talking about
the math or science of Earth,” Brace said, his voice calm.

And in that moment with one synchronized
movement the Angelica had hands full of weapons.

Yep, definitely not math.

“You must prove your worthiness to be in our
tournament.” Another black-wing with a creamy brown skin tone spoke
this time.

A
purple broke from the formation and came at us
from the side, his six-foot-wide wings extended. Colton and Brace
moved so quickly I didn’t even see them, but within seconds they
had the angel on the ground. Both of them rested a foot on his
wings to keep him from moving.

“The females
are not warriors, they’re our …” Brace paused, locking eyes with me
and mouthing sorry
before he continued, “our mates. They’re here
for that purpose only.”

I sucked in hard, almost choking on the air.
Brace had gone with the most logical of explanations, but in
reality hearing those words from his mouth again was like being
stabbed in the heart. Short, sharp pains were running up and down
my left side.

“I think I’m having a heart attack,” I
muttered to Lucy. “Just in case I collapse and you wonder why.”

“Got it. Heart attack. No problem.”

She never even looked up at me. Friend of
the year, that one.

“How weak are your females that they do not
battle? We’re all warriors on Nephilius.” A black-wing again.

Brace and Colton lifted the large Angelica
that had been crumpled under their boots and tossed him back toward
the gathered flocks.

“Our mates are tough. They don’t need to
prove themselves.” Colton looked relaxed as always, but his eyes
were very light blue, and I could almost see shimmers of his wolf
threatening to break free.

Lucy was cursing under her breath, and she
was very inventive. Some of those four-letter words had to be made
up, and yet I still wanted to blush. And on top of that she seemed
to be shedding glittery particles from her skin.

“Uh, Luce, what the hell is that?” I waved
the green mist away.

Her eyes were narrowed in anger, but a small
burst of laughter escaped from her as she shook her arm. “I thought
Malisna was kidding; it’s pixie dust. Apparently we glitter when
pissed off or something. It’s supposed to have some amazing
qualities and purposes. Although we didn’t have time to explore
what they were.”

We were
distracted from this awesome new discovery by an arrogant voice.
“Your women spend too much time flapping their mouths. No wonder
they’re not warriors.” A purple-wing, his
voice low and heavily accented.

My god, they were assholes. And I’d had
enough of their crap for one day.

My power burst from me; my dream energy. I
figured if it worked on Walkers, it should work on these Angelica.
And I was right. The many flock members were suddenly frozen, along
with my friends. Using Walker speed – I was extra fast due to the
gravity, almost floating above the cloud – I darted around to each
of them and wrenched their weapons from their hands.

Brace was
the first to break my illusion; he just stood and watched, a small
smile on his lips. It was so strange. It
was as if he remembered everything of me, but just not our
relationship.

I forced myself to concentrate on my task at
hand. It took me mere moments to strip the helpless warriors. And
by the time the Angelica had recovered I stood right before them, a
pile of their weapons at my feet. The expressions on their faces,
as awareness hit them, ranged from anger and disbelief right up to
fear.

“Lucy and I are warriors,” I told them, “but
we’ll only battle if you threaten us again. Keep in mind I could
have killed you all right then.”

Never hurts to put some fear into them.

And then
just like that those still holding
weapons sheathed them and turned from us to continue their battling
on the wide expanse of clear white cloud. Only a handful stayed to
face us.

“Welcome to Neol, the tournament land. I am
Galern.” A black-wing stepped forward. He had charcoal-colored
skin, just lighter than his wings, and then this mass of
contrasting white hair. “Follow me. I’ll take you to our area. Our
council will give you the rules.”

None of the
other Angelica argued with his statement,
although I noticed two purples exchange glances. Their too perfect,
genderless faces did not give much away, but at a guess, the
black-wings’ status as leaders didn’t have everyone bathing in
ecstatic joy. Just like in Walker society, the princeps were often
respected but not necessarily liked.

Brace and Colton stayed close to either side
of us as we followed Galern around the edge of the field.

“That was really … really freaking hot how
you whipped that angel’s ass.” Lucy was walking, so she had to
glance up at Colton when she spoke. “I never even saw you and Brace
move.”

“Plenty more where that came from, pretty
girl.” Colton leaned down to kiss her on the nose.

I looked away, only to find Brace staring at
me. It was just like the old days, before we were bonded. When we
hadn’t realized that we were true mates, but knew there was
something between us. Except now I was nursing a broken heart and
Brace, unable to remember our love, probably thought he was going
crazy. But as backwards as it sounds, I was calmer when I was with
him. It hurt not being bonded, but his presence gave me some
relief. It was not the torture I’d anticipated.

“It was pretty hot,” I admitted to
Brace.

Wait, what?

He was still staring at me. I had to say
something.

His answering grin as he turned his head
away sent shivers up and down my spine.

“We all know which one of us kicked the most
ass,” I heard him say into the swirling winds.

The mist
grew thicker as we moved away from the white angels and their
wing-flap-athon. Galern did not so much walk as march us along,
never pausing or looking around. Not that there was much to see
here. Besides the majesty of the angel creatures, the land itself
was the most unchanging we’d been to.
Clouds and mist. There had to be something more to it.

Finally the black-winged Angelica came to a
halt. We stopped right behind him and I tried to figure out what
the holdup was. It took me a few moments to realize he stood before
a building. Kind of. The walls seemed to be made of clouds or a
misty substance that had been erected into thin panes of glass. A
frosted glass, though; I couldn’t see inside. From my position the
dwelling looked to be single level, probably around fifty square
feet.

Colton
followed Galern through the open doorway first. Brace brought up
the rear of our group. The men were being very protective. They had
zero trust for these Angelicas. Inside the residence was a large open space. There were five
black-wings scattered around, and three more standing over a large
table. Yes, you guessed it, a cloud table.

“Can they just manipulate this cloud and
mist and create any structure they want?” Lucy asked out loud.

Even though we were near the entrance and
Galern had moved across the room, he still heard. “Our energy
allows us to manipulate our land. We take sustenance from the
clouds and we use them for our comforts.”

The eight others stepped forward, their
faces much more welcoming than back at the field.

“This is the high council of Gaa,” Galern
said.

I raised my brows, wondering what the heck
Gaa was.

He noticed my expression. “Gaa is the name
of the black-winged flock,” he explained. “Gaa is the word for
black in Angelican, our language.”

I was guessing the rest of the flocks were
named for their colors also.

A woman stepped away from the group. She
looked older, a little more wizened than her other council members,
but still tall and graceful. “I am Steva. Welcome to Nephilius, and
the official tournament for this cloud year. We need to go over the
rules so that your stay with us is …” She paused. “Well, not
fraught with peril.”

Ominous beginnings, but hey, not our worst
welcome to a world.

“You have only entered one competitor. The
other three of you will have a designated area. You must not leave
there. And you cannot assist your fighter, no matter what.”

Yeah, that wasn’t happening but
continue.

“There are ten cloud lands on Nephilius.
There are no dangers within this tournament land, but others are
not so safe. Separating the lands are large abysses. If you fall
into these, you will never return.”

Okay, no exploring, check. But how did they
know I’d never return? What was down these holes?

“And at some point we need to take you to
the Isle of Souls.”

The four of
us exchanged confused glances.

“Why?” Brace asked bluntly.

“While it’s not the first time outsiders
have competed in the tournament, the deal struck this year was that
between rounds you would attempt to assist us with our little
problem.”

Her voice rose slightly, she seemed
surprised that we didn’t already know this.

Thank you,
Grantham, a little heads-up would have
been appreciated.

“What’s the Isle of Souls?” I asked, hoping
it wasn’t something too creepy. And no zombies, please. I was still
recovering from my last encounter.

“Since the beginning of our time, when an
Angelica died, their soul would return to the mother cloud.” Steva
pointed skyward. “But for the last thousand or so cycles, every
soul has been trapped on the Isle of Souls.”

“This is throwing off the balance,” Galern
said. “And we believe if the negative there gets too strong it will
suck in all of our souls and trap us in the land.”

“Yes, thank you, Galern,” Steva said,
putting him in his place. “Delane – one of Gaa’s best fighters and
a true champion – just visited the isle and believes that some type
of foreign energy, originating from the abyss, draws the souls and
holds them. We hope you might offer more insight or
assistance.”

I exchanged
a glance with Lucy. It sounded a little like the
energy-sucking thing Que had had set up
in the dark mountains on First World. Maybe this was a Walker
problem.

“We’ll fulfill Grantham’s bargain.
But if the energy originates within the abyss, and we can’t enter
this area, I see a large problem,” Colton said.

Steva nodded but did not comment
further.

Colton moved closer to Lucy, who looked
extra tiny amongst the giants in the room. He was very protective
of her. Not that Brace had been any less of me, but Lucy was the
sort of person who inspired protective instincts. Me not so much.
But I was okay with that. I liked to be my own savior. Brace was
the exception to my rule, and that’s just because I loved him.

“The tournament will start soon. You need to
be fitted with armor and a weapon.” Steva was still speaking. “The
first round is saidon.”

“What’s a saidon?” I murmured to Brace. We’d
used a variety of basic weapons in the compound. But I didn’t know
that one.

“One of my favorite weapons,” he said with a
grin. “I think on Earth they call it sai.”

Oh, right, I was pretty sure I knew what
that was. Just like the one on that animated show with the –

“Turtles,” Lucy trilled, catching my
eye.

Colton snorted. “What do Earth reptiles have
to do with weapons?”

“Teenage mutant ninja turtles,” Lucy and I
said together.

“Raphael used the sai.” I’d love the
three-prong weapon of the red turtle.

“Heroes in a half-shell –” Lucy
started to sing.

“Turtle power.” We finished
together on a shout, thrusting our clenched fists into the air,
before dissolving into laughter. Television shows from the 80s and
90s had been the best.

Brace and Colton exchanged grins, but it was
clear that they had no idea what we were talking about.

“Earth’s a little wacked out,” Colton said.
And he wasn’t wrong.

“Cute though,” Brace said.

Oh, my. He was staring at me like he wanted
to eat me and I mean that in the non-cannibalistic way. On the
other hand the Angelica were also staring at us. But their looks,
if I had to guess, were a combination of disbelief and disgust.

“So is it a
fight to the death, surrender or a timed-points win?” Brace managed to devour me with his eyes and
still stay focused.

“All events
are three rounds, and it’s either points-based or surrender. We do not fight to the death unless
that is agreed on beforehand. The council from all five flocks form
a panel of judges,” Galern said.

How the hell was that fair for Brace? We
needed a representative on that panel.

“We are
trained to remain unbiased, but the reality is we are probably
harder on our own flock members.” Galern
seemed to read my mind.

Which was impossible, my shield was
solid.

“What are the strengths of the different
flocks?” I asked.

They all froze, but eventually Steva
answered me. “Why do you think we would give you insights? You must
earn your advantage.”

“And yet, I assume, every single Angelica
fighting will already know the strengths and weaknesses of each
flock. So how are you giving us an advantage?” I was over the
bullshit of politics.

“You are
correct.” Steva inclined her head slightly. “And here are the
stats. Black flock – Gaa – are the strongest intellectually and
physically; we are the leaders. Purple
flock – Baa – are the most cunning. You must keep an eye on them.
They’ll do anything to win and can’t be trusted.” She paused.
“Green flock – Saa – are our gentle giants. They’re the largest
physically, but generally non-threatening. They create living
plants from the clouds.”

She spoke methodically, but I sensed more
beneath. She took pride in leading the Angelica.

“Blue flock – Maa – are the kings in the
air. They can fly harder and stronger than any and can use the
blue-and-white camouflage colors to their advantage.”

“How are they to compete when they have no
wings and cannot fly?” Galern shook his head, as if he’d only just
realized.

“They must utilize the advantages they
have,” Steva said, before continuing her explanations. “And the
last flock is white – Jaa – they have control over the mists. They
can bring an iciness that will freeze you to your core.”

“I thought that this battle was solely
hand-to-hand, no powers,” Lucy said, her tone quiet as her eyes
flicked around the room, staring them down.

“The abilities of the Angelica are not
considered powers. These are just our natural abilities.”

Walker
powers were their natural abilities also, but it seemed as if there were two different rules
here.

Steva continued. “There are some rounds
which are only weapon or hand-to-hand, and there are some with no
requirements. Free-for-all.”

I caught Brace’s eyes. They were still
chocolate colored; no stressing from him. I took confidence from
his confidence.

“If we are done with questions, it’s time to
head to the tournament zone,” Steva said, waving us toward the
doors. “I will lead you to your designated area.”

The other black-flock members followed us,
their wings folded down against their backs.

“How are you going to find the half-Walker
if we can’t explore?” Lucy muttered to me, loud enough for the boys
to hear, but not the Angelica, unless they had super-super
hearing.

I worried at my lips. My plan had been to
wait until Brace was fighting and cruise around with my locket
open. I knew the half-Walker would be a fighter and most probably a
black-wing. Our mothers were always from the strongest members of
these worlds.

But that plan had a big kink in it if I was
stuck in one area and couldn’t roam.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 9

 


 


Lucy and I
spent the next few hours learning all about the Angelica. It was
always an eye-opener to see the way these planets functioned.
Thankfully, we weren’t really isolated. The zone for
non-fighters was pretty large, and
different flocks wandered in and out constantly. The Angelica were
regimented, like soldiers, but with a certain level of arrogance
that prevented complete subjugation. They took pride in their
battle abilities, and the flock hierarchy was based solely on their
skills and championship wins.

As soon as
Brace left to get ready for the tournament, assisted by Colton, a chatty blue-wing called Jered, with
ivory-colored hair and large eyes in a shade of caramel, sidled up
to us. Lucy and I took full advantage. He answered most of our
questions without pause. We learned that only the true fighters
came to this tournament. At least half of each flock stayed back on
their home lands. Damn, I hoped my half-Walker was a fighter and
not a housewife or something.

“What
do you do all day?” I asked Jered.

“We spend at
least half the time in meditation. This allows our bodies to rest
and absorb nutrition from the clouds. And other than that we play
games, have fight training and teach our young.” He smiled,
and I was surprised to see that his teeth
were much larger and broader than ours. I hadn’t noticed that on
the others. “Sometimes it feels like a long wait between
tournaments.”

“Jered, you are needed in Maa zone,” another
blue-wing muttered as he marched past.

“For what?” Jered demanded.

But there was no further reply, and with a
loud exhalation of breath our source of information left us.

“Are you going to open the locket now?” Lucy
asked. I hadn’t seen any females close enough yet to bother.

“Might as well.”

I was sure the Angelica would wonder what
the yellow moonstale light was, but I’d just pretend it was some
weird Walker thing. Which technically was the truth.

Lucy and I chatted as we casually walked
around, trying to get as close to each group as possible.

“So the reason we can’t enter your mind is
just pixie strength?” I was curious to hear what she’d learned
yesterday.

“Malisna
said it’s the combination of pixie and faerie. My mind is virtually
impenetrable, unless I want you to see my thoughts. And on top of
that she thinks whatever planted those prophecies also added strength and protection to my
thoughts.”

“Did you find any clue as to who it is?”

Lucy shook
her head, her face scrunching a little and a few flutters of
glitter emerging. “Nope, just that they’re powerful, and that they
would have had to touch me to plant the prophecies.”

I
ground to a halt. “So you’ve actually been close
to them?”

Lucy met my eyes. “More than once. Refis
thinks they could only gift me one vision at a time, so as not to
confuse my mind.”

My mouth was opening and closing. Faces
flashed across my thoughts, everyone we had met since arriving on
First World. Too many people to really narrow it down.

“Well, eff me,” I finally said, shaking my
head.

“Word. Word. Double word,” Lucy
muttered.

The worst part was that anyone close enough
to us to have done something like this was someone I trusted.
Except maybe Lucas and some of the Doreen Walker guards that had
been in and out of our lives. We needed to pay closer attention. I
knew that sooner or later the rest of the Seventine would be
released and we would have to fight them. And if we had a traitor
in our house, then the cards, which were already more than stacked
against us, would crumble to the ground.

Our random wanderings were revealing no
hidden half-Walkers, and although a few eyes were locked on us,
watching our movements, most of the Angelica paid no attention to
us. Suddenly Colton and Brace appeared across the way.

“He’s trying to kill me.” I sighed.

Brace was now outfitted with a chest piece,
arm armor and leg guards across his shins. He held the sai. They
looked a little different to the ones we had seen on Earth. The
tri-spikes were longer and seemed to be made of something very
reflective, shimmering as it moved in his large hands. My gaze was
locked on Brace, and even though he was chatting with Colton, I
could tell by the way his dark eyes caressed my features that he’d
noticed my interest. And liked it.

Lucy was laughing, although she wasn’t much
better drooling over Colton.

I just
couldn’t get over how strong Brace looked; like a
warrior from long ago. It’s mostly true
that after meeting someone for the first time, I pretty much
stopped noticing what they looked like. Unless of course they had
food on their face. Josian was the perfect example. My father was a
scary-ass man, but I barely noticed that now. But my awareness of
Brace never went anywhere and I wondered if it ever
would.

His armor
emphasized his broad shoulders and heavily muscled arms. Brace was
a huge man, and had never looked more so than right
then. My eyes darted to the left as Abernath
marks appeared on Colton – who was a little in front of Brace –
when he entered my sphere of moonstale. The black tribal design
contrasted with his white-blond hair. The yellow light wouldn’t
affect Brace’s marks; they were permanent like my own. So his black
tribal design was always there.

Shit, what the hell was I thinking?

With a gasp I slammed shut my necklace, just
before Brace would have stepped into the light. Holy hell in a
handbasket, that was close. It didn’t matter if our marks were
permanent. I couldn’t let both of us be in the moonstale. Who knew
what would happen? Lucy didn’t notice my near blunder. Her eyes
were still pinned to her mate.

My heart was thundering as to the true
implications of what I’d almost just done. Working to calm my
pulse, breathing deeply in and out, I found my gaze drawn back to
Brace.

Damn sexy Walker, using his maleness to
cloud my judgment.

Brace’s grin
widened. And I felt his amusement in my head. Shit, my mind
barriers had fallen on that last thought. Thank the gods he hadn’t
felt my panic at having the necklace open. Despite that
stupid prophecy, it was obvious our
melding bond had been part of my strengths, not a weakness. Just
little things like the fact I had to work really hard to keep my
thoughts protected now. But did this mean the prophecy was fake? Or
just that there was another reason for Brace and I to be
un-melded?

As the men moved into our radius, an
Angelica group shifted aside to let them reach us.

“You two stay out of trouble?” Colton said,
before leaning down and capturing Lucy’s lips.

Her wings fluttered as she rose in the air.
Now, instead of an awkward distance between them, they were the
perfect height for making out.

“Why ask a question if you were only going
to seal her mouth and prevent an answer,” I said, without rolling
my eyes, which was quite a feat, if you ask me.

“If he ever greets me any other way he’ll be
neutered and running on three legs,” Lucy managed to murmur around
their kiss.

“And I’m the wolf to obey her orders.”

I turned my back on them, focusing on Brace.
“Are you nervous?”

I was a little worried. Yeah, he was the
strongest Walker I knew, and we’re hard to kill. But not
impossible. You just had to inflict enough damage before our
advanced healing could fix it. “Those sai look pretty deadly.”

“Don’t even waste one second worrying.
There’s no chance for the Angelica in this tournament,” he said. I
hid my grin; his confidence needed no boost. “I’m more than capable
and I love a good battle.”

“Can I see?” I said as I held out my
flat-palmed hand.

Brace placed one of the blades onto it. The
saidon was lighter than I expected, but still had a balanced
weight. The tips were razor sharp. Just the slightest brush broke
the skin. It sparkled. Nephilius seemed to have one sun – which
strangely looked like a cloud – high in the sky. Its rays were
casting shimmers of light off the metal.

“What are they made of?” I turned it over,
but there were no marks or insignias.

“Clouds,” Brace said.

I looked up
at him, my brow furrowing. Lucy and Colton were still lip-locked
next to us, but we were doing a pretty good job of ignoring them.
And also pretending that our own attraction wasn’t beating at us.

“The same as
their buildings they manipulate these cloudy mists with their own
energy and can form solid structures. Including the armor and
weapons. They insisted I use their weapons, to keep the playing
field fair.”

I doubted they were interested in fair.
Probably wanted to make sure they stayed in control.

He was standing very close to me. I could
feel his heat all down my side. I found myself closing my eyes as I
handed the weapon back to him. I was having very inappropriate
thoughts right then. Dammit, how was I going to stay unmelded? My
entire body was urging me to throw myself at Brace, to drown in his
strength and love. I forced myself to remember that he didn’t know
me anymore, that I was doing this for the worlds. Tears pricked at
my eyes and I had to turn away.

“Are you okay, Abby?”

I hadn’t been quick enough. I raised my head
and met his eyes. The concern there was so strong and warm that I
almost full-on ugly cried. I managed to keep it to a few stray
tears.

“I lost someone I loved recently; they just
left.” I had to say something, but I didn’t want to pretend anyone
died. I would never tempt fate like that. “Sometimes it hits me
hard.”

He didn’t say anything for a long time. And
then finally he lifted a hand and wiped away a single tear from my
cheek.

“Anyone that walks away from you is a damn
fool.” His hand lingered for a moment before he pulled back and
straightened.

I sucked in a few rapid breaths, trying to
compose myself. I knew he thought it was a man who’d left me and
that was good. Maybe it would create a little distance. We were
getting close … too close. Our bond was going to force a
re-melding.

Lucy left Colton then to wrap an arm around
my shoulder. It was still odd having her meet me at my height, and
on top of that I had to remember not to crush her wings when we
hugged.

“Sorry, Abbs, I shouldn’t be leaving you
with Brace,” she murmured in my ear. “I forget sometimes.”

I squeezed her hand. “All good, Luce, none
of this is your fault.”

The
blame lay squarely with whatever entity
decided to free the Seventine.

Stepping
away, I distanced myself a little from
our group, and attempted to compose my thoughts. It wasn’t really
working, so instead I tried to focus on the Angelica milling around
us. I was just staring out between some purple wings when a flash
of something caught my eye. Looking behind me, I could see that
Lucy, Colton and Brace were discussing battle tactics. So I took
the moment to step further away; it appeared again flashing through
the crowds. I decided to follow the spectra, my eyes keeping track
as it darted between another group of purple-wings. The Angelica
didn’t pay any attention to me as I moved through their
masses.

I wondered how long it would take you to
notice.

I froze as a voice sounded in my head. The
beats of my heart suddenly sounded very loud in my ears. I
recognized it: the first Seventine.

How do you keep finding me? I
demanded, thankful that I sounded tougher than I felt. Hopefully it
wouldn’t sense the bumps coating my skin and the way every hair on
my body was standing at attention.

I can find you on any world. There is a bond
between us. You know it deep down. You’ve had the dreams. Felt the
connection.

Besides the dreams of ruling First World,
there’d been these random few which I’d chalked up to weird
nightmares. They made no sense, flickers of a world filled with
lava and death where I was some type of ghostly person drifting
over the landscapes. It was like I was dead, only I knew I wasn’t.
And there were other ghosts that traveled with me, but I didn’t
know who they were. If they were the Seventine then nightmare was
an understatement.

In the end you will make the choice to join
us. We can offer you the worlds, every single one of them.

I
growled, I’ll never join you.
Never! And I will be the one to lock you up and destroy any chance
of escape. Don’t get used to freedom; you’ll be back in your prison
soon.

Laughter echoed through my mind, loud and
strong. And then I felt its presence leave.

“Are you okay?” A woman with black wings
paused next to me.

I must have looked like a freak just
standing there, staring out into nothing.

“Yeah, just thought I saw something
strange.” I attempted to curl up my lips. I must have achieved
something close to a grin because she returned my smile.

The female
was as perfect and beautiful as the rest of the Angelica, although
not quite as tall. She had short black hair and eyes so dark I
couldn’t differentiate the pupil and iris. Her skin was creamy
brown, her eyes exotically shaped in the corners. Just like a
Japanese woman I knew once on Earth. I realized then that
as this was a female I should be testing for
marks, but just as I fumbled to free my locket another black-wing
appeared next to us.

“Delane, you’re up in the arena,” he said to
the female.

I wondered
if this was the Delane who Steva had
mentioned earlier. The one who’d visited the Isle of
Souls.

She gave me one last nod before turning and
making her way across the space and into the clear zone that was
designated for fighting. I hurried back to my friends; Brace would
have to fight soon and I needed to get onto the moonstale search.
It might take the entire tournament to cross paths with every
Angelica here.

As I raised my face, I saw that Brace was
watching me. My feet faltered for a brief moment before I continued
toward him. No doubt he’d had his eyes on me the entire time I was
gone, making sure I was safe. The man’s protective instincts ran a
mile deep. If we’d still been melded, he’d have followed me, but I
could sense that he didn’t want to seem obsessive at the moment.
Afraid he’d scare me away. Laughable since I was harboring a pretty
serious obsession for him.

Lucy gave me a raised-brows,
what-the-hell-were-you-doing look. I shrugged to say ‘nothing’. She
shook her head, and our silent conversation was done. As the
tournament started to take shape we moved to the edge of the
mist-free zone, which was about the size of three football fields.
From where we were we’d have a perfect view of the fight.

“There’s going to be a demonstration first.”
Brace filled me in on what I’d missed.

I turned my attention to the field. About a
dozen white-wings were using their powers to clear the air; down
the opposite side to us were the panel of judges. Two from each of
the five flocks, their brightly colored wings tucked in behind
them. Standing in the center of the field was Delane, the female
I’d just met. She held a sai in each hand.

I craned my
neck trying to see who her opponent was.
But there was no Angelica close by. My eyes were drawn back to the
impressive image Delane created, and as her powerful wings spread
out like a black cloak, standing high above her head, I felt a gasp
leave my mouth. In two powerful thrusts she took to the sky, and as
I followed her movement I saw the purple-wing zooming like an arrow
straight for her, his twin blades thrust forward.

I held my breath. I wasn’t sure if the
Angelica died easily or not, but judging by their ferocious
expressions, I was pretty sure I’d find out in this tournament.

Delane
twisted in the air at the last second, avoiding the blades and
slicing along the side of her opponent. I could see splatters of
blood against the white backdrop. It was darker than ours, but
still in the maroon tone. The purple-wing
headed toward the ground. I thought he was about to land when at
the last second he spun back and flung one of his blades. A very
sly attack. The saidon lodged itself into Delane’s right wing. She
flinched but didn’t slow, before landing solidly on the cloud land
to face her opponent. Without a sound she reached up and ripped the
weapon from her black feathers.

The
purple gave her no time for recovery. They
clashed in hand-to-hand combat. The clang of blades echoed across
the land. I found myself holding my breath more than once as they
cut into each other. Delane was fast, strong and more highly
skilled than her opponent. It looked as if she was just tiring him
out, his movements slowing until finally in a swift move Delane
knocked him down. Lifting her arms high, she brought the saidon
down and stabbed them through his shoulders, pinning him to the
ground. The purple made no noise. Delane got back to her feet,
turned and walked off the field, disappearing into the crowds. The
purple was eventually freed by others in his flock.

The judging panel moved toward us. Stepping
forward, Steva made a few announcements. They weren’t in English,
though, so I had no idea what she was saying.

Brace brushed against my side. My traitorous
hands reached for him. I managed to stop myself at the last minute.
“Now they divide the tournament field into ten mini zones.” His
voice was low in my ear.

“So there will be ten fights going all at
the same time?”

He tilted his head to the side, as if still
listening to the other language. “Sort of. They stagger the start
of each fight to allow the judges to observe the initial
combat.”

“And then all battles continue for three
rounds or until there’s a winner,” Colton added. “Two flock
representatives are left behind to observe.”

“And on that note, I’m in the first ten, so
I have to go,” Brace said as he pulled free his sai … saidons from
where they’d been tucked into the side of his armor. “Wish me
luck,” he said in a low tone, his lips grazing my cheek.

He left before I could find my voice. I
watched as his long-legged stride crossed the large field. My eyes
widened as I continued to follow his path. In the few moments since
Steva’s speech, the Angelica had split the tournament grounds into
ten distinct zones, using small barriers made from the clouds.

“He’ll be fine, right?” I spoke to no one in
particular.

Colton snorted. “Brace has no equal in the
star system. Worry for the Angelica.”

Easy for him to say. That wasn’t his mate
out there. Colton slanted a half-grin in my direction then, his
expression cocky and speculative. He’d definitely be wondering why
I was so worried, especially given the unbreakable nature of
Walkers.

The first fight was between a blue- and
green-winged. It was as brutal and ferocious as the demonstration
had been. The second fight started about fifteen minutes later, the
judges following the path of each fight. Brace was third – opposing
a blue. My eyes were glued to his zone. His opponent wore the
stupidest grin. He was loving being the first to take on the
outsider. It was going to be sweet when Brace kicked his ass.

The moment
their fight started the blue took to the
air. Brace didn’t move. I wanted to look up and find his opponent,
but the truth was I couldn’t take my eyes from the imposing Walker.
Despite my nerves, I was enjoying the time to stare at him
uninterrupted. Damn, I was kind of failing at my task of limiting
this bond between us; one might think I wasn’t trying very
hard.

Brace almost looked bored, his legs slightly
spread, the thrusting winds from the white flock shifting his dark
hair. And then his eyes flicked to the right. The blue appeared
behind him with both of his saidons thrust forward.

My gasp was lost in the noise of the crowd
around us, but I didn’t have to worry. Brace simply shifted to the
side, the blue’s attack sliding right past him. And then in a
swinging motion Brace brought his weapons around and sliced clean
through one of his opponent’s wings. He followed this with a rapid
pivot before he launched his right saidon. The blade lodged in the
blue’s chest, just above the space where a human heart would sit.
Then before the Angelica could even react to his wound, Brace
uppercut him. The thud of his fist landing against a jaw echoed
across the space.

The shocked noises that rose above the
sounds of battle indicated that a good old-fashioned punch to the
face was not something that happened here much. And when the
Angelica hit the ground, unmoving, I sensed a new respect for Brace
flooding through the flock. Respect and fear. The judges nodded
before moving on to the next zone. Brace’s fight hadn’t even taken
ten minutes. The blue remained unmoving, his still form bright
against the white ground.

“Did he kill him?” Lucy was clutching
Colton’s arm hard enough to leave marks.

“No, the Angelica are almost as hard to kill
as Walkers. You have to make sure you hit both hearts and I’d
probably remove their head as an added measure.”

The wolf was
a little bloodthirsty … wait a second, did he just say
both hearts?

As in two hearts.

My head spun around to find the closest
Angelica. A green-flock male stood eight feet from us. I examined
his body closely. It was humanoid in shape, but his chest looked a
little wider and deeper – I hadn’t noticed before, they were so
huge – with a rib cage that seemed to expand further around the
thoracic area. I couldn’t help but wonder how the blood moved
around. Did both hearts have the same functions, or did one do
something different?

A spicy donut scent yanked my attention to
the field. Brace was moving toward us. Damn, I’d been wasting time.
I should have been searching for the half-Walker female while Brace
was out of reach.

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Lucy and
Colton.

I dashed away, flicking open my locket as I
moved. The moonstale stones were visible as they splashed their
yellow light around. My eyes flicked left and right as I sidled
through and around the groups of Angelica. But there were no Walker
marks appearing. There were three possibilities left: Laos with
gold sunbeams, Kaos with brown stripes, or Gai with white dots. I
had seen all of the marks before and knew, depending on the skin
tone of the Walker, some were harder to see than others. I hoped
the Nephilius half would be distinct.

“Your
contestant did very well.” I ground to a halt as Steva’s words
caught my attention. I moved around a group of purple-wings to stand before her. “The next round will be
broad-sword and will commence in twelve cloud drifts,” she
continued, and I really hoped Brace knew what a cloud drift was. “I
was led to believe that you would not be staying here in between
events.” She examined me closely, her eyes briefly falling on my
open locket.

“Yes, we won’t be staying. We’ll return in
time for the second round.”

I wasn’t sure how many rounds there would
be, but I needed to spend less time gawking at Brace and more
searching for the half-Walker.

“I would appreciate it if you were here
early enough to look at the Isle of Souls. Delane has agreed to be
your guide.”

I let out a deep breath. “Okay, we can do
that.”

“Don’t be late. Delane would never miss a
fight; warrior runs deep in that one’s veins.”

She’d more than demonstrated that on the
field earlier.

Steva walked away. I shook my head a few
times as I followed her path. She was definitely a weird one.

“Abbs!” Lucy
shouted at me. Her voice held a note of
warning.

I discreetly closed my locket, expecting
Brace and Colton to be with her. And sure enough, as I turned
around, all three were crossing the cloud to stand with me.

“Looks like it’s time to go.” I shifted my
shoulders, trying to work out some of my tension.

Lucy nodded.
“Yep, they not so subtly told us to get
lost.”

“Steva said the next round is in twelve
cloud drifts,” I said, my lips curving. “I hope one of you has a
cloud watch.”

Brace, who was back in his original clothes,
grinned at me. “Very close to twelve hours.”

“They want to take us to the Isle of Souls,
so we need to be here in about ten hours then.” I exhaled loudly;
it felt as if I should be really tired, but as usual my Walker
genes kept me full of vitality.

I was getting so impatient to gather the
half-Walkers, especially after having the Seventine randomly appear
in my head. I wanted to be strong enough to beat them, and right
now we weren’t. I needed all seven girls and time for us to develop
our powers. But for now it was time to head home to First
World.
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I followed
Brace through the doorway back to Angelisian. His broad shoulders
blocked my vision of the beach house, but then, as he moved aside,
I noticed the man leaning against the front railings. The black of
his skin contrasted beautifully with the
lighter tones of my home.

Jedi, princeps of the Walker clan Gai.

I clenched
my fists tightly as my heart froze in my chest. What was he going
to tell me now? The previous month Jedi had come to me and
explained about something called convergence. The moment where the
tethers of all seven worlds would join, allowing the Seventine to
sever them in one fell swoop. And this was as serious as it
sounded. Instead of giving us time to fight them and save the
worlds, they would be able to absorb all energy in a single moment
and end life as we knew it. Jedi had been doing some research to
figure out the date this might happen.

And judging by the look on his face, he
wasn’t going to give me good news.

Best case scenario was that the convergence
was set to happen soon, because all seven of the Seventine needed
to be free to have the strength to sever the cord. And at the
moment only four had escaped their prison. But deep down I knew
that the entity who’d set this entire chain of events in motion
knew the exact convergence date and had planned all of this
accordingly. We were the ones chasing our tails, trying to find
information and play catchups. We’d been behind since the start and
I wasn’t sure we’d made any ground yet.

“What’s Jedi doing here?” Brace said,
expression unchanged but his tone hard.

I shrugged. “I’m not sure. He might have
some information about the Seventine.” I was happy that my voice
sounded calm. “I’ll see you in nine or ten hours?”

It was a pretty obvious hint. I wanted him
to stay, but it was better if he left for so many reasons.

“I do need to check on the Abernaths, but
I’m happy to stay if you need me.”

He was eyeballing Jedi now, his gaze pinning
the handsome, dark-skinned Walker to the spot. No one messed with
Brace, not even other princeps.

“I’ve got her back,” Lucy trilled,
fluttering her wings. Her voice was so much more singsong now. “You
and Colt head to your planet, sort the peeps and make sure you get
back in time for Nephilius.”

Bossy little pixie.

Colton, who
had been standing across from her, stalked closer. “Are you trying
to get rid of us, pretty girl?” He cupped her chin when she rose to
his height. “Because I think it’s my duty to bitch and moan, right
before I work very
hard to change your mind.”

Lucy leaned in close, her mouth brushing his
cheek. “I can think of many things I’d rather be doing than letting
you go to Abernath.” I could just hear her breathy whisper. “But
duty calls.”

“Screw duty,” Colton all but growled. “I
don’t want to leave you.”

“It’s just for a few hours and you’re
Brace’s second and best friend. He needs you too.”

Resignation crossed the perfect planes of
Colton’s features. His full lips were pressed into a straight line,
but that didn’t stop him placing a gentle kiss on her cheek.

“You stay here and out of trouble,” he said
as he pulled back. “No adventuring and no pixies.”

I knew by the look on Lucy’s face that this
was about ten seconds from flaming into an argument. And sure
enough, as I turned to face Brace, four-letter words were spewing
from her mouth.

Ignoring this, I gave Brace a smile. “I’ll
just head over to Jedi now, see you tomorrow?”

He nodded, the brown of his eyes darker than
usual but not black. “Call if you need me, Re …” He broke off with
a shake of his head.

Had he almost said Red? The nickname had
been unsaid since the lalunas broke our bond.

“Call me if anything happens, Abby,” he
finally finished, confusion warring with his unease.

I nodded before forcing my gaze from him. It
hurt to turn away, as if I’d run my face across sandpaper. I had to
gulp down the tears, but since Jedi was watching me closely as I
crossed the green grass to him, I didn’t have the luxury of
breaking down. I was halfway across when I felt Lucy at my
back.

“You’re doing great, Abbs, the boys are gone
now.” She wrapped her smaller hand around mine. “You can relax a
little.”

I already knew they’d left; Brace’s power
was unmistakable. It was always obvious when he was close. Or gone.
And both ways hurt more than I’d ever imagined. I just wanted to be
able to breathe again. It felt as if something heavy pressed on my
chest, and exhaling every single puff of air was hard work. If I
wanted to stem the impending waterworks, it was definitely time for
a change of subject.

“Good or bad news, do you think?” I kept my
voice low. We were about twenty feet from Jedi now.

“Despite my pixie powers of premonition, I’m
getting nothing from Jedi.” Lucy snorted. “He’s a closed book. How
unusual for a Walker.”

I wondered where Josian was. Usually he’d be
out here too, with his sneaky need to know everything.

“Aribella of Doreen.” Jedi moved forward
from where he had been leaning against the railing. “You’re looking
well.”

His eyes appraised me, but not in a creepy
way. He was just one of those men who oozed sensuality. It was hard
not to respond, but my heart was so firmly Brace’s that Jedi didn’t
even register. Unfortunately, he didn’t know I was taken anymore,
and half-Walkers were a rare and prized catch in the Walker
world.

“Thank you. It’s nice to see you again.” I
was polite, but made a point to avoid the Walker handshake, which
was too close to a hug for my liking. “Do you have some news for me
on the convergence?” I got right to the point.

I don’t think I’d ever noticed before, but
Jedi’s eyes were very dark. They were unusual, though, seeming to
have a ring of silver around the pupil, distinguishing it from the
iris.

“Should we venture inside for privacy?” he
asked, not taking those distinctive eyes off me.

I shook my head. “No, between Samuel and
Francesca, who come and go at random, I don’t trust words spoken
inside those walls right now.”

We knew someone was betraying us, and as
hard as it was to think my own home might be compromised, my
instincts were urging me to be cautious.

“I’d prefer if we moved further toward the
ocean. I want to see if anyone is sneaking up on us.”

“You’re starting to think like a warrior,”
he said as we moved away from the house. “A large responsibility
has fallen on your shoulders, and unfortunately, no matter what way
this plays out, it will change you. True challenges always do.”

Since I barely remembered the naïve girl I’d
been when I left New York all of those months ago, he made a good
point. It amazed me how unaware I’d been, never knowing who I was
or where I truly came from. Maybe ignorance is bliss to some, but I
preferred knowledge. We stopped when we reached the open space
between the house and ocean. I was glad that the crashing waves
muffled our words to any curious enough to listen in.

Jedi
detailed his information straight up. “I’ve been continuing my
research since we last spoke, combing through every archive and
scroll I could find.” His onyx eyes stared out into the flashing
colors of the ocean. “I had no faith that I would
discover the information we needed, searching
for facts on the dawn of our race … I was fumbling in the dark.” He
turned back to face us. “But then I found it. I don’t know where
the scroll came from, or how I had missed it the million times I
searched before, but this appeared in my stores.”

He reached into the large side pockets of
his shirt and pulled free a rolled piece of what looked like old
parchment, or skin maybe. It was a dark tan, ragged around the
edges, but did not have a frail look to it. Solid and thick
instead. He unrolled it slowly, and unfamiliar writing and figures
emerged as each layer was revealed.

Lucy and I leaned closer. “What does it
say?” I asked, examining the dark print closely.

I felt like I should understand what was
here, but I didn’t. My mind was searching for the answers, but they
seemed to be just out of reach. Like slippery soap, I couldn’t
grasp the thoughts. And then suddenly I was reminded of the book
from pixie lands; the same sort of familiarity struck me.

“This is the first scroll,” Jedi said,
reverence layering his tone.

When we didn’t react, his eyes flicked
quickly between us. He must have been expecting a woohoo or
something.

“Awesome, the first scroll.” I nodded a few
times. Get on with it.

“Yep, the very first,” Lucy added.

We both glanced at each other and back at
him. “We have no idea what that is?” we said together.

Our response seemed to both amuse and
frustrate him, but still a smile curved up his cheeks.

“Our stories
indicate that the original seven Walkers didn’t record anything of
their time and history in writing … well, not for the first few
centuries. But when the Seventine threat
emerged and had to be contained, they decided there needed to be a
record of what happened, in case the prison needed to be
strengthened. There are lots of scrolls from this time. I have many
of them, but no one had ever seen the first scroll. This parchment
is the backstory of Walkers, recording all of the moments from the
birth of our race.”

I had to clench the side of my jacket to
stop myself reaching for the scroll. This was the most important
piece of information we had to date.

“Keep in
mind the reality of this scroll was
legend. We had all heard of its existence, but I had never met a
Walker with actual memories of viewing it.”

Adrenalin flooded through me. “Are you
saying this is literally the scroll that no one has ever seen? The
scroll that gives the complete origins of Walkers.”

He held his free hand palm up to us. “Don’t
get too excited. This is the scroll, but there are two
problems.”

“Alright, hit me with them,” I said, trying
not to let my fear and excitement show.

Most Walkers
didn’t treat me like a child despite the
hundreds or thousands of years between our ages, and I often found
myself trying to act serious and mature around them. Brace and
Josian were an exception to this rule.

Jedi held my gaze for a few moments – any
longer and it would have been pretty awkward – before he started
speaking. “Some of the scroll I cannot decipher. It’s either
written in code or in a language I’m not familiar with.” He ran
that free hand over the top of his head. “And I thought I knew
every language dead and alive.”

“And number two.” Lucy hurried him
along.

“The bottom part is missing.” He smoothed
the parchment all the way to the end, lying it completely flat
between his two hands, and I saw immediately what he meant.

The bottom was cut away, tattered edges
leaving no doubt that there used to be something more attached.

Our faces
must have looked pretty crestfallen, because he clicked his tongue
a few times. “But I’ve salvaged some useful information. I plan on
sharing it with the princeps at the next
meeting, but since you’re out in the star system, risking yourself
daily in tangles with the Seventine, you deserved to know straight
away.”

I stood taller, my upper body leaning toward
him.

“This contains calculations which allowed me
to get a definite timeframe for the convergence, or to confirm what
I already knew. From the release of the first Seventine, they have
fourteen First World months to finish the freeing. They have used
almost eight of those months – over half – and it looks as if the
convergence will be at the twelve-month mark.”

That would be around my nineteenth birthday.
I couldn’t believe that so much had happened since my Walker
enlightenment, and to think it might all be over in a year. I
wanted longer; it was not enough time.

“So the
First World calendar that exists, the one which marks December
31st and January 1st, comes from the actual
date the original seven were formed?” I stared at him, before
rubbing at my temples.

It was hard to wrap my mind around the fact
that so much of Earth and all of these worlds originated with the
Walkers. My people had their hand in basically every important
aspect.

Jedi
chuckled at my expression. “Yes, as far as I know the beginning of
time-recording started with the Walkers, and even with time differences, the calendars are essentially
the same on each world. And this scroll confirms these
calculations.”

“What else does the scroll say?” Lucy was
fluttering higher; she was eye level with me.

“It has
instruction on how they planned on locking away the Seventine. I
don’t know which theory worked, because
after the originals disappeared there were no more notes.” He was
rubbing his thumb over the ragged end of the parchment. It was the
type of nervous twitch Walkers didn’t usually display. “According
to the broken words I managed to translate, the original and
Seventine weren’t always enemies.”

“What?” I gasped, his words reverberating
around my head. “They’re evil … the enemy. They want to destroy all
the worlds.”

Jedi
shrugged. “That’s what we were always told, but according to this
they were definitely power crazy and had some grandiose ideas that
they were gods sent to control all sentient beings, but in no way
do the originals depict them as pure evil.” He paused for quite a long moment. “They refer to
them as their brothers.”

Oh, hell no. I’d been in their presence too
many times. They were definitely crazy and evil.

“What was
their main theory on locking them away?” I finally
asked.

“They
planned to use their blood and power. Each one
of the originals would bleed themselves and their essences into the
walls of the prison, believing they were the only ones strong
enough to ever contain the Seventine.”

“Did they know it was going to end their
existence?” I felt a slow ebb of panic flood my body.

I was starting to wonder if we seven
half-Walkers were going to make it out of this battle alive. Would
it cost us our lives to lock the Seventine away again?

Lucy interrupted him before he could answer.
“What happens if the half-Walker girls do hold the energy of the
seven originals? Are you saying they might have to perform the same
ritual to lock them away?” Her words were coming out in short
bursts. “And it could suck out enough energy that they would cease
to exist.”

I could hear the horror in her voice. She
turned to me. “That can’t happen. I won’t let that happen.”

I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t huge on
self-sacrificing, but the seven of us were not worth more than
every world and its inhabitants. The math was clear on that one. As
much as it pissed me off, the fact was that the sacrifice of a few
to save many made perfect sense.

“I don’t know.” Jedi shook his head. “But at
least now we have more information. This parchment details the
phrases to be spoken and a few different symbols that we must paint
on the prison for the permanent imprisonment. It’s complex and
cannot be performed without all the original seven powers. Because
each one held an element that created a complete prison.”

Another piece of the puzzle. Each of us
half-Walkers held a specialty power, and they definitely worked
together and balanced each other.

“Walkers’ powers are built on six
elements. Fire, water, wind, earth, spirit, and shadow. The seventh
was the ...”

“Conduit,” I finished for him.

He didn’t look surprised. “Yes, the seventh
was the one who tied everyone together and combined the power.”

Lucy and I exchanged glances. We had fire,
water, earth, and the conduit. It was starting to look a lot like
we did hold the energy of the originals.

“What else does the scroll say?” I had
noticed Josian step onto the front verandah, and I attempted to
hurry Jedi along.

“The part
that’s cut off seemed to detail the lives the originals were living
at the beginning of the existence of this star-system. The reason
we were created had to do with forming and influencing these seven worlds. There were tasks the
originals were working to fulfill. I’m not sure if this happened or
not, because this is the part that’s missing.”

“So this is like a billion years ago?” I was
recalling our last conversation about the convergence. “How is it
that Walkers have existed that long?”

Jedi smiled. “Walkers are reborn over and
over. When they tire they rest for many years and eventually their
energy is regenerated and they emerge as new entities. They have
none of their old memories, except the knowledge that they have
lived before.”

Brace had mentioned that to me.

“Essentially they’re the same Walker, the
same energy. They will always be the same sex, so males are always
males, but their minds are renewed. I think the oldest
intact-memory Walker now would be around ten thousand years.”

“I did notice the older Walkers were a tad
on the … um, how should I say this … crazy train,” Lucy said,
trying not to laugh.

“Time does strange things to a mind,” Jedi
agreed.

“So if a Walker says they’re five hundred
years old,” I said, thinking of Brace. “Would that be all of their
lives or just the current one?”

“Every
Walker looks at it differently, but generally we refer only
to the age of our current
life.”

Whoa, so Brace was even older than I’d
thought, in a manner.

“So there are some Walkers who are literally
millions of years old, just recycled, with their minds cleared,” I
said. “How does that work if you’re killed, and how are new babies
born?”

“If we
release our own energy to be recycled, as you say, then we
come back as the same being. If we are killed, the energy scatters
and reforms as new Walkers. It’s hard to understand, but
essentially every new, old and other Walker is formed from energy
that already exists.”

I shook my head. It was so weird to think
about.

Josian was almost upon us now, and he must
have heard the last part of our conversation. “So when I said that
Walkers can create their own energy and make new life, I was kind
of simplifying things.” He said this as he moved in to stand beside
Jedi.

He was much taller than the Gai Walker. We
waited for him to continue.

“We can create new life, but we also recycle
old energy that has been freed. Our babies are a combination of
both.”

“Do you know which it will be when you
decide to have a child?” I couldn’t believe how many things I still
didn’t know about Walkers.

Josian and Jedi shook their heads. “No, the
energy comes to us and it’s beyond our control. The great mother of
all decides who’s blessed with what.”

“So I could most definitely contain the
energy of the original seven?”

“Yes, but only parts of it, because the rest
of their energy holds the walls of the prison,” Josian said.

I had a sudden thought. “Could we free their
energy from the prison? Would they be reborn or reformed?”

The Walker princeps exchanged a glance
before Jedi answered. “Every time the Seventine frees the next of
its brothers, in effect it is freeing the energy of the originals.
By the time they’re all free, the originals’ energy will be free.
But even if they’re reborn, it would be years before they’re any
help.”

I rubbed at my temples. “So that means right
now four of the originals have energy floating around the
star-system. What’s it doing?”

Josian
reached out and slowed my movement. He held my hands to keep them
from rubbing the skin off my face.
“Energy is everywhere, and free energy has one aim in life: to find
a purpose. Their energy will be free until it’s called for
rebirth.”

I wondered if we could somehow find this
energy and use it to reform the prison. That way, the half-Walkers
would not have to die.

“Why are you here, Jedi?” Josian faced his
friend.

The Gai
princeps quickly explained about the parchment he’d found and the
information contained within it. I couldn’t quite tell Josian’s
thoughts on this. He looked a mix of relieved and confused. They
decided to call a princeps’ meeting the
following night and throw around some ideas.

“I just have to run inside for a moment.” I
had a thought. “Can you wait a moment, Jedi?”

He nodded
and, ignoring Lucy and Josian’s confused looks, I dashed in
to the house. I didn’t see anyone as I ran
through to my room. Retrieving the pixie book from behind my
pillow, I followed the same path back to the beachfront.

Three sets of eyes watched me as I ran up. I
held the book to Jedi. I wasn’t even breathless as I started
talking.

“So Lucy and I freed pixie land, and Queen
Malisna gave me this book. I feel as if it’s important, but I can’t
read it. You said you know almost all languages. Can you see if
there’s anything in here?”

He gently clutched the tome in his large
hands. His eyes dropped to the cover and they widened. “Were there
more books in pixie land?” His voice was low, rumbly.

Lucy and I both nodded. “Thousands,” I
said.

“Thank you for this. You may have found
something very important indeed. I need to speak with the pixies.
I’ll come back to you if I find anything.” He met my gaze and I saw
a shimmer of hope there.

“Speak with you soon.” Jedi saluted before
leaving via a doorway.

“We can
trust him, right?” I had a panicked thought: maybe I
should have asked Josian before handing over
that book? But Jedi had brought us information about the scroll,
although none of us could confirm he was telling me
everything.

“Jedi is one of the good Walkers,” Josian
said. “His sense of honor is without reproach. Your book is in safe
hands.”

I was surprised that Josian didn’t want to
know more about the book. Instead he just smiled and gave Lucy and
me a hug, his long arms pulling us close. “I’m glad to see you
survived your first day on Nephilius. Have you found the
half-Walker?”

I shook my head as he let us go. “No, we
don’t know who she is yet. I’ll have to keep wandering around with
my necklace. The only problem is trying to open it when Brace isn’t
close.”

His bronze
eyes landed on me. “It’s important that you don’t reform the bond.
It would undo everything you sacrificed to achieve, and we don’t
know the damage that could
wrought.”

His words sent a flood of anger through me.
I knew all of this already, and I was sick of the unknown and the
worry. I just wanted everything to be fine.

“So what do you want to do tonight?” Lucy
asked as we made our way toward the house. “We don’t have to leave
for Nephilius for a few hours.”

I tried to think about what I really wanted
– besides Brace at my side. I wanted my girls around me.

“I think a girls-only slumber party might be
the key for tonight,” I said, feeling my spirits lift. Nothing like
the therapy of friends and family to put things in perspective.

And I knew deep in my heart that the
half-Walkers were not spending enough time together. Our powers
needed to mingle and learn each other. We needed to be so familiar
that our energies meshed together without thought.

“The theatre room would be perfect for
that,” Josian said. “You grab the girls and I’ll let your mother
know to break out the food.”

Lucy and I
hurried along then. We had never had an
opportunity to do these normal girl things on Earth. And I didn’t
know about her – although the green glitter floating around gave a
good idea – but I was damn excited.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 11

 


 


The five of us stretched out our legs. Lucy
was the teacher that night as she demonstrated how to paint our toe
nails. There were these little gadgets on First World that dyed
your nails, but Lucy declared that to be able to do this by hand
was a skill every girl should have. Somehow she’d procured little
bottles of what looked like paint, and some tiny brushes.

As she layered a sparkly purple across her
nails, each of her strokes was smooth and clean. I had more of the
red I’d chosen on my actual toe than on the nail, but it was fun
nonetheless.

Cerberus was sprawled next to me. He was
back to horse size and both heads lolled to the side as he observed
the room. He looked a little disgusted, but that might be because
of the bright pink nail polish he was sporting on one of his paws.
A few growls directed at Lucy had prevented the second set of nails
from being completed. But knowing my pixie friend, that wouldn’t
deter her for long. And she was less patient than I’d even
expected.

“Cere,” she trilled. “Can I finish your
other front paw? You look ridiculous with only one done.”

Yeah, that was why he looked ridiculous.

He sniffed loudly and tucked his legs under
him. Four eyes leveled on her in a glare.

I waved my little brush at her. “He’s a
hellhound, woman. If you paint his other nails I’ll be forced to
defend his badassness and kick your butt.” I came to Cerberus’
defense.

She pouted before moving back to her own
toes.

“So what’s the aim of this practice?” Ria
asked. She’d chosen an earthy green that matched the ivy print
across her hair. “How does this find you a mate?”

Lucy and I cracked up.

Between chuckles I managed to answer. “I’m
not sure this can find you a mate. On Earth women would paint their
finger and toe nails, dye their hair, rip the hair from their body,
and perform many other ghastly practices in the search for a
husband and eternal youth.”

Lucy and I had always thought we were so
lucky. We had far less body hair than the Earth girls in the
compound, never needing to wax or shave. But now we knew it had
nothing to do with luck and everything to do with our Walkers and
pixie genes.

My words had Fury, Talina and Ria’s mouths
falling open, and the nail polish falling from their hands.

“Was it in the vain hope that a man would
save them from the torture they inflicted on themselves?” Talina
finally asked.

Fury interrupted. “Whatever the reason,
let’s be grateful for a moment that we belong to worlds where, if
you find your one true mate, it doesn’t matter about any of those
things. They’re tied to you on a level that means you’re perfect
for them no matter how … hairy you are.”

Chuckles rocked my chest again.

“It’s a little scary, though, don’t you
think?” Lucy had finished her left foot and was moving on to the
right. “If you have only one true mate, what happens if they die?
That’s life over for you too, right?”

“I’d rather five minutes with Dune than a
lifetime of safety without him.” Fury was uncharacteristically
sentimental as she shifted her masses of silvery white hair off her
shoulders. Her voice was quivering and her eyes a little watery. “I
know with massive highs come depths of lows. But what would life be
without the spark he brings to me? Good or bad, I’d take any amount
of time with him.”

Fury had actually been the hardest to
convince to spend a night without Dune. Those two were virtually
inseparable. And since she was one of the toughest, most
independent women I knew, that said a lot regarding their bond.

“We don’t seem to have quite the same bonds
on Spurn. In general there are no long-term relationships,” Talina
said as she stared at the movie playing quietly on the huge
projector screen. “It must be my Walker side that ties me so
completely to Ladre.”

“Does that mean he doesn’t feel the same
way?” Ria’s lyrical tones floated around the large room.

Talina pursed her lips, before turning back
to her feet and attacking her toes with what I’d deem unnecessary
force. “I’m not sure. He says that he feels the tie and the bond
between us. But I can’t help wonder if it’s simply that there are
no other Spurns here.”

“Have you offered to send him back to
Spurn?” I asked, attempting to keep my voice gentle. “That might be
the truest test.”

The expression on her face just about broke
my heart. It was hurt and longing, and in her eyes was a love so
strong it was burning a hole through the foot she was glaring
at.

She sighed, her hands slowing and her
strokes of polish moving more precisely. “I haven’t asked him
directly, but I’m pretty sure he wants to go back.” Her voice
broke. “I haven’t been able to find the strength to let him
go.”

I opened my mouth to say something else – I
hoped a little less blunt and more reassuring this time – but she
continued before I could speak.

“In the end, it will be better to send him
home. That way he can really decide what he wants, and if he
chooses us, I’ll know that he’s in it for the long haul. That this
is as real to him as it is to me. So I should let him go.” She
dropped her head to rest on her raised knees, and her long emerald
hair surrounded her protectively. She was finished with her toes
now and handed Lucy the paint.

I reached out and snagged one of my arms
around her shoulder, trying not to kick our wet toenails. “It’ll be
okay, Talli, you’re special and Ladre sees that. Besides, you
always say he’s not like a normal Spurn. Maybe that’s because he
was born to love a beautiful half-Walker. It won’t take him long to
realize that Spurn is an awfully lonely world without you.”

“And if he doesn’t realize how awesome you
are,” Lucy growled, “I’ll kick his butt.”

“More like pixie-dust his ass. Hope he likes
to wear green glitter.” Fury lifted her chin in Lucy’s direction,
stirring her as usual.

Talina smiled at their antics, before
becoming solemn again. “I know. He just worries about the clans,
whether the Baroons are ruling fairly without him. How the Earons
are faring without Gladriel or … Raror.” Her voice broke over her
brother’s name. “Just all of the things a good leader
considers.”

And Ladre had been a good leader. Despite
the clan rivalries, he’d been liked and respected by most of the
inhabitants. But I was with Lucy. I’d be kicking him right in the
ass if he hurt Talina.

“I’m going to let him go.” Talina nodded her
head decisively a few times. “It’s the best thing in the end.” One
of her rare true smiles finally appeared. “But enough about me.
Let’s move on to something more positive.”

We were all
finished our toenails now, and Lucy jumped across to junk food and
gossip. I threw a handful of some sort of delicious mini
alamonlette chip cookies in my mouth before
almost spitting chunks of them across the room at Lucy’s next
question.

“So, Ria, is your mate going to be a member
of a pack on Regali? Can the animal-people be with … not pack?”

I tried to
contain my chuckles. Lucy was going to find herself strung up in a
bunch of vines soon. And I already knew
the answer to this from my earlier conversation with the Regali
half-Walker.

Ria grinned,
her beautiful face creasing in mirth,
although a slight pink mottled her cheeks at the question. “We have
mated pairs on Regali, but they stay within the specific packs, so
a leon only mates to another leon.” The smile dimmed slightly. “I
have no pack, and no other that’s like me, so I always believed I
would be alone. Which is not a problem.” She finished hastily.
“Being queen is more than enough to sustain me.”

“But you’re
Walker. You could find your mate on First World or amongst the
other Walker clans,” I offered, wanting
her to know that her disappearing-dream-man wasn’t her only option.
“There’s nothing like having a mate. Don’t give up so
easily.”

“You don’t have a mate, Abbs,” Fury bluntly
pointed out.

“Uh, that was rude, Fury,” Lucy snapped.
“Don’t make me pixie-dust your ass. You’ll look like a freaking
Christmas tree, all green and red.”

I cleared my throat, interrupting before war
or fire bombs broke out. “Yes, I know, but I see how it is for you
and Lucy. I can tell that a true mate completes you.”

Cerberus must have sensed my distress. He
dropped one of his heads onto my thigh, and the comfort was
instant.

“Well, I won’t give up then. Maybe my mate
is just around the corner.” Ria was genteel as always.

“We’ll have to introduce you to Lucas,” Lucy
grinned, “you two have a lot in common.”

Lucky I’d
finished the cookies, but I did almost snort quant
juice from my nose. Once I had stopped coughing
I spluttered my words at Lucy.

“You’ve got to be kidding me. What in the
world – besides exceptional physical genetics – do they have in
common?”

“Exceptional physical genetics?” Talina
furrowed her brow.

“They’re
both hot as hell.” Lucy laughed. “Well … Lucas and Ria are royals,
they lead their people fairly, they even talk in the same
politically correct
phrases.”

Ria tilted her head as she examined her
already dry nails. “I feel that there couldn’t be a more disastrous
love match than two leaders from different worlds. We would forever
be torn apart or forced to choose between love and our people.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” The masculine voice
had us all spinning to face the doorway.

Cerberus was suddenly on his feet in front
of me, low growls filling the room and raising the hair on my
arms.

Lucas stood there, a grin on his handsome
features, although he looked a little unsure when he faced the
two-headed guard hound. He was dressed all in black, which set off
his icy blond hair and blue eyes. And he was sans crown at that
moment.

“Sorry to intrude. I dropped by hoping to
catch Abby between world-jumping.” His eyes scanned the room before
coming to rest on Ria. “I didn’t realize I was interrupting girl
time.”

And then, as if Lucy had preempted the
future again, something passed between the gazes of Lucas and
Ria.

“No,” the Regali half-Walker gasped, “it
can’t be you.”

Lucas fisted both hands into his hair. His
eyes widened as his features froze. “I … shit … I can’t believe
this,” he muttered, before taking a step toward her. “You can’t be
real. The dreams were not real; Abby’s the chosen Empress. This
makes no sense.”

“Dreams?”
Lucy interrupted.

Oh, shit. Lucas was the man she’d
talked of.

My heart was
aching again, but for Ria this time. She looked like she was about
to cry. Damn, the more people I cared about, the more my emotions
were stretched ten ways.

Ria’s voice wavered as she crossed her arms
across her chest. “When I was younger my world was pretty harsh. My
mother was gone and I was trying to find my place among the packs.
I remember the first time, during my spiritual ventures, a young
boy appeared. When he visited me I wasn’t alone; there was another
just like me.”

“Sounds like she was sampling the calia
flowers,” Lucy murmured to me.

I elbowed her. At that point Cerberus must
have decided Lucas was no threat. He settled back into a sleeping
position, resting his head on his half pink-tipped paws.

“Over the
years his appearance changed; we grew older together.” Ria stood
then, her masses of luscious hair falling to her calves.
“I never thought he was real, and I never
realized how much I relied on those moments, until he stopped
arriving.” She stalked right up to the dumbstruck Emperor. “You
stopped once I became queen, as if you thought I no longer needed
you. I still needed you!” she practically shouted in his face,
before storming from the room.

Wow, I’d
rarely seen Ria worked up like that. When
she’d told me about the spiritual dreams she’d been mostly sad. But
now … well, her anger was almost as extreme as her reaction when we
had found all of her dead and skinned pack members. Which told me
how strong her feelings were right now.

“Uh-oh, you have some explaining to do,
king-boy,” Lucy trilled. She fluttered in the air, sparkling dust
wafting from her.

“I think maybe you have some explaining to
do, Luce.” I reached out and yanked her out of the air. “You
totally predicted that and pretended like it was just a throwaway
comment.”

“I told you,” she twitched her lips, hiding
a smile, “I still have pixie powers of premonition. Some of my
visions were definitely my own. And now that my mind is protected,
I can sense what belongs to me and what is … other.”

Confused muttering erupted around the room.
We hadn’t told the girls yet that not all of Lucy’s visions had
been real. Having no choice now, Lucy quickly explained what she’d
learned about pixies and her new abilities. When she was finished,
I locked the shell-shocked emperor in my gaze.

“Back to you, Lucas, you also dreamed of
Ria?” I asked him as he crashed onto one of the squishy couches,
his head in his hands.

“I should go after her. I can’t sit here
while she’s upset,” he said, his voice muffled. “But I know this
can never work; I’ve always known that you were my chosen.” He
lifted his head and faced me. “I won’t do this to First World or to
you, Abby. You’ll be all alone.”

Uh, wait, what did he just say? The girls
were clearing their throats and trying not to look too closely at
each other. Great friends. They were about ten seconds from
laughing their butts off.

“I’m perfectly capable of finding a man.” I
flipped Lucas off. Yeah, he was the emperor, but he was also an
asshat. “And I have no interest in being your empress.”

The room exploded in laughter then. Lucy was
draped across Cerberus as her chest shook.

Lucas ignored my soon-to-be-ex-best-friends.
“Fate dictates differently. I’m the emperor; you’re the chosen
empress; there’s a connection between us,” he said.

“You’re wrong, Lucas.” Lucy pulled herself
up, her laughter more contained. “I see the path very clearly on
this and Ria’s your chosen. But there’s some truth to Abby being
the empress also. It’s now up to you to find the path where both of
these ‘destinies’ align.”

I narrowed
my eyes at her. Dammit, whose side was Lucy on? As if I didn’t have
enough to occupy my time, and she knew about Brace – he was my
future. There was no way I could rule Abernath as the
princep’s mate and First World as the
empress. Talk about torn between love and your people. I’d be in
the same up-shit-creek-without-a-paddle-boat as Lucas and
Ria.

Suddenly Lucas’ face brightened. I narrowed
my eyes in suspicion. Why were his eyes so sparkly? Where had the
lines of stress gone? What was his scheming mind up to now? He met
my laser-beam eyes. I was giving him the glare of a century. He
smiled, just to be more annoying than usual.

“Could that work, Abby?” His voice was low.
“For the first time in the history of our rulers, could we have an
emperor and empress who ruled together, but were not romantically
linked?”

And his thoughts were suddenly very clear. I
rubbed my hands across my face, giving myself a moment to consider
his words. Shit. I wanted to protest, but his words resonated with
a ring of truth. On occasion I still had the dreams of First World;
the ones where I was the one to save the people. I’d never
mentioned it to anyone, not even Lucy, but in these dreams I was
the empress, and the ruling duo of me and Lucas worked. My more
practical and less privileged nature tempered Lucas and provided
the perfect ruling balance.

“Abby?” Lucy sidled closer.

I was lost in thought. I’d never noticed
before, but not one of the dream scenes involved anything romantic
or sexual with Lucas. We were often together, making decisions, but
we never touched or kissed. In my need to ignore these visions, I’d
not paid close enough attention to the facts being presented to
me.

“I’m not
happy to admit this, but … I think you might be right, Lucas,” I
finally said. “We’re definitely not true mates; I know that for a fact.” I held my hand up before he could
ask how. “But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a tie to First
World and its people.”

Lucy interrupted Lucas before he could
reply. “Not to change the subject or anything, but can anyone tell
me why when we first arrived on First World Brace’s fake dad … or
whoever that dude was, called this planet Grandier.” She pursed her
lips. “I’ve never heard anyone else use that name.”

Lucas chuckled. “Honestly the only ones I’ve
ever known to use the original name were my father and Deralick.”
He shook his head. “It’s always been First World and always will
be.”

I nodded my head. “This was the first world
in this star system. The name fits.”

The sound of a throat being cleared had us
turning to the doorway again. It was Josian. “Walkers have always
called it First World. I think it was one of the Emperors who
thought it needed a grander name … and from this Grandier was
born.” As always Walkers held the answers. Josian strolled into the
room. “I was just coming in to kick the Emperor out. I had strict
instructions that you girls were not to be disturbed.”

I wondered who’d been brave enough to ignore
Josian’s orders. Probably Lucas just showed himself in.

“I’m
leaving. I think I’ve achieved more than I expected from my visit.”
Lucas stood, showing no annoyance at Josian’s domineering
attitude. “When you’re finished saving
our worlds, Abby, you and I need to have a very serious chat about
the future.”

His tone told me that was not a polite
suggestion. It was an order.

“What about Ria?” I asked.

His expression closed off, his features
motionless. “It’s kinder if we both forget about our childhood
dreams. Reality doesn’t favor this union.”

And with a huff of breath he left the
room.

“I’m going to find Ria,” I said once I knew
he was gone.

I left to the sound of Lucy explaining to
Josian what we’d just learned: Lucas and Ria’s connection, and also
the conclusions we’d reached about my role as empress. I knew my
father would not be happy about this, the same as Brace wouldn’t
have been. My loyalties, power and energies were already stretched
in too many directions. But for some reason I had faith that there
was a point to all of this, that somehow it would all come together
and make sense in the end.

Lucy’s voice faded out as I hurried along
the hall and down the stairs, jumping the last few. It was then a
simple move to head out of the house and onto the dark front
balcony. I had a suspicion where I would find the Regali queen. She
often headed into the forest beside our house. It wasn’t large, but
there were quite a few densely packed trees and other plants. And
sure enough, as I stepped into the cool, dark eeriness of the
forest area, I sensed her green energy.

“I hate him.” Her voice echoed because she
was flinging herself through the trees, her beloved vines catching
and throwing her slim figure. She dropped down next to me, the
leaves still hugging her close. “I even hated him when I thought a
figment of my imagination had abandoned me. Now I find out he was
real.”

Blasts of energy leaked off her. I absorbed
some – my well inside loving the new influx of power – while others
flickered off and had plants blossoming around us. Flowers of red
and yellow bloomed to my right, and the dense undergrowth puffed
out with life.

“Maybe it was nothing to do with Lucas.” I
tried to offer a third-person perspective. “Whilst I think he’s
generally a selfish ass, often these dream things are out of your
control. He probably had no say over his appearances or lack
thereof.”

Ria was so
covered in greenery now I could only just see her face.
“And where is he now, Abby? I notice that
he’s not here making sure I’m fine.”

I shrugged.
“I did say he was an ass.”

A glimmer of a smile crossed her lips
then.

“And, to be fair, he was worried about
you.”

Something flickered in her purple eyes,
before she lowered her face slightly. “Can you tell me why
half-Walkers can’t open doorways?”

My eyes
widened as she hit me from the side with a subject change. But I
could see that it was something she’d been thinking about; and
right then she probably hated that she
was beholden to me or Josian to return her to Regali.

“Josian seems to think that I’m the anomaly.
He originally felt that us halves would not have access to the
doorways.”

Ria’s eyebrows contracted. “I’m
usually so even tempered, but I find it decidedly unfair that you
can use the doorways and trace.” Her attempt to smile was
dismal.

Her words gave me a moment’s thought.

“Wait, you can’t use the doorways, but … can
you trace?” We’d never even thought to try that.

“I asked Josian when he was taking me to
Klea yesterday,” Ria said. “He told me that was a power only the
ancients had.”

I grabbed her hand, my tone increasing in
pitch. “The ancients and … me. Because we believe that the seven
half-Walkers hold the power of the ancients.”

Ria stepped free of her viney cage. “Show
me, Abby. How do you trace?”

Good question. It was something I had
accidentally discovered, and I had no idea how to explain it. I
hoped if I just went over the steps, she’d be able to do it.

“Okay, try and mentally picture the front
door of the house.” I pointed back through the trees to my home.
“Have you got the image?”

Ria closed her eyes. “Yes,” she said after a
moment. “I see the door and balcony.”

“On the edge of the image is there anything
strange?” It wouldn’t work if she couldn’t see the tethers.

She didn’t answer straight away. I could see
her eyelids fluttering. They hid her stunning violet eyes, but
something was happening behind them.

“Yes!” she suddenly exclaimed. “It took me
some time, but there are these glittery strands all around.” Her
breath was coming in gasps. “Some are thick, others are shorter or
thinner. They’re all different.”

A grin crossed my features. Mentally I
connected to Fury and Talina.

Come out to the front and bring Lucy. I
think I can show you how to use the tethers.

Hell, yeah, Fury
yelled.

Be right there, Abbs. Talina’s
voice rose in pitch.

I released my tie to them.

“Okay, Ria,
now I want you to mentally reach out and
grab onto the largest, strongest looking strand. I’ll meet you at
the house.”

I took off running then, hoping like hell
that she would be waiting for me. And sure enough as I cleared the
forest and rounded the side of the house, Ria was standing there.
Her hands were fisted in her long strands of hair, her eyes wide
and her grin even wider. The front door burst open and the girls
piled out, along with Josian, Lallielle, Dune, Raror, and
Francesca. Gee, they must have brought everyone with them. What had
Fury done? Run through the house screaming? At least Samuel wasn’t
there. I avoided him a lot. I knew I was being petty, but the truth
was I didn’t trust him and I hadn’t forgiven him.

Well, that’s what I kept telling myself,
even though the guilty thoughts never went away.

“What’s
going on?” Josian asked, taking in our animated faces. “I heard
yelling and thought we were under attack.” His bronze eyes were twinkling.

“We can use the tethers.” The words burst
from Ria. For the first time since finding her in the jungle of
Artwon, she seemed like a giddy kid.

Josian’s expression didn’t change. His grin
remained in place, but something flickered across his eyes. He
seemed pleased. I was distracted though by Lallielle’s exclamation.
She moved forward to hug me and each of the girls.

“I’m so happy to hear that. I hated thinking
that the other girls were vulnerable and unable to leave a bad
situation,” she said as she moved back next to Francesca.

The soothsayer’s white eyes moved between
us, but she didn’t say much, which was usual since she’d returned.
Losing her visions had shaken her badly. Samuel and Francesca were
both damaged at the moment, and a part of me felt bad for never
having any time or interest in talking with them. I just felt as if
I couldn’t take on one more problem. I was at my limit.

“Show us, Supes.” Fury was basically
bouncing off my arm. “Being a half-Walker is about to get a hell of
a lot more awesome.”

I quickly went through the same explanation
as I had with Ria. We decided to see if they could just go to the
other end of the balcony we were standing on. The three girls
closed their eyes, and on my command found their tethers and
reached for them. And just like that they disappeared. Their
excited shrieks when they landed together at the intended
destination said everything.

We had just
added another impressive skill to our Seventine-smashing arsenal.
Every little step we took forward gave me some hope – hope that in
the end we would be strong enough. Although at the same time it
also pointed out how many things we didn’t know about each other, our powers and what happened when
the half-Walkers came together. If we could just get the
information about the exact powers the originals held, maybe we
would have a hope of finding our own strengths and destroying the
threat of the Seventine.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 12

 


 


The next
morning the girls took full advantage of their new abilities, each
one tracing to their home planets. Talina was taking
Ladre. She’d told me privately that she would
not ask him to return to First World with her, but would let him
decide what he wanted. Fury and Dune were going to check on Cleo,
his dragoona. They were going in sneaky, and Fury couldn’t use her
fire power while she was there. If the nomads sensed her they’d be
all over her butt. And Ria was visiting Klea again, which brought
about her first real smiles since running into Lucas.

All three of the half-Walkers were beyond
excited to have the ability to go back to their old worlds if
required. It gave us all a new lease on life, and made the task
that was stealing so much of our lives from us – the Seventine
battle – much easier to take each day. For Lucy and me it was time
to head back to Nephilius.

And I don’t care what anyone says, I did not
get dressed nicely, and start anxiously pacing the white room
because Brace was going to arrive any time soon.

“Abbs! Stop! You’re giving me a headache
with your constant back and forth.” Lucy was almost as bad as me,
fluttering her wings as she darted over to the window for her
fiftieth glance.

“At least you know you can throw yourself
into the arms of your mate,” I vented, forcing my feet to halt. I
sounded annoyed, but it wasn’t with Lucy, just with the
situation.

“I know. This whole thing freaking sucks so
bad for you.” Her wide blue eyes found mine, and they were
sympathetic. “It’s hard for me to be away from Colt, but I know
it’s nothing on the way you have to distance yourself from
Brace.”

I tilted my head back, gracing her with a
smile before I dropped onto the white couch. “Yeah, but it is what
it is, no point bitching and moaning. It’s just so hard to stop
myself from touching him. I belong in his arms. He soothes the
ragged edges of my soul. And right now I feel as if I’m slowly
unravelling without Brace. I’m losing myself.”

My powers felt weaker every day. My mind was
clouded and I wasn’t thinking clearly. How was I supposed to plan
and lead the half-Walkers against an ancient and methodically
intelligent life form when I felt like I’d never been less switched
on?

“My instincts are urging me to tell you to
reform your melding bond.” Lucy dropped next to me. “But I can’t
tell if it’s truly instinct or just me wanting your pain to eff the
hell off.”

I hugged
her, my arm gentle around her left wing. “You’ re a good friend, Luce.”

“Yep, I’m the best.” She dropped her arm
around my waist. “If you discount the fact it was my vision that
forced you to break the melding bond.”

I laughed. “Well, in that case you’re a
shithouse …” My words trailed off as a doorway appeared beyond the
front window and our men emerged.

The pressure on my chest increased. My
breathing was heavier as I struggled to contain the pleasure-pain
flooding my body. Brace was dressed in a white ribbed shirt with
black pants and boots. His hair was stylishly tousled.

“Does he have to be so damn gorgeous?” I
sighed as we watched their long-legged strides across the grass. I
guess it wouldn’t make any difference; he was my mate and I’d want
him regardless.

“Oh, yeah, Brace is freaking hot.” Lucy
whistled under her breath. “If I didn’t have my own sexy Walker I’d
curse you for snagging the hottest badass Walker in existence.”

I narrowed my eyes at her, but as she
waggled her eyebrows at me a few times, my scowl faded away to a
few chuckles. She was incorrigible. But I knew my friend and, since
finding her mate, Lucy had never really looked at any man besides
Colton.

We met the guys at the front door. With a
quick sympathetic look in my direction, Lucy threw herself into
Colton’s arms. The blond Walker dropped his head into the crease of
her neck and shoulder and breathed deeply. He was smelling her.
Freaky wolf.

I turned away from their ardor to find the
passive features of Brace before me. He was watching me, calm,
except for his eyes. They burned with some emotion that I could
only guess at.

“How was your night?” he asked as those
burning eyes roamed over my face. Before moving down the length of
my body.

The curl of his lips indicted I’d made the
right choice to wear my skinny black jeans, a boldly cut red
sweater and tight black boots that slid over my knees and gave me
two inches of height. But, as I said earlier, I wasn’t dressing up
for anyone.

I threw the length of my braid over my
shoulder. “It was good. We hung out with the girls and had a
slumber party.”

“And the other half-Walkers figured out how
to trace,” Lucy added, when she managed to pull her face from the
force field of Colton.

Brace’s eyebrows rose as he nodded his head
a few times. “So it’s looking more and more likely that you seven
hold the free energy of the originals.” He was, as always, switched
on.

“Yes, there isn’t much doubt about our
abilities.” My shoulders dropped a little as the masses of
responsibilities fell onto me again.

“Are we ready to go to Nephilius?” Colton
said. “We need to find these half-Walkers and stop the Seventine,
not just because I never want to see shit like the dark mountains
again, but because I’m not giving up Lucy, not when I’ve just found
her.”

“You’re a sweet fur-ball lately.” I grinned
at him, showing all teeth.

He returned the favor, his teeth a sight
more lethal than mine. With a smirk I turned back to Brace.

“Did the princeps discuss how many tethers
have been lost to the seven worlds since we destroyed the room of
horrors?” I’d been worried about the ricocheting effect of the
Seventine losing that place. It had been a major energy collection
center.

“Not one of our clan members has come to us
with new information. And since many of them travel through the
seven worlds frequently, they would have heard of major tether
losses.” Brace ran a hand over his chin. “It’s odd, because the
Seventine have to be gathering energy from somewhere. We know
they’re on a deadline to free the rest of their brothers.”

Something told me, the way the first
continued to follow me, I was going to find out the Seventines’
wicked plan very soon.

 


As we stepped free of the doorway, the white
mists whipped around us. I bounced for a few minutes, readjusting
to the lighter gravity. Which might have included one sprawl to the
ground. Still, that was an improvement.

Striding in the direction of the black-flock
house, we passed the empty tournament grounds, mist-filled without
the white-wings to clear the zone. I knew in a few hours it would
be occupied with training and fighting flock members. I hoped we
would manage to deal with this Isle-of-Souls problem that day. I
really needed to focus on finding the half-Walker, which meant I
needed to be here, not across the other side of Nephilius.

Brace
continued to steal glances at me, and my own gaze was drawn to him.
The more time we spent together, the harder it was to deny our
bond. It was as if our bodies were putting more and pressure on us
to be with each other. He opened his mouth a few times, clearly
wanting to say something, but I wasn’t really giving him an
opening. I was worried he’d ask me about
our melding bond, or his fragments of memory and I’d have to lie to
him again – and I freaking hated lying. Better that he didn’t ask
the question.

Luckily, we reached the mist city before he
verbalized his thoughts. Steva and Delane were waiting for us out
the front of the main dwelling. It was eerily quiet otherwise.

“The flocks of Angelica are meditating in
preparation for today’s battle,” Steva said, as if she’d read my
thoughts. “You’ll have plenty of time to journey to the Isle of
Souls.”

“How will this work?” I said. “We don’t have
powers to fly, and unless we can see the destination we can’t open
a doorway.” And I couldn’t trace without a clear image either.

“Um,
actually, Abbs, remember I have the power
to fly.” Lucy’s soft voice cut through the misty air.

“Hell, no,” I said at the same time as
Colton growled.

“You can’t go off on your own.” I lowered my
voice. “You’re the most vulnerable, and I don’t trust the Angelica
or the Isle of Souls.”

Her hands flew to her hips, and I knew Lucy
was about to get her attitude on. She hated being told what to do
and, even worse, she hated being weaker than others. Although I
didn’t actually know how tough pixies were, I still figured she’d
be the most vulnerable.

“No,” Colton growled again. It reverberated
in his chest like the rumble of an active volcano. “I won’t allow
it.”

Oh, shit balls. It was about to get
real.

Lucy rose in
the air. She was almost lost in the puffs of green pixie dust
that were shedding from her skin. Colton
crossed his arms across his chest, a half-smirk arrogantly turning
up one corner of his mouth. The moron was actually enjoying his
ability to piss Lucy off.

“Can you lower the shields on your
mind?” Brace interrupted before Lucy threw down with all the force
her pixie and faerie butt could gather.

“What?” Delane and Steva asked together.

“You have energy protecting your minds,
which prevents me from reading your thoughts. I could push, but I
don’t want to hurt you,” Brace explained.

The confused
expression didn’t leave their faces. Brace exchanged a glance with
me and I could see his resignation toward what he would consider
the stupidity of lesser species. Walkers were not great with the
attempting-to-appear-less-superior when
around others. But I knew what it was like to have new concepts
thrown at you in random snippets of information, so I explained
further.

“If you
lower the shields on your minds and
picture the isle you want us to go to, then we can open a doorway
there.”

And then we wouldn’t have to watch a wolf
and pixie throw down.

Delane nodded once as understanding crossed
her exotic features. Her black eyes locked onto Brace. “I will
allow this. Do not search where you are not permitted.”

He returned her brief nod, accepting her
terms. Delane closed her eyes, and there was a pause. I felt the
exact moment that her mind was freed. The few thoughts that emerged
were methodical. Her mind was as regimented as the rest of the
Angelica. I knew she didn’t want us to see into her head, so I
tried to concentrate on something else until she was shielded
again.

“Thank you,” Brace said. He moved toward a
discreet space beside the cabin and opened a doorway.

Steva gave a single salute as we moved to
enter the swirling vortex.

Wasting no
time, we strode inside the silent vacuum. Delane was beside me. She
hadn’t even hesitated to step in, her expression remaining stoic. I
had a lot of trouble reading the Angelicas’ feelings. They’d rock at playing poker. Still, it was
brave to step into the unknown.

Lucy stormed in, her features dark and
heavy. Colton followed her closely, still looking amused and
relaxed, which was to be expected; he’d gotten his own way. The
length of the doorway was short, but still it was surprising that
Delane required no assistance. Usually any other than Walker took a
long time to get used to the sensation of cells moving at a million
miles an hour. It was looking as if Nephilius creatures were closer
to Walkers in power than any of the other worlds we had visited so
far. And they had that same ‘perfect beauty’ and otherworldly look
that Walkers wore.

We exited and Delane didn’t even stumble.
Okay, now that was just unfair.

Looking around our new location, I shivered
and started to rub my hands up and down my arms in an involuntary
attempt at comfort, but none was forthcoming. Wherever we were, it
was giving me the creeps.

I smiled as Colton reached out to take
Lucy’s hand; she punched him in the ribs. He just laughed, before
hauling her closer and kissing her on the cheek. She glowered at
him. He kissed her again, this time on the lips, and I watched my
friend melt under his tender caresses. I could hear his soft
murmurs, and I was trying to figure out how to block my ears. Damn,
the wolf was a charmer.

Brace came in at my back. I could feel his
heat encase me, and for some reason the feeling of discomfort
faded. As I relaxed, so did my brain.

“Please, tell me we were never that
annoying?” I said.

Heat
immediately flooded my cheeks. Oh,
crapity crap.

I met his
confused gaze, his eyes wide as he
questioned my misspoken words.

“What did you say?” He wouldn’t let me tear
my gaze away, his magnetism holding me captive.

I opened and closed my mouth a few times.
What the heck could I say to counteract that brilliant brain
spasm?

“Are you having the dreams also?” Brace
pressed harder.

I hesitated; my two options were to tell the
truth or play dumb. I was starting to feel that the truth was the
way to go, then Brace could help me maintain our distance. In
reality I’d wanted to tell him the truth from the first moment Lucy
told me of her vision. But now was not the time or place, and I
really needed to think seriously about how to broach the subject
and the consequences of my confession. I should also discuss it
with Josian and Lucy, in case it was simply selfish on my part
wanting to reveal all.

Brace interrupted my thoughts, pushing his
will into me. The man did not give up. “Are you feeling what I do?
As if we’ve been together in a past life. Because I can’t deny it;
there’s something more between us.”

For now I’d play dumb, it was the safest
option. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.” I
stuttered out the words.

I was such a bitch. Brace deserved so much
better than this lying crap, and as soon as I had time to explain
it properly, I was going to tell him.

He narrowed his eyes at me, but just as he
opened his mouth, Delane interrupted us.

“Follow me,” she said, marching away.

Saved by the Angelica.

“Guess she wasn’t into the whole
star-crossed lovers things we’ve all got going on,” Brace muttered.
His eyes were black; I could see my reflection in their depths.

I knew he was simmering over with unanswered
questions, so in an attempt to distance us, I hurried closer to the
Angelica. “Is this the Isle of Souls?” I started babbling.

Delane shook her head. “No, this is the Isle
of Birth. Our young grow here.”

“What?” I ground to a halt. “What do you
mean ‘grow’?”

She glanced back at me, but didn’t stop
moving. Clearly nothing deterred her when she was on a mission. I
forced my feet to hurry back to her side.

“Once a year we send out our collective
magicks from all five flocks. And from the garden the babies grow.”
She waved her hand toward a large mass of white fences far off in
the distance. It was a long way from us, but so large I could see
it clearly. “The young stay on the isle until their wings grow, and
then they go off to their flocks.”

I shivered
again. No wonder this place gave me the creeps; it was a weird baby
garden. I almost snorted as I was
reminded of cabbage patch kids, those vintage dolls from Earth. But
then as I considered it a little more, I realized what that meant.
How the hell was my half-Walker going to be here then? Walkers
reproduced the old-fashioned and much more enjoyable
way.

“Is that the way every Angelica is formed?
Are you all grown?” I really hoped she would say no.

Delane hesitated, and for the first time
slowed to face me. “What do you mean? Why would you ask that? What
do you know?”

Her reaction – endless questions – seemed a
little extreme. Maybe that was an offensive question on Nephilius.
I was just about to apologize when Brace – who’d been stalking
close behind me – spoke up.

“When you freed your mind, there was
something strange about your energy.” He stopped next to Delane.
“Were you born in another manner rather than via the garden?”

Shut the door.

Was Brace indicating that Delane was my
half-Walker?

Crap on a cracker. I couldn’t open my locket
to check with Brace so close. Colton and Lucy joined our group.
They were holding hands and watching us silently.

Delane’s hands were on her weapons as she
bit out her next words. “How do you know this? Who are you?”

“Now’s not the time,” I interrupted. “We
need to deal with this Isle-of-Souls problem.”

I knew nothing of Delane, but if my
experience with the Angelica so far was any indication, she
wouldn’t listen or care about our mission until we helped her
people. And I also didn’t want Brace to suggest I open my necklace.
The last thing I needed was more suspicion from him.

The black-winged Angelica still eyed us
warily. I could tell because she kept maneuvering around so we
weren’t behind her. I attempted to break the awkward tension.

“So, Delane, why are we on the Isle of Birth
and not the Souls?” I reminded her of our problem at hand.

She hesitated. I could tell that she wanted
to push us for more information, but eventually her need to deal
with the current situation must have won. Her hands relaxed on her
weapons.

“The Isle of Souls is the next land across.”
She pointed to her right. “I wanted to get a feel for the cage that
holds our dead captive from this side.”

There was no
more talking as we moved the way she’d pointed. The awkward tension
was still present, thick and tangible. Thankfully, as we approached
the edge of the island, all of us – except Delane probably – were
distracted by the massive break in the cloud land. This must have
been one of the abysses that Steva had
mentioned in our first set of rules. As we drew closer I realized
the unbelievably massive size of the chasm.

“This is
what separates our ten lands,” Delane said. “As far as I know these
abysses are bottomless and any Angelica that fall into their depths
are never seen again. And considering we have wings …” Her black
feathered appendages extended then, as if to prove her point. “I
suggest you don’t get too close to the edge.”

We all took a step back.

“That land is the Isle of Souls.” She
pointed across the chasm.

My mouth fell open, followed by a series of
gasps as I looked across to the next cloud land. A dome of energy
surrounded it, and within the confines of this dome were thousands
of mist-like balls of light. Some were a gray color, others white,
and a few looked to be red and black.

“Can you see the souls?” Delane’s black eyes
flicked between us, watching our reaction to the isle.

“All of those mists are souls?” Lucy’s voice
dropped as she clutched her hands to her chest, her nails marking
her skin. “That’s terrible; they’re trapped in there. Just
ceaselessly smashing against the energy barrier.”

Colton’s arm came around her and he pulled
her close.

Delane made a noise, as if she were clearing
her throat. “For far too many sun clouds our people have been
trapped. And according to Steva, if the balance of trapped souls
increases, all of Angelica will be sucked into the Isle of Souls.
Trapped for eternity.”

We’d heard this before, but now her words
were ringing all kinds of familiar bells in my head.

Oh, no. Shit. Eff.

This was the dark mountains all over
again.

“Imagine
what could be done with all of the trapped energy of the Nephilius
inhabitants,” I said. “One guess who might have set this plan in
motion?”

“The Seventine,” Brace bit out. “Shit.
They’re determined to destroy these worlds.”

We all knew if they weren’t stopped the
Seventine would bring about the complete destruction of the First
World star system. But I wasn’t expecting them to already be
working toward destroying Nephilius. How many of these plans might
be in place already? We’d only stayed on the last three worlds long
enough to find the half-Walker girls. Anything could be happening;
we wouldn’t know.

“The Angelica hold enough collective energy
that, if we don’t break this cage, the Seventine will have a pretty
good shot at releasing their last three,” Colton growled. “We need
to stop this now.”

“What are you talking about?” Delane
demanded. “What are the Seventine?”

I took a deep breath. I had two reasons to
tell her this story now. So she’d understand our weird conversation
earlier, and so she knew why these things were happening to her
world. Which I hoped would just be an added incentive for her to
join us girls.

As I hurried
through the story of our journey so far, she just stared, her
expression unchanging. I touched on the prophecy, how I was stashed on Earth, the battles with the
Seventine, the mission to gather the half-Walkers from each world,
and the true fear that we would not make it in time to stop the
un-tethering of the worlds. I didn’t want to scare her, but my own
worries continued to leak over into my explanation.

Right at the end of my story, her expression
shifted. And I realized that she’d been waiting for all of the
facts before forming any opinions. As if it had been a puzzle I’d
presented her, she’d not decided on the final picture until she had
every single piece.

“I’m the half-Walker from Nephilius,” she
said without preamble. “I’m the only one born of flesh on this
world.”

I nodded. “Yes, you’re the one we need.” I
felt compelled to add. “We’re all born of flesh. Most of the seven
worlds produce young from males and females … uh …”

“Copulating,” Lucy added helpfully.

Delane met
her gaze, eyes serious. “If you mean what I think you mean, we have
those relationships, but there are no young from this union. It’s
about pleasure and energy-sharing.”

Good to know.

“I accept your claims,” she said.

I examined her calm features. She was taking
all this pretty well.

“What you’ve
said makes sense. I’m a warrior without equal on Nephilius.” She
squared her shoulders. “I will go with you for this final Seventine
battle only …” she paused and faced
Brace, “if you win the tournament.”

“We don’t have time.” I worked really hard
not to let my annoyance free, but I still thought my voice sounded
thin and brittle. I was getting a little sick of trying to convince
these half-Walkers. Seriously, weren’t the words, ‘end of the
worlds’, strong enough?

“We believe that in their current state the
Seventine can’t do much besides gather energy and sever the
tethers, and then we find things like this cage here.” I gestured
to the trapped souls. “And if all seven of them are freed they will
be beyond powerful. This Isle of Souls will look like freaking
Disneyland.” No one but Lucy would get the reference. “And I need
all of the half-Walkers. We need to learn our abilities, and how to
work together. If we can’t imprison the Seventine they will destroy
all the worlds. Every. Single. One.”

Surely that was clear enough.

“I understand that, but you need to
understand something about me.” Delane drew both of her
weapons.

I didn’t sense anything threatening in her
stance. It was more as if she was just making a point. Although
Brace still moved, positioning himself between Delane and me.

“I can only undertake this if it is worthy
of me as a warrior, if I believe Walkers even have the strength to
win. And I’m telling you the only way to prove this to me is if
Brace defeats me in the tournament.”

I shook my head. As always, she was
stubborn. It seemed to be a half-Walker trait.

“We accept this,” Brace said as he reached
out and took my hand.

I think it was to calm me. If my face
reflected my thoughts, I must have looked like I was going to lose
my shit. I pinched the bridge of my nose; my head was starting to
ache again.

“The
princeps said that we had nothing to fear from the Seventine until
they are all released, but they failed to
take into account two things: firstly, they have someone or
something powerful working with them; and secondly, they’re damn
smart. They could have destroyed Nephilius without anyone being the
wiser.” I was sort of, a little bit, yelling my head off as I
gestured toward the barrier. “We have to be smarter. We’re like
blind mice chasing our damn tails.”

A ghostly chuckle echoed through my
mind.

You’re wasting your time trying to find an
equal amongst any of these apes. We are your equal.

Eff. The Seventine was back to torment
me.

I shoved energy toward it, trying to expel
the first from my head. It just flowed through it.

Get out of my head, I screamed.
The laughter started again.

On instinct I projected my tethers and
connected to the half-Walkers.

Abbs? Talina’s concern filled my
head. Along with the cool, refreshing wash of her water
power.

What’s up, Supes? Fury blasted in
too, her fire always recognizable. Who needs their ass kicked?

I’m here also. Ria was calm, like
the swaying leaves on a warm summer day.

What. The. Hell. Is. This? Another voice was there, the clipped tones distinct enough
that I knew immediately it was Delane. Her power was a blast of icy
winds, flooding through and around the other energies.

Sensing she was very uncomfortable with her
current loss of control, I hurried to explain.

Delane, this is how the half-Walkers connect
with each other. I’m a conduit; I can move our energy around.

Nice work, Supes. Fury
whooped. You found the
Nephilius half already.

I realized then that the Seventine was gone.
In fact it had disappeared the moment I’d connected to the
girls.

Yes, I’ve found Delane, but she won’t leave
until Brace wins the tournament here.

The
other three laughed. I think there had been some
bets on the difficulty level of the Nephilius half. Not that I was
sure what currency they used.

You owe me sea pearls, Talli. Fury whooped a few times.

Guess that answered my question. I
interrupted before they wasted more time bickering. I needed to get
some information off my chest.

Guys! I bellowed over the
noise. I need to tell you all
something. The first Seventine is stalking me … Silence reigned now. It keeps talking to me in my mind, bypassing all of my
barriers.

My hastily spoken words had tension flooding
through all of us.

Is that why you called for us? Ria asked.

Yes, for some reason our combined power
expels it. But I need to figure out how to keep myself
protected.

Is it like, reading your thoughts? Does it know what we’re
planning? Fury’s angry power washed
through me.

I thought
about her words. No, I think
it’s more like a projected voice. I never
felt that it was delving into my mind. It wasn’t that
intrusive. I guess I’ll just
tether to you all if it happens again.

I didn’t know what else to do right
then.

Alright, I know you have to leave, Abbs, but definitely connect to us the moment it
comes back. Talina’s cool worry washed
away Fury’s fire.

You got it, I promised, before
preparing to disconnect the tethers.

Delane had been very quiet, but I could feel
her there still. Ria was quiet too. She liked to sit back and take
in the information. I was starting to think the sign of a good
leader was one who listened more than they spoke.

Alright, I’m severing the ties now, I said. I’ll see you
when I’ve convinced Delane to leave.

Stay safe.

Bye, Supes.

Keep us updated.

Their words washed over me as I directed my
energy to sever the bonds. When my mind was free, the Isle of Souls
came back into focus. While I was tethered to the girls I could
still see what surrounded me, but I was also sort of stuck in my
head. It was a strange sensation, and I still wasn’t very good at
the multi-tasking effort of watching my surroundings and having
multiple voices in my head.

“What happened, Abbs?” Lucy asked.

I was glad that everyone recognized
mind-speak. I never had to explain where I’d mentally disappeared
to.

“I was tethered to the other girls,” I said.
“Delane too.” I gave her a nod.

And then with a deep breath I quickly
explained about the first Seventine stalking me. Which resulted in
lots of muttering and some black eyes from Brace. But at least the
information was out in the open now. I was starting to detest the
world of secrets I was forced to keep. Anything I could share was
one less thing weighing me down.

“I find this all odd.” Delane looked her
usual unruffled and fierce self. “But I do think that tethering
would be a useful way to communicate in battle, if you could
co-ordinate how it worked.”

A grin tugged up the corner of my lips, a
strategic battle-orientated mind was certainly a useful asset for
us to have. Maybe the half-Walkers were going to be a well-rounded
group by the end.

“But before we focus on that problem, we
need to … fix this.” Delane gestured to the cage. “No warrior would
leave their world behind to be destroyed. On my honor I cannot
leave until this is resolved.”

“Trust me. It’s in our best interest not to
let the Seventine have this power.” I moved closer to the abyss
separating the lands. “But to destroy the cage, we need to figure
out where it originates.”

“It almost looks as if it’s coming from the
gaps between the lands.” Lucy was next to me, fluttering a foot off
the ground.

She was right. The visible cage of energy
appeared to emerge from the large crevice. But Delane had said that
no one had ever returned from there. Well, no Angelica. Walkers
could possibly be a different story.

“Someone is going to have to go down there,”
Colton said, peering over the edge. “Someone that is not a little
pixie,” he finished in a low growl.

“You’re not Walker, Lucy.” I backed him up.
“It’s too dangerous.”

“I’ll go.” Brace, as always, was brave and
honorable.

“No,” I said, shaking my head from side to
side, my braid flicking out. “I’m the one who can trace. It makes
sense that I go.”

In a swift movement Brace captured my chin
in his large hand. “You’re important, and you’re only a
half-Walker.” He leaned in closer, his scent washing over me,
forcing my eyes to close. It was that or I was going to kiss him; I
couldn’t have stopped myself. “We don’t know your vulnerabilities,
and you’re too special to risk.”

My eyes flew back open then. “You don’t get
to decide that, Brace.” He kind of did, but he shouldn’t remember
that. “The gathering of the half-Walkers and saving the worlds has
fallen on my lap. This is my responsibility.”

“You’re my responsibility,” he blasted back
at me. “And nothing in this or any of the worlds would make me risk
you.”

It was a really bitchy thing to do, but I
had to pretend his comment was over the line. I narrowed my eyes at
him, giving him a moment to back down on his stance. Poor Brace
rubbed his hands over his face in frustration after realizing what
he’d said. He was so damn confused.

“Sorry,” he muttered, “that came out a tad
crazy and possessive. And I know I haven’t earned that right.” He
shook his head. “I don’t even know why I’m reacting so
strongly.”

He was going to kill me when he learned the
truth.

Delane snarled, “None of you can go down
there. Did you not listen to me before? There will be no
returning.” She clearly had her doubts that Walkers were superior
to the Angelica.

“What about if we tie like a rope around one
of us and lower them down? That way someone can bring them up if
they need help,” Lucy said, peering over the edge for a few minutes
before Colton hauled her back toward him.

“Yes,” I declared. “I’ll go down, and if
things get too crazy you can pull me up, or I’ll trace back to the
land.”

Brace, Colton and Delane all shook their
heads.

“I’m not comfortable with this,” Delane
said.

“Not happening, Abigail.” Brace
glared in my direction.

“No.” Colton was short and sweet.

I burst out with chortles of laughter. “Good
thing I’m an adult and can make my own decisions then.” I turned to
face Lucy. “I’m going to need some rope or chain. Any idea where to
get this?”

A big huff of breath emerged from Brace.
“Stay here.” His exasperation was made clear by his voice and
pointed finger.

His eyes were black as he opened a doorway
and took off. While he was gone the rest of us strolled up and down
the abyss searching for the best spot to lower a person. Finally,
we decided on one with a prominent edge. There seemed to be a few
more handholds in the cloud there. Brace was back in about ten
minutes, and I knew that he’d probably been to his place on
Abernath. In fact, I was almost sure I could smell the scent of the
flowers that coated the side of his beautiful home. He held a
coiled rope in his hands.

“Come here, Abby.” His voice was still low,
but he seemed less upset. Slivers of brown were back in his
eyes.

I stepped closer and he pulled me into the
heat of his body. His arms went around me and I felt him loop the
rope across my back. As it wrapped around my front I could see it
better; it was different to a normal rope, and sort of looked like
it had wire or something unbreakable increasing its tensile
strength.

“You will trace, scream or mentally let one
of us know the moment something is weird down there.” He lowered
his face to speak directly into my ear while he finished securing
the rope. “Do not be a hero.” I realized how truly worried he was
then. “Heroes die; and you have to live.”

I swallowed down my tears. He was the
sweetest, most over-protective man in the worlds. And I loved him
more than life itself. I lowered my lashes to hide the emotions I’m
sure were blaring in my eyes. Brace took the other end of the very
long rope and secured it around his waist.

“I’ll be careful,” I finally said, still
studying his chest.

Brace huffed
but didn’t speak again. Once we were secured to each
other, he stepped back.

Lucy moved in and gave me a quick hug, and
Colton followed with a pat on the back. They looked worried but
didn’t say anything else. Delane had her arms crossed over her
chest, and the look on her face told us we were too stupid for
words. It was a good look. I wished I could pull off that level of
condescending haughtiness.

“Alright, let’s do this.” I moved over to
the edge of the abyss. Looking down, I could see no further than
five or six feet. The mist was thick and still.

Brace
grasped my hands and lowered me slowly down the side of the cloud
land. With my fingertips gripping the
edge, I let my feet fall below.

“Okay, I’ll slowly release sections of rope.
Just push off with your feet and drop in small increments.”

Without much hesitation I let go of the
side, gripping the rope instead; Brace supported my weight with
ease.

Alright, it was time to suck up my brave
words and move down the cliff.

“I admire your courage,” Delane said to me
just as I was bending my knees for the first step.

Okay, maybe she didn’t think I was the
stupidest person alive. Or it could be that she thought I was
stupid and courageous.

I gave her a smile before taking a deep
breath and pushing off with my feet. Brace loosened some of the
slack and I dropped. I wasn’t a big fan of the fact my feet were
descending into the unknown. I wished I was going head first.

I continued
to drop, over and over until there was no view of my friends
above. The somber planes of Brace’s face
was the last thing I saw, as the mists closed over my head. It was
cool as I descended, although there was no breeze. If anything it
was deathly still in the cloudy abyss. I was looking down as I
lowered my body further, but still there was no clear view. This
went on for a long time. I wondered if we were going to run out of
rope before I found anything.

What are you doing, Abigail?

I shrieked as the voice of the Seventine
surrounded me. In my head and through the misty air, it flooded my
being.

You shouldn’t be here. You’re ruining our
plans and, as much as I need you to join us, I dare not annoy my
brothers any further. We are angry about the dark mountains.

Before I
could do anything to dispel its presence, the rope jerked a few
times, and then with a loud tearing sound the cable snapped. I
scrambled to grab the wall, my frozen
fingertips screaming as I lodged them into small crevices, my body
slamming against the hard cloud.

I groaned, my breathing harsh in the
silence. The lump in my throat made it impossible to call for help,
and I knew I couldn’t hold on for much longer. There were just not
deep enough handholds. My weight was slowly dragging me down.

I was just
about to reach for a tether to take myself back to the surface when
something hard struck me on the side of the head. That was all I needed to be knocked off my
precarious hold. My arms and legs scissored in free air as I
started to plummet through the eerie white mist. And after a few
terrifying moments the white world turned gray around the edges.
Again, I searched for a tether, but before I could find anything
the world went dark.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 13

 


 


“Oh, my gods above, a
Walker.”

Words started to penetrate the hazy darkness
surrounding my mind. I lay there for a few minutes, enjoying the
dark and calm. I hoped that voice would go away so that there was
nothing to disturb me.

“Can you hear me? You have to open your
eyes.”

Okay, clearly it was not going away. The
female voice was determined to disturb my inner peace.

“Open your eyes now.”

The command had my lids flying up. The
blinding light was the first thing I noticed, and it took me quite
a few blinks before anything else came into focus. A beautiful
woman was leaning over me. She had raven-dark hair that fell across
her shoulders, and her dark-brown eyes flashed at me as she leaned
closer.

“We only have a few moments before it’s all
gone,” she murmured close to my ear. “How are you wearing Walker
marks? You’re from the …” She paused, before rubbing her head. “I
can’t remember the clan, but you need to open a doorway before you
forget how.”

I stared up at her. My blinks were slow as I
attempted to think around the fuzziness in my head. Walker. The
word was vaguely familiar, but I really didn’t know what she was
talking about. My confusion must have been obvious because her head
fell forward. I frowned as tears sprinkled her eyes.

“Too late.” She sobbed a few times, her
chest heaving as she fisted large handfuls of grass.

I pulled myself up to a sitting position and
the woman scooted back from me, taking the clutched greenery with
her. I went to ask her what was wrong, but just as I opened my
mouth the scenery captured my attention. I scrambled forward,
getting to my feet.

I was in a grass field and beyond me was the
most beautiful place I’d ever seen. Well, I guessed I’d ever seen;
I couldn’t exactly remember any other place. That thought worried
me a little, but I wasn’t sure why it worried me. Oh, well. My
troubled mind cleared as I stared around again. The land was green
enough to be blinding. Beyond the immediate landscape were flowered
mountains, lush fields of grass and picturesque waterfalls.

It was beautiful.

Gee, I was saying that a lot today. But I
seemed to be lacking the words to describe this place I’d just
woken in.

“Can you speak?” the woman asked me.

“What is this place? It’s so crazily …
beautiful.”

She looked surprised when the words fell
easily from my lips. Her brows drew close together as she gave a
harsh, grating chuckle. “Yep, welcome to Utopia, the one place
you’ll never want to leave.” She stood and I realized she nearly
matched me in height. Actually, she was a little taller.

“And you’ll never want to leave, because you
won’t remember anything of your life outside of here.”

I wrinkled my nose as I stared at her. Why
was she so angry? And what was Utopia? I forgot my questions then
as a breeze blew in to surround us, bringing with it the most
delicious scent.

“Oh, my god, what is that?” I was distracted
again as I started to laugh and twirl my way toward the tasty
smell. “I love Utopia.”

I stumbled a
little as a brush of unease entered my happy thoughts. Why couldn’t
I recall arriving here? My thoughts were
very scattered at that moment: one minute happy and tranquil, the
next confused and worried.

“What’s your name?” the woman asked me. “I’m
Caty.”

I stopped my twirling and faced her, tilting
my head to the side as I observed her perfect face. She was dressed
in what looked like two-piece, purple-striped silk pajamas.

“Your name?” she reminded me.

“Oh, right. Well, my name is …” I paused as
I shuffled through the compartments of my mind. Surely I had a
name? Everyone had a name, right?

“Try to
remember your name,” Caty encouraged me. “It’s taken me a long
time, but I’m slowly piecing together what happened to me. I still
can’t open a doorway, but I’ll figure that out eventually.”

Slivers of
panic started to wind their way around my brain and down my spine.
Shivers wracked me as I searched harder for some answers. Caty said
it had taken her a long time to simply remember her name, but for
some reason I knew I didn’t have a long time. There was something
important I needed to be
doing.

“Are there others like us here?” I
asked.

She nodded.
“Yes, there’re quite a few. Some Angelica have fallen, and my
mother and I are Walkers; I don’t recall
everything.” She sighed heavily. “But I think I was stashed here to
be out of the way.”

“Fallen?” I was turning into a parrot,
repeating her words. I glanced up into the sky, which was a perfect
blue, although there looked to be some clouds very high up. “Who
would have stashed you here?” I couldn’t imagine why that would
happen.

“My father.” The tears were back in her
familiar eyes.

Wait, why the hell were her eyes familiar? I
dropped my own eyelids, squeezing them tightly as I tried to figure
out what was happening to me. Who was I? How did I get there? I
sighed before re-opening my eyes and meeting Caty’s gaze.

“Come on,”
she said, “I’ll show you where everyone else is. You’re only going
to hurt yourself trying to recollect
everything in one go.”

I followed her across the brilliant green
field. The perfectly warm day surrounded me in sunshine and
joy.

“Does everyone remember?” For some reason I
wanted her to keep talking.

She shook her head. “No, my mother and I
have slowly started to piece it together, and we help each other by
reminding ourselves every day, otherwise the world dissolves our
memories again. But the Angelica don’t remember, and I doubt
they’ll ever have the mental strength to break the magicks
here.”

I wanted to laugh at the word magicks – such
a funny word. What did it mean?

We came to a stunning lake, bordered on one
side by white sand and the other by snowcapped mountains. I figured
it would be extremely cold and frigid in the water, but as we
passed along the edge, I dropped down and my hand was engulfed by
the warm silky lake. I noticed then, on the beach part, there were
about two dozen figures sprawled out.

“Is that everyone else?” I asked. It seemed
odd to me that some of them had colored wings, but at the same time
it wasn’t really odd. Was it?

“Yes, we spend our days here,” Caty said.
“This world will offer you anything you want or need, eventually,
except a way to escape.”

I looked away from the winged creatures to
stare back at the lake. Reflected back to me in the crystal clear
water was … nothing. There was not one image staring back at me.
And since there were mountains and trees everywhere, something
should reflect off the water. And … wait, what about my own
reflection?

I couldn’t remember what I looked like, and
nothing there was showing me. The only thing I knew about my
appearance was the incredible and detailed marks that littered one
side of my body, which I noticed when I raised my left arm. They
were like a pattern, something I’d seen before but couldn’t
remember. I wanted to see the entire mark, but again, I got nothing
from the lake.

“Why can I not see myself?” I felt my
features tighten again, as those nagging tendrils swirled through
my body. The worry. The fear. And the very real concern that my
time was running out.

“There’re no reflections here. If you could
see yourself, you might remember who you are. So much of our sense
of worth is tied to our outer shell it would be a huge trigger to
remember. No one here knows what they look like.”

She linked her arm through mine and began to
lead me around the lake.

“You’re stunning, though; exotically
beautiful, really,” she murmured to me. “But that will do you no
good down here. If we have any chance of escape you need to be
exceptional on the inside, not just the outside.”

I don’t know why her words rankled me a
little. Something about being thought of as a mindless and useless
person was frustrating. I was sure that I had uses. I didn’t feel
like a person who just sat around looking pretty.

“Caty!” a woman shouted and moved toward us.
“What happened?”

As she strode across the glittery sand, I
noticed how much she looked like Caty. They had similar features
and gestures, although the other woman had different hair color. It
was very light, almost the color of the sun in the Utopian sky.

“That’s my mother, Lasandra.”

Again something was familiar about this. I
could feel it in the back of my head. Another little niggle that
would not go away. I searched further into my mind. I paused as a
glittering light caught my attention. What was this golden cord in
my head? I was about to send my mental energy in to touch the
unusual cord when Lasandra reached us and distracted me from my
task.

“Hello,” she said to me, her voice light,
musical even.

When I
didn’t answer straight away, she turned to Caty. “Does she remember
anything? This is the first Walker to fall into the Utopia
in such a long time.”

Caty shook out her masses of straight, dark
hair. “No, I got to her almost immediately and she was already
blank.”

“Excuse me. I’m standing right here.” They
were talking over me like I was stupid. Their actions created a
storm inside, my annoyance warring with that calm, golden place at
the back of my head.

Lasandra studied me closely. “You’re much
more coherent and well-spoken than most that fall. Generally it
takes the Angelica a long time to even remember their language
skills.”

I was pretty
sure I had no wings, so I was not an Angelica. Plus, they’d called me Walker.

“What is this place?” I was starting to
wonder why I was there. Before, I had just accepted it, but now it
seemed odd to just appear in a world. There must be a reason.

“This is Utopia. The most perfect place in
all of the worlds,” Lasandra said.

The two women led me over to sit on a small
grassy hill.

“No one ages, or gets sick; it’s as if time
stands still. You’ll be eternally happy and safe, but there’s a
catch.”

“Isn’t there always?” Caty snorted, leaning
back to rest on her elbows.

“Is there always a catch?” I was trying to
wrap my mind around this concept. “So do you have to die to get to
Utopia?”

A big sigh from Lasandra was my answer.

“We don’t know.” Caty’s voice was low. “No
one remembers how they arrived here.”

When I tried to think back to what I had
been doing before waking up in the meadow all I recalled was the
sensation of falling.

“I fell,” I
murmured. “I fell for a long time, and
then I woke in the field.”

Lasandra and Caty both became animated in a
way I had not seen from them before. “You remember something? Don’t
stop pressing into those memories, force them to come back to
you.”

My head was starting to ache. I dropped it
into my hand, blocking out the light and the two faces of the
Walkers whose desperate expressions told me how much they were
relying on me to help them.

What the hell was a Walker anyways?

The golden cord captured me again. I let my
consciousness glide closer and the sparkling warm that fizzled
through me was almost as lovely as the fuzzy happiness I felt in
Utopia.

I skimmed around the outside, before
deciding ‘what the hell’ and throwing myself straight at it. Voices
exploded at the same time that energy flooded me.

Abby. Thank the gods. Where the hell are
you?

I knew that
voice and yet I was confused for a few more minutes; why was there
a voice in my head? Had I gone crazy? But then a shot of hot power
blasted into me, and with this flow of lava through my veins came a
sweep of clarity. As if I’d been drugged,
the cloudy, euphoric nature fled my mind and I could think clearly
for the first time.

Holy effing hell! I shouted and
cursed for a few good moments. Finally I managed to get words out
together, like in a sentence and everything. I fell into this weird world where everything is
perfect and it takes away your memories so you never try and
escape.

I knew Fury
had been the one to speak earlier, and while I could feel the
other girls, they weren’t talking at the
moment.

Everyone went crazy when you fell in to the
abyss on Nephilius. And, girl, is something going on with you and
Brace, because he’s one scary mother, and he’s on a warpath to get
you back.

Brace. Oh,
shit. My heart was pounding hard now. I could feel it smashing
around in my chest. The two women I’d met, Caty and Lasandra, I
remembered why their names were so familiar. They were
Brace’s sister and mother. They’d been
lost in Utopia all this time.

Why didn’t he follow me down here?

I was glad he hadn’t, but I still thought it
was strange.

Colt practically tied him down, which worked for a little
bit, but then he turned into this weird cyclone-energy thing.
Badass basically destroyed everything that came in his path.
But Wolfboy managed to calm
him down. He agreed to try a few other things to find you
first.

I’d forgotten about Brace’s deadly other
power. He could literally rip anything that got in his way to
pieces. Fury’s nickname for Brace had never seemed more
appropriate.

How long have I been gone? I
asked.

Two days.

Alright, we hadn’t lost much time. But I
needed to get out of there straight away. I had a feeling that if I
broke the connection with Fury it would be harder to connect a
second time. This Utopia would adjust to my unknown power and
somehow counteract it.

Okay, Fury, I’m thinking if I break our connection I’ll
forget everything again. There’s strong energy or magicks at work
here. But I need you to speak with Brace, Colt or Dad. Can one of
them open a doorway using my memories? I
sent her images of the beach area we were in.

I’m with Badass, Wolfboy, Pixie and Josian. I’ll see if I can sign-language them a
message. Don’t disconnect from me. And I’m also going to try and
trace to you.

I’d forgotten she now had that ability. I
waited, wondering where the other girls were. I could feel them,
but distantly. I thought there’d been other voices when we first
connected, but it must have only been Fury. I gasped as a stinging
sensation slapped back at my mind.

Fury, I said.

No answer. And no energy any longer.

Damn, I was
alone in my head … wait a minute … I remembered everything. I had all of my memories. I lifted my face
from my hands. Lasandra and Caty were still beside me, waiting
patiently, and it seemed as if they hadn’t taken their eyes from me
the entire time I was in my head.

“Did you remember anything? About falling
into Utopia.” Caty’s voice was thin, higher than usual as her eyes
pleaded with me.

I jumped to my feet. The two Walker women
followed my movements to stand beside me.

“I remember
everything.” I scrambled to open a doorway, searching for
the link between Utopia and the land of
Nephilius above. I needed to get it open before this place
compelled me to forget again.

But I
couldn’t find a connection or
tether.

I turned to Brace’s family. “There are no
doorways out of here.”

“The cage,” Caty said.

My confusion had Lasandra explaining
further. “We knew that if we ever remembered how to open a doorway,
it would never work with the cage. The energy that surrounds Utopia
is what clouds our memories, contains our energy so no one can find
us, and holds us prisoner,” Lasandra said.

Was that the energy that held the souls
captive up on Nephilius? I had a brief mental flash of the land
above. Maybe it had a dual purpose above and below Nephilius.

“Can you show me this cage?”

“Follow us,” Caty said.

We strode back across the huge field I’d
originally fallen into. Our pace was fast; we were taking no
chances in case this world stole my memories again. As I watched
the beautiful Walkers I realized then how much they really reminded
me of Brace. It was almost painful to be around them. I had a
feeling Brace was the reason I’d been so susceptible to Utopia. It
had been nice to let the fuzziness wash away the agony of my broken
melding bond. They started to run and I quickly fell into step, my
long-ago honed running muscles enjoying the sudden stretch. I felt
good, as if I could jog at this pace forever.

The stunning
scenery passed us in a blur. I was trying to understand how a world
like this could exist within Nephilius. Was this
Walker-created, and how was it powered?
Or was this actually the land that existed below the clouds of
Nephilius, and had someone simply used it to their advantage by
utilizing the powers of the cage?

Finally we
came to a path that seemed to lead
between two massive mountains. And as we stepped around the first
side I noticed the cage. It looked just like the isles above, the
crisscrossing of energy rising high into the sky; energy which
seemed to originate from a rhythmic scattering of large purple,
crystal-styled stones.

“We’ve tried many times to destroy
this, but the power is too great. Nothing has worked,” Caty
said.

“The stones
cannot be removed and, while we can
approach the cage, we’re repelled if we move too close,” Lasandra
said.

I had an idea of a way to break the
cage.

I wished
that my father or Brace were there to
check the viability of my idea, but they weren’t, so I’d have to go
on my own instincts. And do what I knew how. Which was suck this
energy into my power well inside. That endless pit which loved
masses of power.

I turned to
Lasandra and Caty. I’d probably need
their help with this. “I’m going to see if I can draw the energy
into myself, and hope I can weaken this cage enough for you two to
steal away the stones. And plan B involves me using the accumulated
power to destroy these stones,” I said.

The looks on
their faces did not inspire confidence, but really, what other
options did we have right then? Wasting
no more time, I threw out my tether, the one that had destroyed the
room of horrors; the one that was always hungry and never satisfied
with any amount of energy. I let it go free to do what it did best:
energy vacuum.

It connected
with no problem, and my head fell back as the intoxicating swell of power flowed into me. The visible
bonds of the cage rose up before us, higher than anyone could see,
disappearing into the mists – far above into the land of
Nephilius.

But as the
energy began filling me, the stones began to flicker. Starting with
the ones closest to me. It seemed as if I
was draining them one by one. The drawing of the power went on for
infinite amounts of time, and I heard Caty’s gasp each time a stone
flickered before going dark. And every time this happened we
stepped forward, following the trail through the mountain pass.
About halfway along, I started to feel the massive overload of
energy.

This was the
most power I’d drawn into myself without having to expel it. But
there were still many stones lit in the circle before
us. I knew then I wasn’t going to be able
to drain them all. Finally the energy forced me to my knees, as if
my legs could no longer physically support me.

What the hell was I
supposed to do now? I couldn’t suck
anymore power into myself, and I had to get rid of what I had
before it destroyed me.

Acting
purely on survival instincts – and not having much other choice – I
formed an arrow-like shape with the
power. A screech left me as I exploded the missile from my body
like a shooting projectile, aimed at the second half of the
still-lit purple stones. I hoped the blast of energy would destroy
them.

That wasn’t exactly what happened.

The visible
expulsion of energy surrounded us in a swirl of color and light.
And then, as if they had their own vacuums attached, the stones
simply reabsorbed all of the power I’d just drained from them.
Those that had gone dark were now lit up again, and the cage was back and functioning.

“Shit,” I said, before realizing
I’d just cursed in front of my future mother-in-law.

I hoped she
didn’t mind a potty-mouthed Earth girl
shacking up with her son.

They were
expressionless when I faced them. “Okay, so plan A and B are
looking like a no-go. I’m not strong
enough to drain them all.” I bit my bottom lip, trying to think of
another solution.

“Maybe we
can help by grounding some of the energy,” Caty said.

Grounding energy?

“What would you do?” I had no idea what they
were talking about.

Lasandra’s
brow furrowed. “You’re very powerful, and
for some reason your marks are permanently on display like the
ancients, but if I had to guess I’d say you don’t know much about
Walkers.”

Ouch,
Brace’s mom had a bit of an attitude. Arrogance was cute on Brace,
not so much on his mother. Oh, well, I
might as well give them a brief rundown so they understood the
reasons for my incompetence.

“Short
story, I’m a half-Walker –” Their sharp
intakes of breath cut me off for a moment. “And I have only
recently enlightened.”

“Impossible,” Lasandra
breathed.

“Oh, I assure you, I’m very
possible.” I pushed back some free strands of hair that were
annoying me. “There’s been a bit of a battle going on while you
were stuck down here. Que was part of a few crazies involved in the
release of the Seventine. I’ve been trying to clean up his mess.
Four of the Seventine are free and roaming around.” And tormenting
me. “And right now we’re on damage control before all of them are
free.”

They gasped over and over, in repeated,
breathless motions. Caty actually started to cough and choke on her
shock.

Crap, we didn’t have time for them to fall
apart. I needed focus.

“Show me
this grounding thing.” I gentled my tone.
I wasn’t completely unsympathetic. I knew it was a lot to take in.
Although they couldn’t really be shocked by Que’s
involvement.

Lasandra
pulled herself together first, reaching out a hand to place on her
daughter’s shoulder. This seemed to calm
Caty, who I remembered Brace had said had been very protected and
spoiled. She was more delicate than her mother. I could see that
straight away. I supposed any mate of a princeps – especially Que –
would be an expert at handling crazy situations.

Lasandra and
Caty moved to stand on either side of me.
They reached out and clasped each of my hands.

“Okay, start drawing the energy
into yourself again. Open your mind to us, and we will siphon it
off and ground it down into the earth we stand on.”

Sounded simple enough.

“Alright, here I go.”

I threw out
the tether again and the warm, intoxicating power flooded through
me. Sometimes I felt like a god when this happened. A reality check
was often required. Thankfully I generally had Lucy and her blunt mouth around. This time as
I started to feel the overload it dissipated. I realized that there
was a slight sucking sensation flowing from my hands. Like last
time, the stones started to flicker out one by one. And they
continued on more and more. We moved past the halfway point and
there was no stopping us now.

I wondered
if maybe the half-Walkers and I should be practicing something like
this. Not grounding the energy so much, but more me absorbing large
bodies of power and seeing if the girls could take the excess into
themselves. Spreading it around so I had extra to use against our
enemies. And were there any stones, like these purple ones, where
we could store additional energy for the final
battle?

All important things to know before we faced
the Seventine.

Finally, we were almost done.
There were three stones left. As they flickered out, I felt the
exhaustion in my limbs. I wasn’t sure how long we’d been standing
there, but I would guess a very long time. And then finally the
last stone gave a final flicker and its light died. Lasandra and
Caty took that remaining sliver of energy and dispelled it down
into whatever it was that we stood on. The world of Nephilius, I
think.

And then
with a rumble, everything around us began to shake. The three of us
cried out and tightened our grip on each
other’s hands. Was the cage part of the foundation of this world
and now Utopia was falling apart? We huddled together, helping to
balance each other.

“Something
is happening,” Caty cried.

In that
moment a shock of adrenalin, followed by a flash of realization,
flooded through me.

And I woke up.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 14

 


 


I was no longer in Utopia. My surroundings
were dark, except for some beams of what looked like moonstale.

I was flat
on my back, laid out on a smooth but freezing cold
surface. It felt like metal. My eyelids
blinked rapidly as I tried to clear the black dots that were
plaguing my vision. As I attempted to sit up, I realized I couldn’t
move my body. What the hell was going on? I could wiggle my fingers
and toes. This action released a flood of tingles from the iciness
that must have seeped into my numb limbs. Twisting my hands side to
side, I felt the chafing burn of restraints on my wrist. What the
eff? I was tied down. I bit back my panic, claustrophobia clawing
at my insides as I controlled my breathing.

In. Out. In. Out.

I concentrated on that simple action. And
eventually I calmed.

I cleared my
throat, preparing to scream out, but at the last minute I
hesitated. Maybe I shouldn’t tip my hand yet. I wasn’t exactly in a position to fight back, and more
than likely the only ones to come running would be the bad guys.
Instead I closed my eyes and mentally reached for my energy. But I
was pretty much depleted, as if I’d been drained to the point of
running on wisps.

This was so not good. Had that happened in
the Utopia world? Or had I been in this room the entire time?

Pushing past
my empty energy, I searched for my golden
cord. If I connected with the girls, they might be able to help me.
Thankfully it was still there, a little frail looking, but
workable. I sent it out to the half-Walkers and almost immediately
their essences filtered into my empty well.

Why did you cut the tethering earlier? Fury screeched at me. The image you sent me didn’t work. I tried to trace to you,
and Brace tried a doorway, and neither sent us anywhere.

I groaned as
her shrill tone echoed around my mind. It was because the Utopian world was either protected
by energy or … not real at all. I cut her
off. I needed to explain what had happened before I was interrupted
again. Or it was an illusion
or something. I’m tied down in a dark room. I can only see a bit of
filtered light above my head, and there’s a cold table under my
body. I was bloody freezing my butt off,
literally.

How are we going to find you, Abbs? Talina sent warmth toward me. Could she feel this icy cold
deep inside me?

I had no
idea how they were going to find me.
There were no real images to send them. Everything was too dark and
hazy for me to know where I was.

Bring us to you. Ria’s calm
washed through me. You’re
connected to us; we can all trace. I’ve been thinking about how we
should grow our powers. I believe there has to be a way that you
can trace us to where you are.

Ria had a
very logical mind. She seemed to process
all information and continue to work it over until she’d exhausted
every scenario. And what she said made sense. But right then I was
struggling to find energy. My only hope was to borrow the other
girls’ energy.

I’m going to try and bring you here, but
I’ll need some of your energy. I’m fully drained.

Take what you need. Ria spoke for
them all.

I started
out slowly, sucking as much as I could without severing the ties.
My center started to fill and there was so much more power than the
last time I’d done this. It was amazing how much one more
half-Walker added to our power; it
increased tenfold.

Okay, hold on. I’m
going to try and yank all of the cords to me.

In my head
the cords looked like a single rope that split off four ways
further down the line. Each of these four ropes connected me to my
friends. With a deep breath I grasped a hold of the main rope and
yanked with all of my mental strength. But as always the cords just
stretched. They were malleable, and they
did not shift the girls at all.

I don’t know how to do it. I
groaned as weariness pressed on me, forcing my eyes shut as sleep
started to claim me. I wrenched my wrists against my restraints,
the pain helping to keep me awake. Why was I already feeling
depleted? It was as if I couldn’t keep any energy inside, even when
I was siphoning it off the girls.

Don’t pull the cord, just move us, Ria said.

I wasn’t
sure exactly what she meant, but again there was hazy darkness
closing in on the sides of my brain. I was about to pass out again.
This was my last chance. I sucked down their energy
again, and then instead of grabbing the
cord I used my borrowed power to attach to the girls. Closing my
eyes, I sucked in a deep breath before expending every bit of
strength inside me to bring them to my location.

This
exertion allowed the darkness to claim me and I lost a few moments
of time before I could open my eyes again. As consciousness
returned I realized I was alone in my head; the girls were gone. With a muffled cry, I wanted to
smash my head back to the table I was on. It hadn’t
worked.

“Hang tight, Supes, we’ll get you out of
here.”

In
unison, understanding and excitement
flooded me. I flicked my head to the side and almost cried as
familiar masses of white hair came into view.

“Fury.” My voice rasped over the word and a
few tears did prick my eyes. I wasn’t alone.

“Yep, you
did it,” she said, flashing her white
teeth. “You brought me, Talli, Ria …” She flicked her head before
leaning closer to my ear. “And let’s not forget tall, dark and
stick-up-her-ass.”

My lips turned up in the corners.

“Didn’t I say something similar about you
when we first met?” My low husky laugh was pretty rough. I needed
to clear my throat.

Fury didn’t
miss a beat. “My attitude was cute, unlike
Delane’s, which is annoying.”

I didn’t
remember her attitude being cute at all. Fury turned her head away
from me then. I heard murmurs as she
started speaking to someone.

“Trace back
and bring everyone here,” she finally said, before turning back to me.

I struggled
with my bound hands again. My old
claustrophobia fears were still beating at me. I needed to get free
soon or I’d freak out again.

Fury
fumbled with my hands. And I felt someone
else at my other side. Flipping my head over, I locked eyes with
Talina.

“Talli.” I smiled at my friend. She laid a
gentle hand on my forehead, some of her calm diverting the panicked
thoughts I was having.

“I can’t
unlock them, Abbs. It’s some type of
energy bracelet. I think they’re what’s draining you.” Strands of
her emerald hair draped over me, which was strangely soothing
also.

“Shit, we need to get them off her before
she’s drained dry.” Fury’s cursing drew my attention again.

“Are there
others in the room with me?” I asked. Were Brace’s family
there? Had they really been in
Utopia?

“There’re a lot of Angelica and
Walkers in here.” Another voice, this time Delane. I couldn’t see
her, only hear the words as she continued. “Well, I assume the
others are Walkers. Their marks are on display.”

Her voice
seemed to open my eyes to the fact that Talina and Fury
wore their marks; I hadn’t noticed in my
disorientated state. I took a moment to wonder what clan Delane was
from. There were three options: Kaos, Gai or Laos.

Then her
face appeared over me, short black hair framing exotic features,
and across her left side bright yellow
bursts of light. Golden sunbeams. Laos with Tatiana as her
princeps. I didn’t know Delane very well, but I thought she’d like
being in the clan with the only female princeps. I studied her
closely.

The Laos marks were different to
the others. The beams covered so much more of the left side of her
face, seeming to burst from her nose outwards. I’d always thought
they were really interesting marks. They seemed to send warm
feelings through me whenever I saw them. And right then I could use
extra warmth.

Delane
stayed above me while I listened to the mutter and curses as the
girls tried to break the bonds. I was too
weary to even turn my head and see what they were doing. So much
for the big, bad conduit. Right then I was pretty much
useless.

Wait, had
Fury said something about Brace coming here?

“You need to
get rid of the moonstale,” I said, my
words sounding slurred.

Fury and Talina stopped what they were doing
and appeared above me again.

Fury spoke
first, and like a great friend didn’t ask me why. “They have the
stones placed around the perimeter. We’ll
move them away.”

“Be right
back, Abbs.” Talina brushed my hair away and was also gone.
Delane must have followed her.

I was alone then, the quiet echoing around
and through me. I closed my eyes, almost too tired to keep them
open.

“All done,
Abbs, but I still can’t break your chains.” Fury’s voice had my
eyes fluttering open. I was relieved to
see her face was clear of marks now. No gray swirling through her
red skin. “But your dad and Brace are here. They will surely know
what to do.”

“Baby girl.” Josian’s booming voice had me
shifting my eyes to the right.

I got a face full of red hair as he leaned
over and kissed my cheek. His eyes were swirling in colors of
bronze and gold. He looked fierce, his eyebrows bunched together
and his lips pursed.

I felt Brace
then, his warmth, his aura, his own powerful energy. It wrapped
around me and some of the empty coldness inside me eased. My eyes
locked onto his face as it appeared above me, and right
then, if I’d had the energy to flinch, I
would have. I’d seen Brace angry before – god I used to piss him
off all the time – but right then he was so furious the air
crackled around him. His features could have been carved from stone
and, while his eyes were black, they flashed all kinds of hell for
anyone who got in his way.

He cupped my face in his hands and
desperation bled into those rigid features.

“First pixie
land and now Nephilius. You should just kill me, the
long-term torture is far worse.” He
dropped his forehead to rest against mine. “I will get you out of
here.”

“I’m going to need your help.” Josian
interrupted us.

Brace lifted his head, his fists still
clenched as he struggled with his emotions.

To dial down
the visible flow of energy between Brace and me, I forced my eyelids closed. I had to stop what we were
doing; piece by piece I was building ties between us again, and if
they became any stronger we wouldn’t be able to stop the
re-melding. And if that happened I’d never have the strength to
break our bond again. Now that I’d felt the pain and emptiness of
losing Brace, everything in me would fight against ever feeling
that way again. Besides, something told me that the lalunas
wouldn’t help me a second time.

To distract
my thoughts I wondered where Lucy was. I couldn’t believe they’d
stopped her from coming. Colton must have her tied down. A mental
image formed of her pixie butt trying to blind him with dust while
she escaped. I’d have laughed if I’d had
the strength. I was jolted from my weird daydream by a warmth
surrounding my left hand. It almost felt burning hot compared to
the icy cold wracking my body. Brace had laced his fingers with
mine. I couldn’t stop myself from opening my eyes again.

His face
softened as our gazes met, and when the grip on my hand tightened,
I prepared myself, knowing they were about to free me. Generally
whenever something like that happened it
always involved pain. But oddly enough, there was just a simple
clicking sound and my limbs were free.

Josian and Brace helped me to a sitting
position, allowing me to see my prison for the first time. I bit
back an angry curse.

The area was
large, styled in the manner of an underground bunker with no
windows or doors. The only light was still from the moonstale
stones, which must have been shoved into a far corner by the girls.
I was on a metal bench, almost like the ones from old school
hospitals on Earth, which the dead had
rested on in morgues. Thankfully, though, I was clothed.

There
were two dozen of these metal beds surrounding
us, and each of them was occupied. The Angelica had their wings
tucked up under them. Others looked to be Walkers.

“What happened after you fell?” Brace
captured my chin in his free hand, the other still laced with
mine.

“I think I
fell to a land beneath the clouds.” I shook back my
hair. Somehow my long curls were free.
“It was a Utopian world, beautiful, exactly how I imagined
paradise. I couldn’t remember anything about who I was, and for
some strange reason that didn’t bother me.”

I
paused, wondering if I should tell him
about his family. Were they really there? Or was it some sort of
hallucination? Either way I had to say something.

“Brace, your mother and sister were in my
Utopia.”

Our faces
were really close now – he only had to move an inch and our lips
would touch – so I saw every facet of pain and hope that flashed
across his features. His eyes were wide, his jaw
rigid, and I knew he was about to either
cry or start smashing things.

“I’m hoping
it was real. You have to check if they’re
here,” I whispered to him. “They were beautiful. Caty has dark hair
like yours, and Lasandra’s was like sunlight blond.”

“Shit.” He
cursed low under his breath. His eyes started to flick away from me
and dart around the room. I knew he didn’t want to leave
me, so I gave him a little
shove.

“Go. I’ll be right here.”

His lips landed awfully close to mine as he
grazed my cheek. And then he was gone. So fast I couldn’t even
track him around the darkened room.

“I’m
confused,” I said to Josian, my heavy
head dropping into my hands. Without Brace’s hand around me the
cold was seeping back into my body. “Was Utopia really there? Did I
actually fall below the clouds?”

He crossed
his arms, brows rising as he took in the room. Low rumbles
shook his chest. “This dwelling is below the
clouds in Nephilius.” His arms spread out to circle the warehouse
area. “The Utopian part was most probably in your mind to keep you
happy and sedated.” Using his index finger he bopped me gently on
the nose. “They didn’t take into account one very special
half-Walker. Destroying the cage destroyed the energy holding you
all here.” He hugged me roughly, his muscled arms tightening around
me. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

I patted his
back, and eventually his heart rate slowed again. When he pulled
back his gaze rested on my face. As soon
as his warm arms left me I was cold again. I wondered if I’d ever
feel warm. My eyes darted around the room, searching for Brace, but
he wasn’t close by.

“I can’t
believe how many of these energy setups the Seventine
have,” I said, turning back to Josian.
“There are years of planning in every single one of them. How is
their reach so far?”

Josian
rubbed his face as he stared around. “I wouldn’t be surprised to
discover – after the dark mountains, Earth and now this on
Nephilius – that there is some type of
energy-gathering setup on each of the worlds. I always wondered how
the Seventine planned on getting the massive amounts of energy
required to free them.”

Looked like we had our answers.

“We need to
investigate this.” Fury stepped closer. Dune was right behind
her, as always. “We’ll search
Crais.”

It wasn’t a
bad plan. If we could cut off some of
their energy, we might have a shot at beating them to the final
battle. If I had all seven girls before they were freed, well, that
could only increase our chances of re-imprisoning them.

“Look for a
zone of gathered energy. It’ll be large
and feel unnatural. For Fury it might seem like a beacon drawing
her closer,” Josian said.

“And when you find it, do not do anything
without me.” I lowered my voice.

Fury stared at me for a few moments, before
the slightest grin turned up the corners of her mouth. “I’m glad
you’re safe, Supes, I’d have missed your bossy orders.”

And then
with a wink she reached out and grabbed onto her
mate, before tracing them both from the
room. It hadn’t escaped my attention that she hadn’t agreed to let
me know if they found the energy.

“I’ll go to
Spurn.” Talina kissed my cheek. “Ladre was adamant that I
come back for him. It was damn …” She
looked to be fighting back tears. “So hard to leave him there, but
now that I’ve given him some time to know his true feelings, I’ll
be more confident in his choice. And while I’m there I’ll search
for the energy.”

I gave her a hug. “Was everything okay when
you went back? They weren’t … cruel to you?”

When I’d
first gone to Spurn I’d been amazed at how badly Talina was treated. All of the clans had acted like she
was crap under their flippered feet, as if she were a lesser being,
despite the fact she out-powered them by like a million to
one.

A strange
expression crossed her lovely pink face. “Actually, I’ve never been
treated with more respect. Raror’s last partner – she’s Earon’s
leader now – is almost due to have her young, and she was very
kind. A generous and just leadership changes the whole dynamics of
a clan.” She smiled now, her tears gone. “And I think
the fact that I returned with Ladre. And, Abbs,
he actually introduced me as his mate. It kind of threw the other
clan traditions out the window.”

That was
good. If there was ever an overly-cliquey, asshat-filled world, it was Spurn. Unlike Fury, Talina promised
to contact me if she found anything, and then with one last hug she
traced from the room.

“So are we thinking the underground killing
area of the fringe was the energy thing on Regali?” Ria’s beautiful
face came into focus.

I met her
serious gaze, twisting on the metal bench
trying to get comfortable. My strength was slowly flooding back
into me and I knew I’d be able to stand soon.

“It was
definitely a small-scale one. But if you
want to go back and have a look around, then I have no problem with
that.” It was no secret that the queen worried about her jungle and
its packs. “Now’s the best time while I’m occupied finding the
half-Walkers. After that we’ll need to train our asses
off.”

She placed
one of her warm hands onto my arm, and
then with a wink – the right exotically shaped purple eye closed
briefly – she traced away.

Delane
stepped forward. “Brace and I need to get back to the tournament.
It was delayed when you broke the cage on the Isle of
Souls; the council needed to deal with the
fallout. But if you still require my help with your Seventine
battle our original bargain stands.”

I nodded at
the winged Walker. I’d not expected any different from
her; her word was her honor. And she’d
made a deal and was sticking with it.

The moment I
could feel my extremities – after lots of
wiggling of my toes and fingers – I jumped off the bench. Josian
moved to help me, but I didn’t need assistance. Once my energy had
been allowed to refill, Walker healing took care of the
rest.

Together
Josian and I moved around the room,
breaking the chains that held the others captive. Josian showed me
how to crack the restraints. There was a locking mechanism hidden
beneath one of the chains. Once these bonds were broken the others
started to regain consciousness, but like myself were weak for a
little while.

We’d just
about finished when we ran into Brace. He
was flanked by two very beautiful and familiar women. My heart
jumped with joy, the emotion tearing through me and leaving a
burning wake in its path. He’d found his family.

Caty
leaped up when I came closer and threw
her arms around me in a hug. I guessed she remembered me. “Thank
you for saving us, Abby.” She pulled back. “Brace has been telling
us all about you … how special you are.”

I met his
eyes, and the longing there just about
brought me to my knees. When we were melded I’d felt the depth of
his emotions for me. His love had been like a shining beacon,
eclipsing all else. There was nothing in any of the worlds above or
below the place I held in his life. I was first to him. Which was
partly why I’d never told him of Lucy’s prophecy.

But once the
bond had been broken he’d gone back to
the calm, collected and private Walker. I never knew exactly what
he was thinking. But finding his family seemed to have smashed down
a few of these walls, because he was leaking emotions all over the
place and I had to get away. I could not resist those sad
eyes.

Lasandra
also watched me, but unlike her beautiful
son, she was still unreadable, and if I had to guess she wasn’t
quite feeling the same gratitude to me that Caty had expressed. In
fact I’d say she wasn’t my biggest fan. What was with that? I was
awesomely likeable.

“I’m so glad
that you found your family.” I couldn’t help but smile at Brace.
“I’ll see you soon. I have to keep
helping Dad.” I forced myself to turn away, biting the inside of my
cheeks so I didn’t cry.

I made about five steps before he captured
my hands.

“Thank
you.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek.
“My family have been missing for so long, I should’ve known you’d
be the one to save them.”

I
swallowed my tears, forcing my lips up in
another smile attempt. “I did nothing but fall into that Utopia
world.”

He moved his
hands up to cradle my face. It seemed as
if every time he saw me lately he was touching my face. “You’re a
gift, sweetheart, don’t ever doubt that.”

He didn’t
remember that the Seventine had ruined ‘sweetheart’ for us, but in that moment, I didn’t even
care. His use of the endearment again, brought every piece of joy
back to the word.

“Brace. Can we go home, darling?”

He turned his head to smile at his mother.
Before turning back to devastate me with his soft gaze again.

“I’m going
to take them home. I’ll see you
soon.”

I felt my brows draw together.

“We still
have to finish the tournament on Nephilius.” His murmur was close
to my cheek. And then with an exhalation he brushed his fingers gently along my face and left.

Damn, Brace
should just stab me in the heart whenever he saw
me; it’d be less painful.

Josian
didn’t mention anything when I caught up to him and thankfully he
accepted the tears streaming down my face without needing to ask
questions. Delane was across the room with her fellow Angelica,
trying to explain to them where they had been for
such a long time.

There had been twelve Angelica and eight
Walkers in the room. Twenty total, which was but a fraction of what
we had found in the dark mountain.

Josian
seemed to think it was these twenty who provided much of the energy
to power the cage. They were necessary to the bigger
plan, which had been to suck all of
Nephilius into the Isle of Souls. That was where the real power
would have been.

Have I mentioned lately how much I hate the
Seventine? I was feeling something along the lines of
stab-them-in-the-eye when I see them next.

Josian
opened a doorway to Neol the tournament land, and we helped the
Angelica through before leaving them with their flock members.
Steva had been overjoyed that we’d freed
the Isle of Souls. In fact, her wizened features had almost creased
into a smile and she’d even touched my arm. Which was a huge show
of affection for the Angelica.

After
promising we’d be back the next day for
the broad-sword portion of the tournament, Josian and I left for
First World.

Lucy and Lallielle barreled into me the
moment I stepped through the front door.

“Thank
god,” Lucy sobbed into my
shirt.

I met the light green eyes of my mother over
her head.

“I’m
fine,” I assured her.

She kissed
my cheek. “I was so worried. But I knew you’d be
fine; you’re strong and resourceful, and
I’m so proud of you.”

I smiled
through my weariness. The huge levels of energy that had run in and
out of my body were taking their toll. I
was going to crash soon.

“Go to bed, baby girl.” Josian brushed my
hair back. “I’ll wake you in time to make it back to
Nephilius.”

I
practically dragged Lucy across the floor and up the stairs. She
finally let go of my arm when we were safely inside and sprawled
across my bed. The smell of my clothes wafted up at
us. I wrinkled my nose and with a sigh
pulled myself up.

“I need a shower.”

“Actually, Abbs, I think you need
to be taken out the back and hosed down,” Lucy said as she shoved
me toward the bathroom.

She followed
me in and dropped on the floor, her back against the wall. I
focused on her for a moment. Her face was
tear stained, eyes puffy, and then like magic the red started to
fade off her skin. The same way as it did for me. Pixies didn’t
heal quite as fast as Walkers, but it was pretty close.

I pulled off my dirty clothes, shoving them
into the hamper, before jumping into the shower. I used the energy
stream to turn the water almost scalding hot. In my core I was
still freezing cold.

“Where’s Colt?” I called out to Lucy.

“In the dog
house,” she replied. “And he better get
used to being in there.”

“I’m guessing he forced you back here
instead of searching for me.” I was sitting on the floor, my legs
drawn up with my arms hugged around them.

“Yes,” she sort of growled. “Apparently I’m
too small and weak to be of any use.”

I inhaled
sharply. Hell no. “He didn’t actually say
that, right?”

She snorted
out a harsh laugh. “Well, not exactly. He
peppered it with some crap about his mate being precious and he
can’t live if anything happened to me. But in the end he didn’t
trust me to be out searching for my best friend.”

And I’d bet Lucy’s famous temper got the
better of her in that situation. With a sigh, I decided to add a
little fuel to her already flaming fire.

“I’m not
saying what he did was right or fair, but Walkers don’t think like
Earth men. You truly are precious to him,
and he would not be able to live without you. You’re his other half
… imagine if you lost him.” I had to clear my throat, forcing my
own emotions down. This was not about me.

I heard her audible intake of breath,
followed by another sob.

“It’s not
something you and I have to think about too much, because our men are pretty much indestructible. But we
could still lose them, Luce. Don’t be mad at him because he loves
you too much. Every sentient species, of every world, searches
their whole lives for a love like that.”

“Whose side
are you on, Abigail?” she groaned at
me.

I laughed.
“Always yours. But I know you’re going to
be miserable fighting with him. You two have to learn to find a
compromise between his over-protectiveness and your need to be
crazy and independent.”

It was a
balance Brace and I naturally had, but Lucy was someone that
inspired the protective instincts in
everyone around her, and Colton was even more overbearing due to
his wolf side. There was something animalistic about Colton. He
fought against his wolf instincts, but sometimes he
lost.

“I’m not used to this mate thing.” I heard
tears in her voice again. “I told him I hated him, and he said that
was fine as long as I was safe.” Her voice broke a few times. “But
I saw the pain I caused him and … he even had a few tears which he
thought I didn’t see.”

Big tough
Colton was a softy under all of that growl and fur. And he loved
his little pixie; anyone could see
that.

“Shit. I’ve got to go find him, Abbs. Will
you be okay?”

Her voice
sounded higher. She was on her feet and
already moving.

“See you
soon,” I said as the door to my bathroom
slammed open and shut again. I dropped my head forward until it
rested on my knees.

I was so
tired, and cold. Deep aching shudders threatened to wrack my body, but I held them at bay, forcing my
limbs to remain still.

Are you okay?

I jumped
about a hundred feet in the air. Okay, it
was like two, but it felt higher. How the hell was Brace in my
head?

How are you in my head?

Might as well ask him the question.

He laughed.

I’m not in your head.
I just reached out to contact you and found your shield down. I
thought I’d check if you were doing okay.

Damn, what the hell was with my shielding? I
knew in this form of communication he could really only hear what I
sent to him, or thoughts I projected very loudly. He could not
search around in my head, and considering all the secrets I was
keeping that was a good thing.

I’m okay, just a little cold. How are your
mother and Caty?

His voice
sounded lower. Keep an eye on
the cold.

I was already feeling warmer just hearing
his voice.

And they’re doing great. The Abernath people are showering them with presents and
parties. Although both of them are in the same situation as you:
tired and cold. Mostly they’re looking for some rest.

There was a
pause, a comfortable moment where we just sat in silence. If this
were the old Brace I’d have asked him why
his mother hated me, and how he truly felt about finding his
family.

I’d want to
hear the joy in his voice and feel the love in his mind. Of
course, if it were old Brace I wouldn’t
even need to ask; I’d be feeling it all in his head.

I’m looking forward to seeing you in the
morning.

I could tell
he wanted to say more. The pauses felt
too much like someone who was skirting around the real reason for
contacting me. But I didn’t push – very unlike me – because
sometimes there was no going back. And if I’d learned anything the
last few weeks it was that I needed him to still be in my life. It
kept me from going completely crazy.

Bye, Abby.

It felt like a caress stroked my
body as he left. Closing my eyes, I let the tears fall, the shower
washing away the evidence of my pain.

Abbs.

I gasped, realizing that Brace hadn’t
exactly left when I thought he had.

Don’t cry, sweetheart. You’re killing me.
There was an extended pause. I’m coming there right now.

No. I’m fine, Brace.
Just overwhelmed with everything that’s been happening.

There was no
reply. I flew to my feet, just about
killing myself by slipping and falling through the shower door. As
I scrambled back to my feet, the air rushed around me drying the
water on my body. I dived into my closet and found underwear, jeans
and a simple white shirt. There was no time for anything
dressier.

Meanwhile my
heart was beating at a million miles an hour. I had a terrible
feeling I’d just made a mistake, and now
I was going to have no choice but to explain myself.

I felt Josian’s energy outside my door.

“Come in,
Dad,” I yelled.

My door slid across, silent as it
disappeared into the groove.

“Brace is
here,” Josian said, stepping further into
my room. Everything shrunk around the massive Walker as he reached
my side. “Do you want me to get rid of him? Because I’m pretty sure
I could take him.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down, a cheeky
grin creasing his handsome face.

I gave him a
hug. It had taken me a bit of time to get used to the need Walkers
had for touch and affection, but now I found myself craving some contact.

“I think
maybe he’s here to demand some answers.
He has dreams about us, and seems confused a lot,” I whispered as
Josian pulled me close into his side. “Do you think I could explain
to him what happened and maybe then he could help me maintain the
separation? It’s too hard with him trying to push for a
relationship. I can’t resist him.”

Josian
didn’t answer straight away; he was staring out at the view through my balcony doors. “Brace is a really
smart guy, with an analytical mind perfectly suited for battle.
Which is part of the reason Que was so hard on him. His father saw
the potential in him and used these assets of his son to form a
formidable leader.” His eyes narrowed. “But when Brace met you he
changed, even more so once you were melded. In some ways he’s more
base instinct and animalistic than many mated Walkers.”

Except Colton.

“Why do you think he’s like that?” I asked
in a tight voice.

“Because you’re special … important. Without
you the worlds would come to an end. So fate decreed you a
protector who would stop at nothing to keep you safe, who puts you
first above all else.”

And that was
the part which made no sense to me. Why Lucy’s vision made no
sense. Brace and I were strong together.
We had a melding bond which was more unbreakable than even the
Walkers’ normal mating. Why the hell, then, would my power be
weakened bonded to him?

And then in
a blinding flash of realization I cursed out loud. Following that
with lots of other four-letter
words.

“Damn, baby
girl, I don’t even want to know where you
learned those phrases,” Josian said while he gripped my
arms.

“It had to be false.” I was still cursing
under my breath. “There’s no way I was supposed to break the
melding bond.”

Josian’s
features paled under my words.

“Aribella.
Take a moment to think this through. You
need to be careful with what you do now.” Josian spoke slowly. “I
concede that a discussion with Brace is the logical next step, but
before you reform any bond you need to speak with the lalunas. They
can help us understand what this might bring.”

I pursed my
lips. Before biting down on my cheeks in worry. “I don’t trust
them,” I finally said, smiling to lessen
the bluntness of my words.

I knew
Josian loved his little crazy lalunas.

“Well, we still need to talk to
them first,” he insisted. His face was definitely pale, very unlike
his usual luminescence.

I got that
he was worried – understandably so. One
wrong decision could mean the end of the worlds.

“Okay,” I finally
agreed.

Some color
crept back into his cheeks, which made me
feel a bit better.

“I’ll get
Brace for you. Call me if … it doesn’t go
well.”

I grabbed
his arm. “No, I’d rather be outside to talk with him.” I wasn’t
sure if he was going to lose it, and open
spaces were better for energy explosions.

I walked
down with Josian. We made random small talk, discussing Lallielle’s
new artwork that he had splashed all around the
house, and the next town fair, which was
coming up soon. He mentioned that Samuel was back in the house and
that Quarn was still leading the protective duty at the castle. I
missed my guardian. I needed to find some time to visit
him.

“Has Samuel seen Lucy since she got
pixiefied?” I asked as we crossed to the white room.

Josian shook
his head. “No, the men I sent to keep an
eye on him reported that he’d been holed up with some old friends.
He only got back today.”

I chuckled
then. I had thought Josian was being
pretty relaxed about Samuel. Good to know he’d been on top of that
one. There were definitely benefits to being princeps and having
men at your beck and call.

When I
stepped through the doorway, my eyes were
immediately drawn to Brace. He stood in front of the large windows,
legs splayed, his expression serious. Seeing him in front of the
glassed wall brought forth the memory of smashing through that
front window, the pain of all the glass, and how he had taken care
of me. I forced the memories back. It was time to focus on
now.

Brace
straightened, zeroing in on me with his melting-pot-of-chocolate
eyes. He looked tired, but sexy as hell. He had a few
days’ growth on his face, which took his
general badass vibe and tipped him right over into dark and
dangerous.

“You have
some explaining to do, Red,” he bit out,
narrowing his eyes at me.

Red.

I swallowed
loudly. Oh, hell, how much did he
know?


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 15

 


 


We walked in
silence and I could feel the simmering heat from Brace. The salty
breeze ruffled my curls. I was mentally
searching for the right words. How to start this conversation? It
was hard not knowing what he’d remembered.

But I
couldn’t deny my joy at hearing his nickname for me. I’d missed the
way he called me Red. His voice always
went a little deeper, husky with untold things. And it jolted me
the same way every time.

Finally, when I couldn’t stand it
any longer, words started to fall out of my mouth. I always sounded
like a lunatic when I was nervous, and this was even worse than
usual.

“I’m so
sorry, Brace. I never wanted things to end up like this. I’m not
sure what you remember, but yes, we’re
mates, and we were bonded before … a melding bond.”

He froze.

I hurried to
continue, needing to get it all out. “There was a
prophecy from Lucy, the end of the worlds. But
now it turns out she’s a pixie and some of her predictions might be
planted or fake or something. I don’t know.”

He was watching me closely, his expression
guarded. But his jaw was locked in a way that meant bad things.

So of course
this only increased the word-vomit.

“And now I
think maybe the vision was wrong, but the lalunas destroyed the
melding bond and Josian said we have to talk with them before we do
anything –” I broke off. “I mean, if
that’s what you want to do?” I forced my mouth shut, teeth clinking
together.

He didn’t
answer. I doubted he could even talk
through that rigid jaw. Damn, he might be so pissed off at my
choices and lies that he’d walk away from me. Just say ‘screw you,
Abby, and your melding bond’.

And then with a groan he dragged me into his
arms and kissed me.

With all of
his pent-up anger I expected his lips to
hit mine hard, in a punishing sort of kiss. But it was the complete
opposite. So softly did he touch his mouth to mine, and the moment
I tasted him, after so long without, the tears flooded my eyes. I
was leaking all over the place lately. He took his time, building
slowly until the kiss started to morph into something
more.

Hotter. Instantly drying up my tears.

Our breaths came out in hard gasps. I poured
every bit of my anger, sorrow and loneliness into that kiss, but
the strongest emotion was my love. I loved this man so much. Was
more in love with him than I’d ever thought possible. And Brace
gave back as good as he got.

He finally pulled away, before cupping my
face and resting his head on mine.

“I think I followed along with what you
said, but I need you to tell me everything,” he said quietly.
“Start at the beginning.”

We sat then,
on the grass with the ocean roaring in front of us. It was dark,
stars and a few of the planets twinkling in the sky above us. Brace
held my hand but otherwise we didn’t touch. And with one big breath
I started right at the beginning: the
dreams I’d had of him on Earth, details of the house in the snow –
which I’d been dying to visit again – and followed our story right
up to the moment I went to the lalunas and asked them to break our
melding bond.

My hand felt
sweaty in his, but I held on, afraid he wanted to pull away.
Telling him everything was painful, but for the first time in a
long time I wasn’t lying, and that was
the biggest relief I could imagine.

He silently processed my words for a little
while, before he spoke.

“I thought I
was going crazy,” he said, staring out
into the darkness. “I continued to hear Red in my mind, as if I’d
called you that a million times, and yet I knew I hadn’t. All of
the dreams, having a mate. I was trying not to push myself on you,
but I was desperate to spend time with you. I made Colton find
excuses to bring me in to things. Hoping it wouldn’t seem weird.”
He cleared his throat. “And every time we were together the need to
touch you almost strangled me.”

He pulled
his hand away then, and everything inside me clenched so tightly I
thought my heart might actually be crushed. I had expected anger. Hell, I wanted him to be angry with me.
But this sadness was torture.

“I’m … I’m
so sorry,” I stuttered out. Stupid
useless words. My actions were what counted, and they’d been
nothing short of terrible. “I wanted to tell you. I went to tell
you so many times, but Lucy kept having those visions. Everyone was
dead. Josian said you would never let me break the
bond.”

“You went to
Josian and Lucy,” he growled, lowering
his eyes, letting those inky lashes fan across his cheeks. “This
was about us. You should have come to me first.”

Well, technically Lucy had come
to me, but I knew what he meant.

“So what do you want to do now?” I held my
breath.

What if he
stormed off and never spoke with me again? I’d probably die on the spot.

Luckily for
me, he was hundreds of years older than my eighteen years, and his
maturity far out-stretched my own. He
lifted his gaze to meet mine.

“I want you back by my side where you
belong. And I want every damn memory returned.” He lifted me with
ease and I found myself sprawled on his lap. “And then I want many
nights to tie you to my bed where you can’t get into any
trouble.”

He fisted
handfuls of my hair, gently tilting my head back to face him. “I
feel your regret, and the true pain you’ve experienced. But trust is a fundamental part of any
relationship, and right now it’s damaged between us. Only time can
repair this bond, so if I act a little tyrannical and possessive
just remember I’m working to get us back to the place you
described. The way we were when you visited my world.”

“So we go to
the lalunas now?” I tucked myself further into his
body. The warmth and heat of Brace
wrapped around me. “And what if the visions were correct? We could
be damning the entire universe by reforming the melding
bond.”

“It makes no
logical sense that you would be weaker mated to me.” Brace was
tracing patterns on my back, his hands leaving hot trails on my
skin. “Especially if we were melded.
That’s the ultimate yin and yang. Two halves of the same whole; and
essentially everything is stronger when it’s whole.”

That had
been my most recent revelation. But still my worry that this was
selfish prevailed. I started to laugh then, the relief of sharing
the burden, or releasing the lies, took
its toll. I was shaking as embarrassing snorts and gasps escaped
from me.

“I lasted
like ten minutes without you,” I said
between chuckles. “I thought I was so strong. I was going to be the
self-sacrificing martyr – which I deserved after releasing the
third Seventine – but I’m starting to realize how unappealing the
role of sacrifice really is.”

I was weak. There was no denying it. But
dammit, I was eighteen, and if the worlds ended I wanted every last
second with Brace.

“You’re
strong.” Brace could read me even without
our mental link in place. “It took strength to break the bond, to
do what you felt was right. No matter what you think, you can never
take away the fact that you sacrificed your happiness for the lives
of others. You’re deserving of the role of conduit.”

He stood
then, scooping me into his arms so there wasn’t one sliver of space between our tightly pressed bodies.
“And I’m proud to call you mate. I wouldn’t have chosen anything
different. I would not change one thing about you.” He started to
walk us along the beach, back toward the house. “Not even your
stubborn ass, which is determined to give me a heart
attack.”

He sounded
like my old Brace then, and for the first time in forever I felt
the tension leave my body. And suddenly I was beyond exhausted. I
laid my head on his chest and let myself drift with his walking
motions. It had been a hard few days,
what with being a living energy bag and all of that. It was nice to
just have a breather, and to have no secrets between us anymore.
This didn’t fix things, not by a long shot, but it was a step in
the right direction.

“I was
letting other people tell me what to do when I knew in my gut that
I should have followed my own instincts,”
I murmured to Brace, and myself, I guess. “If I’m going to be the
leader that brings about the destruction of the Seventine then I
need to be stronger, trust in myself more.”

His chest
moved under my cheek as he replied, “It’s
not wrong to seek wise council. No true leader believes they know
everything. Otherwise you have a dictator like Que. He didn’t start
out bad, but somewhere along the way the power corrupted him and he
could no longer see reason. And no longer did he consider the
opinions of others.”

Brace’s deep voice rumbled around. “But in
the end you must trust your own instincts, and mine. You should be
grateful that you have me.”

I elbowed him, and he laughed.

“Seriously,
I’m a smart guy. If you want anyone in
your corner for the end-of-days battle … well, you could do
worse.”

“You and me against the world, baby.” I was
slurring a little as exhaustion claimed me.

“Sleep, Red, I’ll keep you safe.”

Hearing
those words again was a balm to my wounded soul. And
even though I didn’t want to lose any time with
Brace, I couldn’t stop myself from drifting to sleep.

 


The voices
woke me first. I was disorientated for a
moment, wondering why my bed was so hard and yet so comfortable.
And then I remembered my confession to Brace, and with a jolt of
adrenalin I realized I was still in his lap. I didn’t open my eyes,
though. I was going to milk this moment for as long as
possible.

“You won’t have time to go to the lalunas.
We have to be back on Nephilius in an hour.” That was Colton.

“Delane is more of a pain in the ass than
Fury, and that’s saying something.” Lucy spoke next.

“She just
has a code of honor. You can’t blame a person for being strong
enough to stay true to themselves,” Brace
said, his familiar rumbling voice washing over me. “And there’s no
chance she’ll beat me, so I just need to finish these rounds and
then we can help Red move on to the next world.”

“It’s so
strange hearing you call her that again.” Lucy’s voice sounded
louder. “I can’t believe she told you everything …”
There was an extended pause. “Don’t be too hard
on her. She wanted to tell you the entire time. I had to
practically glue her mouth shut to stop her from blurting
everything out.”

Brace’s arms
tightened around me. I was pretty sure he
knew I was awake. “I’m not happy about her deception, but I do
understand what she was thinking. And in the end, I can deny her
nothing. She owns me, body and soul, and my driving need is to make
her happy. No point fighting against that urge.”

Colton
snorted. “Finally you can join the whipped-Walker club.”

Brace stood
to the sounds of Colton and Lucy’s bantering. “I’m going to take Red upstairs so she can wake
and get ready for Nephilius. I’m sure she won’t want to be left
behind. She’s stressing about Delane escaping her
grasp.”

“Okay, we’ll
wait here for you,” Colton said, and then
I felt a slight jolt.

I think the wolf Walker had slapped his best
friend on the shoulder.

“Open those
beautiful eyes,” Brace murmured as he
walked. “I like knowing I can stare at you as much as I
want.”

I met his gaze.

“You’re like
a creepy old stalker,” I teased, a true
smile gracing my lips.

“Emphasis on
the ‘old’ part,” I heard Lucy shout from
downstairs.

Clearly her hearing had improved
greatly.

“We need new
friends,” I said loudly.

Lucy and Colton’s chuckles could be heard
for most of our journey.

I stared up
at Brace. “You know I can walk. I must be
getting heavy.”

“I could carry you for all eternity.” His
voice was low and growly. And I liked it.

We didn’t
say much for the rest of the walk. I
wasn’t sure what Brace was thinking, but I was just enjoying the
moment. He left me to shower and change while he sprawled across my
big bed. Of course, the moment he spread out it suddenly looked
tiny. The man was massive, and seemed to be growing even more. His
arms were pretty heavily muscled, but since he’d become princeps he
seemed to have grown stronger. Josian had mentioned before that
princeps received power from their other clan members. Maybe that
was what had happened with Brace.

I rushed
through my shower, dressed quickly, and was back to crawl in next
to Brace for a quick cuddle. The urge to reform the melding bond
was crashing in on me constantly. I knew
we would not be able to hold out much longer. The closer we grew,
the harder it was to stop the compulsion. When we were together I
had to physically stop myself flicking open my necklace.

“We should
go,” I finally said, wiggling away before
he could drag me back.

With a
huff, he followed me down the hallway and
into the white room. Lucy and Colton were not in there, but I could
see a green pixie through the front window. We stepped outside. The
sun was just starting to rise in the indigo sky. I was shocked to
see that Colton was in his wolf form.

“What’s going on?” I asked them.

Lucy was
fluttering around, small puffs of dust floating off
her, but not enough that I thought she
was really upset. “Someone was looking in through the front window.
Colt wanted to be in wolf form to scent them.”

The
snow-white wolf started to growl low, an
ominous thundering sound which had the hair on my arms standing
up.

And then he took off.

Lucy didn’t
hesitate to follow him, and Brace and I
soon caught up to the pixie. Colton was much faster than we were,
but as long as we kept him in sight it wouldn’t matter if he pulled
ahead.

“Why is
Colton so much quicker than regular
Walkers?” I asked Brace.

He gave a half-grin. “Any Walkers that have
a secondary ability –”

“Like your
tropical cyclone,” I
interrupted.

His grin
widened. “Exactly. Well, we’re faster and
stronger in our other forms. It’s as if that ability amplifies the
already superior abilities of Walkers.”

“Geez, Brace, you’re just so
modest. You should get some more confidence,” Lucy drawled,
fluttering her wings so rapidly I almost couldn’t see
them.

One thing Walkers had no lack of was
confidence. Especially Brace. He knew he was awesomesauce.

He shrugged. “I just call them how I see
them.”

We were
weaving through the main street of Angelisian. The day was warm.
Angelisian rarely seemed to get cold, although I detected the
slightest of chills in the air at night now; nothing like the
frigid winters of New York, though. We
were slowly working through the seasons of First World, but it
seemed to be pretty much middle ground the entire time.

The various shoppers milling around the
market square barely batted an eye as a large wolf, two Walkers and
a pixie zipped past. It was like the start of a bad joke.

Colton led
us out of the town. The gates knew us now
and opened without pause. I recalled this path from our first
journey so long ago.

My eyes clashed with Brace’s.
He’d told me that he remembered some of taking us to Angelisian,
but it wasn’t until I filled in the rest of the details he realized
how much had been taken from him. Including the first time he’d
called me Red. All the romantic memories.

“So much has
changed,” Lucy said, her tone low. “It’s
been a blink of an eye since we walked through that wall to First
World, and yet in experiences at least ten lifetimes have passed us
by.”

“Have you
ever asked Quarn how he opened that doorway?” Brace asked. The
superiorly-fit-ass wasn’t even breathing heavily. I had no doubt that he could go like this for days.
“Because I’ve never heard of any but Walkers being able to move
like that between the worlds.”

My forehead crinkled as his words
washed over me. “No, I haven’t asked him again.”

I felt as if
there were so many little things which had happened that I
had simply accepted or shoved from my mind. But
were some of them important? Was I ignoring information that might
give us some advantage against the Seventine?

“I just
assumed it was because he held the laluna,” Lucy said. “If they decided to open the shimmery portal
thing for us, then they’d have no problem, right?”

Brace gave her a nod. “They most definitely
could have achieved that. But it begs to be explained why they
would respond to Quarn.” His expression softened as it touched on
my face. “It was probably because you were there, Red.”

My laluna
was very tied to me. But something was niggling at the back of
my mind about that whole thing now. I
hadn’t been worried, but thanks to Brace’s words, it was really
bugging me. I needed to speak with Quarn. And I could check if my
laluna was at the castle with the other royal stone. I hadn’t seen
it for a while.

“What about
before that, when Abbs disappeared and ran into you in this
forest?” Lucy said to Brace. “How the
hell did that happen. She had no laluna then?”

He didn’t
hesitate to answer; he’d clearly thought about it before. “I think
as Red approached her enlightenment, our bond was attempting to
connect us.” He met my gaze. “Somehow our energy locked between the
worlds and it was like you traced to me, but it was awkward because
you didn’t have your full powers yet.”

I remembered
the pressure and pain. It had been unpleasant. But meeting Brace …
more than worth it.

“Best day of my life,” he said to me.

I blew him a
kiss. “Mine too.” And it had been. I
never knew it then, but I was the luckiest person alive.

We entered
the forest and either Colton was slowing or we were getting
faster, because he was much closer in
front.

“Did you
tell Brace about Lucas’ visit the other day?” Lucy
changed the subject.

“What?”
Brace’s voice went in to the low, scary register. Where I knew he
was thinking about doing bad things, like ripping Lucas’ head from
his shoulders. “Might be time to make it a little clearer that you
are off-limits to him.”

“Come on,
it’s not like I’m all loving-me-some Lucas,” I pointed out. “Most of the time I don’t even
like him.
He just thinks I’m still the empress.”

“Plus he seemed to have a thing with Ria.”
Lucy was smiling. “And if anyone can keep his butt in line it’s
Mother Nature.”

“Well, let’s hope that’s the case,
and I might let him keep his arms and legs attached to his body.”
Brace reached out and pulled me closer to him. We were practically
running on top of each other and I was okay with that.

“You were always possessive,” Lucy said,
examining us. “But you seemed to have upped it a notch, Brace.
What’s with that? Are you and Colt having some sort of
competition?”

He met her
gaze with his own serious expression, but I saw a twinkle in his
eyes. “I think it’s because we have no
bond at the moment. My entire being wants to tie Red to me. It goes
against the order of nature for Walkers to stay unbonded, and that
causes a bit of aggressive and possessive nature.”

“Well, that might explain Colton.
He informed me last night that he wasn’t waiting any longer for us
to complete our mating bond. He said it’s too dangerous for his
wolf. He wants to have the ceremony after we get back from
Nephilius.” Her blue eyes sparkled. The yellow threading them was
glowing too. “I need you to be there, Abbs. I told him I want to
incorporate some of an Earth wedding ceremony in too. So you’re my
bridesmaid, and Brace will be a groomsman.”

Even
though legal marriages no longer occurred
on Earth – there was no way to officially get those documents
anymore – some of the rebels still held ceremonies in their
compounds. We had gone to a few when we were younger, before New
York became a complete shit-hole of a city, and Lucy had talked
about them for days. The beautiful dresses, kissing the love of
your life, flowers, and romantic words. I’d always been cynical,
knowing the reality of married life was vastly different. On Earth,
anyway. But Lucy had believed in the beautiful concept of
forever-love.

“I wouldn’t
miss it for any of the worlds, Luce. We should have told
Lallielle. She works magic setting up
events.”

Lucy smiled.
“Oh, well, we can figure it out when we
get back. I don’t need anything special, just Colt.”

Lucy
deserved a perfect moment, so with that
in mind I reached out for Lallielle.

Mom, can you hear me? I still
sucked at mind-talking. I didn’t like others in my head, and it
made me wary of reaching out or dropping my own
barriers.

Aribella, is everything alright, baby girl?
She used Josian’s nickname for me quite a lot
now.

I quickly
explained to her about the mating ceremony for
Lucy, and I showed her some mental
pictures of Earth weddings.

Do you think you can organize something for
her? It doesn’t need to be much, just so it feels a little
special.

I felt her
smile. It surrounded me with
warmth. Leave it with me. I
have the perfect thing in mind. She
paused. And please tell me
that I’ll get to organize something like this for my daughter one
day soon.

I
laughed. You never know, Mom,
but I have to save the worlds first.

Okay, I love you, and
I’ll see you all back at the house tonight. Stay safe.

I tightened
my barriers as we cut off the mind-speak.

I realized
that she didn’t know we weren’t on Nephilius. Oh, well, there was no need to worry her until we found out
exactly what we were chasing. Rounding the bend, I recognized the
area we were crossing now.

“Hey
look, Brace, we can stop in and say hi to
your dad.” I lifted my brows as we moved around the little clearing
that held Deralick’s camouflaged house. “Sorry, I mean your
fake-dad.”

He gave me a full smile, sending a trail of
warmth from my chest all the way to my toes. It was rare to see his
real, happy face. In fact I was sure this was one of his first
filled-with-joy smiles since I’d broken the melding bond.

“Smart
ass,” he said, pulling me even closer. He
was pretty much carrying me under his arm now. And still I was not
complaining. Hell, no.

“We’re coming in on the side of the castle.”
Brace lowered his voice. “The guards are around.”

We’d
been running for miles. Luckily we were
supernatural creatures now.

“They’re going to freak when they catch
sight of Colt.” Lucy snorted out a few giggle noises.

And right then the wolf slowed
before stopping. We came up next to him.

“Colt says that the trail disappears here.
So either they’re standing somewhere in this vicinity invisible, or
they’ve hidden their scent.” Brace stood next to his best
friend.

Lucy was on
the other side of the wolf, one of her hands threaded through the
thick fur. “Well, at least Colt has his
scent now. If he comes around again we’ll know.”

“Why did you chase him anyways?” I asked the
giant wolf. “I know it’s wrong seeing a creeper at the window, but
you chased him like the man had seen Lucy naked.”

At Lucy’s cough I swung my head around.

“Really, Luce? In the front room.”

Those two
were a hot mess. Fighting one minute and loving the next.
Oh, well, it would never be boring in
their house.

“I wasn’t
naked.” Lucy defended herself. “Well, not
completely.”

She winked at me; I shook my head.

“Will you two be okay for a minute?” Brace
said. “I need to get Colt some clothes.”

At my nod, he kissed me on the cheek and
left.

The wolf
stayed right between us while Brace was gone, his head flicking
left and right as he sensed things that we were unaware of. Lucy and I just chatted
quietly.

“So have
you seen much about Ria and Lucas?” Those two fascinated me. It made
sense and yet how could it possibly work?

“I just see
them together. Their auras intertwine
with each other the same way that the gold links you and
Brace.”

“You can see
that?” I stared at her wide-eyed.

She nodded. “Occasionally, when things get
emotional.”

I opened my
vision to include the energy around us and held my
breath, hoping I would see the truth. I
had nothing to worry about. There were ties between Lucy and
Colton. They were green and white. Sparkling, shimmering and
drawing those two souls toward each other.

“You and
Colt have energy ties as well,” I said
with a smile.

“I know.” She dropped down to burrow her
cheek into her wolf. Right near his face. “Colt’s my other half.”
Lifting her face again she focused on me.

“Are you really going to reform the melding
bond?”

Colt gave a soft growl at this. “He’s a
little annoyed that I didn’t tell him.” Lucy’s grin went almost
from one side of her face to the other. She loved tormenting
Colton.

“Josian
wants me to talk to the lalunas, make sure that nothing crazy is
going to happen. But yes, I think your vision was
wrong. I’ve never felt weaker since
breaking our bond.”

I sounded a little defensive. Lucy held up
her hands.

“No judging, Abbs, I’m inclined to dismiss
most of the planted visions.” Her brow furrowed. “I just wish some
of them hadn’t come true. Leaves a small parcel of doubt.”

I had a thought. “Maybe the lalunas can tell
us if the visions were legitimate.”

Lucy shrugged. “Worth a try, but I’m not
owing those creepy little nuts a favor.” She shuddered. “I have
nightmares thinking about what they could demand from you.”

“Word,” I said. I was totally
feeling that sentiment. “But Josian trusts them, so I’m sure it
can’t be too bad.”

Wishful thinking there.

I had another thought. “Didn’t Malisna say
that the fey or faerie land was somewhere near the castle? Do you
think … maybe your visitor was …” I trailed off.

A few varied
emotions crossed her face – fear, intrigue, relief and curiosity
were all present – before finally she lowered her eyes to stare at
the ground. “I felt something strange when the man was close. I
don’t know, Abbs, but a spy from faerie
land … well, that’s as good an explanation as any right
now.”

I studied her face closely, so different
now, and yet still as familiar as my own reflection. “So how else
have you changed since your powers were unlocked?”

We hadn’t
had much chance to really chat about it. I felt as if we were
losing bits and pieces of the closeness we used to
have. We used to sit for hours every
night chatting at the compound. And now, well, we were lucky to
have an hour a week for conversation.

She dug her
fingers deeper into Colton. She was
almost lying across him. “Well, I have wings –”

She stopped as I snorted and rolled my eyes
at the same time.

“I meant besides the obvious.”

She grinned at me. “Just wanted to make sure
you hadn’t forgotten. Other than that my senses have kicked up an
awesome notch; hearing, sight, smell all heightened.” She glanced
down at her wolf. “Even taste and touch.”

Colton growled, but this time it was like a
purring rumble.

“I sometimes
sense things just before they’re about to
happen, like if there’s a knock at the door, I’ll know who’s there.
I heal really quickly,” she said, holding up her index finger as if
she was ticking off her new attributes. “My pixie dust can bespell
someone if I flick it into their eyes and add some words from the
ancient language.”

Well, that was almost as awesome
as her wings. Pixie power.

“Men are
drawn to me, but thanks to my massive guard-wolf, I don’t have to
worry about that. Malisna … mother seems to think that there should
be more powers from my faerie side. My
father was also one of the leaders of that race, but so far
everything I have is pure pixie.”

“Maybe you
need your faerie side unlocked also,” I
suggested, wrinkling my brow at the thought of her getting stabbed
again.

“Yes,
maybe,” she agreed. Her slight wince
indicated that she hadn’t forgotten the pain either.

I brushed my head, pushing a few leaves out
of my hair. “You know, I’m wondering if we should be gathering all
these different races, from across the seven worlds.” I mused for a
moment, crumbling the dry thud tree leaves in my hands.

“Maybe the
final battle will come down to the seven half-Walkers, but would it
hurt to have some powerful backup?”

Lucy and
Colton were both staring at me, in such a
way that I knew they were thinking very seriously about what I’d
said. Lucy opened her mouth but paused when a doorway appeared and
Brace stepped back through. He strode across and dropped a bundle
of folded clothes in front of Colton.

I kissed
Brace’s chest as he drew me into his
arms. And then as Colton prepared to change back, Brace turned me
so I was facing away from the wolf. I buried my laughter in his
shirt.

“What?” My voice was muffled. “You
can’t seriously be worried that I’m going to drool all over his
nakedness.” Teasing Brace was fun. “I’ve seen him naked
before.”

“I’m pretty irresistible.” Colton’s cocky
tone washed over us. “Brace is just jealous.”

He shrugged.
“What can I say? I’m a jealous guy. But
mostly I’m protecting Red from having to see your ugly
ass.”

“Colt has
nothing on you, baby,” I whispered to
him, reaching up to run my fingertips along his jaw
line.

He snorted. “Never has, never will.”

The boys
continued to banter. Colton mentioned
something about tiny man-parts, although they were not the words he
used.

“I’m telling you now, neither of you have a
problem with that.” Lucy’s eyes were wide and shiny as she said
this.

Brace grinned and Colton growled at her
words.

“That
reminds me, I still have to kick your ass
for that, Brace,” Colton said, pointing a long finger at
him.

“You can
try,” Brace said lazily. “I don’t
actually remember the incident in question, but I’m sure Lucy
enjoyed the show.”

“Oh, I did.” Lucy fluttered, before winking
at Colton’s exaggerated growl. “But my favorite part was Abby’s
butt in the air.”

I
blushed. I could feel the heat coating my
cheeks and even my ears felt a little warm.

“I’m
thinking that would have been my favorite part
also,” Brace said in a low
voice.

I hid my face against his chest until their
laughter subsided and my face returned to its natural ivory color.
Brace rubbed my back in a comforting manner.

Finally we
moved into the doorway to Nephilius.
Seeing the men side-by-side pointed out how similar Brace and
Colton really were. In more ways than one. Truthfully, I was yet to
see a Walker without a good body – damn, good was an
understatement; they were perfect – but Brace and Colton were even
a step above this, truly exceptional.

It was hard
sometimes and I knew Lucy felt the same way. They were flawless
god-like creatures, as if each part had been delicately carved to
perfection. And we were both human-like females with plenty of
flaws. Although less than the average Earthling, so we couldn’t really complain.

As we
stepped out into the white mists of Nephilius, I took a deep
breath, preparing myself for what was
coming next. Sure, I wasn’t the one battling or anything, but it’s
hard watching your loved ones fighting and being hurt.

Well, let’s just say I’d already
had enough of that to last a lifetime.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 16

 


 


We were like mini-gods on Nephilius. They
were so grateful to us for freeing their dead souls that they’d
dropped the arrogance and become very respectful.

“Looks like
they’re loving themselves some Walker.”
Colton smirked as he leaned against a cloud post. “Can’t really
blame them.”

Brace
smacked him on the shoulder. It must have
been pretty hard because he stumbled. “Don’t forget who freed the
souls. Red’s stronger than either of us, and she kicked ass down
there.”

I melted a little inside at his words, so
proud and protective.

“Damn, did
you have to dislocate my shoulder to prove your point? I know Abby
has bigger ba –” Another punch cut Colton
off before he could finish that statement.

“Abbs is amazeballs. We all know this.” Lucy
hugged me tightly. “And she has excellent taste in friends.”

I shook my
head, hoping they were ready to move on
to a new topic. It made me uncomfortable when people acted like I
was more awesome than I was. I just got into situations and did
everything I could to get out. One day soon I’d probably get in way
over my head and drown or need to be saved again. I certainly was
no great savior. The Seventine kicked my butt every time we went
head to head with them.

“Are you ready to battle?” Delane strode
over to us, her hands gripping twin fighting axes.

The weapons
were similar to the smaller throwing style I’d used on
Earth, but on a much larger scale.
Personally, I preferred throwing knives, but that was probably
because my accuracy sucked with the mini tomahawks.

She gestured
to Brace. “You need to get your weapons. Steva has
decided, with all the delays that this is
one big final knockout round. We’ll fight until there’s one
champion left. Any weapon or style ... freestyle.”

“I thought you usually had champions for
each different weapon?” I said.

She shrugged, just the slightest lift of her
shoulders. “Apparently this year will be different. In celebration
of our returned Angelica and the freeing of the souls.”

Her tone said she didn’t care, but her
narrowed black eyes broadcast her annoyance. Brace kissed me on
both cheeks, just near my lips, before his final kiss landed on my
mouth.

“See you soon, Red. Stay out of
trouble.”

I stuck out my tongue. “I promise not to
fall down any crevices.”

“What about us?” Colton’s face dropped into
an exaggerated expression of devastation. “I’m starting to think
you don’t have an appropriate level of … giving-a-shit about the
rest of us, Brace.”

Brace flipped him off, before following
Delane across to the weapons area.

“That cuts me deep, man,” Colton yelled
after him. “Really deep.”

I couldn’t
help the laughter that rang free. Got to take your funny wherever
you can find it.

Colton turned to Lucy. “Want to
kiss it better?” She flew up and leaned in for a kiss, before
ducking away at the last second. Her wings fluttered as she grinned
at him. A light of challenge flared across his face and then he was
off after her.

It was
actually nice to see Colton in such a playful
mood. He’d been much happier since
finding out about Brace and me. He was happy for his friend, which
made him a keeper in my opinion.

My eyes
stayed locked on Brace’s broad-shouldered
back as he moved through the Angelica. The damn flip-flopping of
nerves started low in my belly. Crap! I did not want him fighting
again. Bloody stubborn Walkers. Delane should just get her butt to
First World.

I wondered
for a moment how the other girls were going on their
worlds. No one had checked in yet. So I
guessed they hadn’t found any suspicious energy-gathering
areas.

I
wondered if I should send my tethers out to
check on them, but I was worried that I’d connect to them and
freeze them in a vulnerable position. I’d hate to think that I’d
left them defenseless to an attack or something. Maybe I’d wait for
them to call for me.

I watched as
the Angelica transformed the tournament field into the different
fight squares. The champions from the first day were stepping out
to battle. I could see the field clearly.
The white-winged Angelica were batting away the mists and using
their powers to halt the freezing winds.

My eyes were
immediately drawn to the tall Walker in the center of the field.
Brace was against a black-wing, but it
was not Delane. She was to battle a white. The judges were gathered
together, ready to observe the staggered battles again.

At
Steva’s command, the first group began. The rest
of the Angelica either watched the fight or moved in a series of
warm-up exercises. Brace did neither. He stood there looking bored
and spent his time watching me. I could feel his warm
gaze.

Lucy and Colton came back then,
distracting me. They settled in on either side of me, both reaching
out to touch my arm, offering comfort. Even though Colton thought
it was hilarious, they both knew I was nervous.

I didn’t
have to worry. Brace’s turn to fight came around. He wore armor but had no weapons. He fought hand to hand,
using the lighter gravity to bounce around and keep pace with the
flying Angelica. It took no more than ten minutes for him to
cold-cock the black in the face and knock him backwards. He
followed this with an elbow to the jaw that knocked the Angelica
unconscious.

He moved to the next round.

In round two
his opponent was a white-wing. The fight
started with blasts of cold wind that seemed to extend from the
white female’s hands. The ice hit Brace and he moved in slow motion
before freezing to the spot. His arms still lifted in exaggerated
slowness as he fought the chills. The Angelica made her move then,
coming straight in at Brace with a long samurai-looking sword. I
held my breath, my nails digging into my cheeks as I urged Brace to
free himself.

“Come on,
come on, come on,” I chanted under my
breath.

Lucy reached
up and removed one of my hands, before
squeezing it tightly. I didn’t shift my eyes from the fight. My
gasp was lost in the jeers of the crowd when the white-wing swung
her sword in a strong wide arc toward my frozen mate. Colton’s free
hand gripped my shoulder, keeping me from moving. I hadn’t even
realized that I’d started to head onto the field.

Thankfully, at the last minute
Brace lifted an armored forearm and blocked that first sword
thrust. The Angelica had clearly not expected that. Her arms
dropped, leaving her guard down. Which you should never do with
someone as fast and highly trained as Brace.

The combo of
uppercut, hook and jab knocked winged-woman to the ground. Brace then removed her sword and,
using the edge of the guard, clipped the white in the temple.
Another round to Brace.

“Why doesn’t he use weapons?” I asked.

“Trying to
even up the playing field,” Colton said.
His very icy blue eyes were lit up as he watched all the fighting
going on. “Damn, I should have signed up for this.”

Lucy and I rolled our eyes at each other.
Men. Are. Stupid. That is all.

The fighting continued, and then as if fate
had dictated it – although I was sure it was somehow maneuvered by
the judging panel – the last two left were Delane and Brace.

The field
was cleared of square mist zones, leaving a wide open tournament
area. I was pretty sure every single Angelica stood around us now,
staying in their flocks so splashes of blue, green,
purple and black contrasted with the cloud
world. The white-wings blended in, although their feathered
appendages were shimmery, reflecting off the rays of the sun-cloud
thing that filtered light into their pale blue sky. The way
Nephilius managed to use clouds or variations of them to form a
world was pretty amazing.

In deference
to Delane’s skills, which were superior
to the other Angelica, Brace now held weapons: two long swords with
thick blades, like those of the knights from the medieval times.
But they had to be much lighter, otherwise two would be damn heavy
to fight with. Even for a Walker.

Delane held her axes loosely
gripped on either side of her.

It looked
like Brace and Delane were chatting with
each other. I could make out their lips moving, although from this
distance there was no way to know what was said. Delane smiled
then. Brace returned the grin, and then the fight was
on.

Brace was
the first to move, which might have taken Delane by
surprise, since I’d noticed during her
battles that generally she was the aggressor, but Brace had her on
the defensive.

I clenched
my hands tightly, sweat beading on my palms despite the freezing
air of Nephilius. Delane was the first one to draw blood, her axe
slicing in between the shoulder and arm pieces of Brace’s
armor.

His
expression remained unchanged and I knew
that such a small wound would barely register with him.

The clanging
of weapons was loud across the zone and I
knew we weren’t the only ones mesmerized by the graceful movements
of these two. It was almost like a dance, the back and forward, the
graceful arc of the weapons. Glints of steal. Sparks of metal on
metal.

Brace
dropped his swords and brought forward two smaller blades that must
have been tucked into his clothes. He was getting in close and
personal now. The following series of
movements resulted in numerous cuts littering Delane’s arms and
torso.

Brace had a
few injuries too, but his Walker healing
fixed that up quickly. Delane healed fast also, but nowhere even
close to the speed of Brace’s healing.

The intensity increased as they fought for
supremacy. I was pretty sure that Brace was going easy on the
Angelica, although she was a worthy opponent.

And as I had that thought the fight dynamics
changed.

Brace
started pushing her back toward the edge of the
field. She seemed to be struggling to
match his blows now. The faster they came the slower she was to
react. I felt some of the tension leave my body, and I sagged
forward a little.

“Yeah, it’s
pretty much over now,” Colton said. “I’ve
seen Brace fight a million times. He’s winding up for the
kill.”

I
hoped he didn’t mean that literally. I
needed my half-Walker in one piece.

And sure
enough, three movements later Brace had
both of his knives crossed on either side of Delane’s throat. I saw
the resignation on her face; she knew she’d been bested. Someone
needed to tell her, though, that Brace was one of the finest
fighters in the known star system. With hundreds of years of
experience over her. I had no time for a depressed half-Walker on
my hands.

The judges moved into the tournament area
and spoke with Brace and Delane, and then all of them crossed over
to stand just in front of us and the five groups of gathered
flocks.

“We have our champion.” Steva spoke out to
the crowds. “Which only proves to us that the Angelica flocks need
to train harder.”

Okay, they were not real happy about an
outsider beating them.

“Until next
tournament.” All of the judges spoke the same words. And then they
turned away and left, each heading toward
their respective flock.

Delane and
Brace moved toward our group. Many of the
Angelica inclined their heads to us as they too left.

“Not much of
a ceremony,” I said as they stopped
before us.

Delane met
my gaze. “We don’t fight for the trophies
or accolades. We fight for the honor and knowledge that we’re the
best. No ceremonies required.”

Fair enough.

Brace moved
closer to me, and I couldn’t stop myself
from jumping into his arms. He moved his knives at the last second,
and caught me with ease.

His armor was hard against my body, but I
didn’t care. He looked so hot all dressed up like a warrior.

“We need to
see the lalunas like yesterday,” he
muttered, his tone lowering to a growling register.

I laughed. “Yes, as soon as Lucy and Colt’s
mating ceremony is over.”

Pulling away
from the warmth, I met the steady gaze of
the Nephilius half-Walker. She never indicated whether she found
these romantic relationships uncomfortable to watch. She just took
everything in her stride.

“Are you ready to leave, Delane? Do you need
to grab anything?”

She shook
her head. “The Gaa council is aware of my absence, and I have bid farewell to Jesile, my training partner.
Other than this I’ll need clothes provided. We manifest our outfits
using the mists and energy.”

“No
problem,” I reassured her. “And you can
come back and visit Nephilius if you need.”

She shook
her head. “No, I’ll stay with you until
we finish this battle. I have no need to return here unless
victorious.”

Right. I’d
forgotten we had warrior-Walker on our
hands.

“Well, let’s head back. I have a
wolf to wed.” Lucy clasped her hands together.

Colton gave
her a look hot enough to melt the paint off a car. Of
course, in New York most of the
rusted-out cars no longer had paint but the analogy still
worked.

We moved
away from the dispersing crowds. Angelica
were taking to the sky in masses of huge winged flocks. It was
quite spectacular. I forced my gaze from the air to follow Delane.
She showed us an out-of-the-way spot to open a doorway. Brace shed
his armor before stepping inside.

“Can you
contact the girls for me? I want them all there,” Lucy said just before we followed them into the
doorway.

I couldn’t reply inside the vacuum, but I
gave her a nod.

I’d just
tether to them really briefly. I hoped
that way I wouldn’t get them into a dangerous situation.

When we
stepped out of the other side onto the grassed area, I scanned the
front of the house, hoping we wouldn’t
see any of the ceremony setup yet. I wanted it to be a surprise for
Lucy. Thankfully everything looked the same.

“I’ll let the girls know now, Luce. Can you
take Delane inside and get Lallielle to find her a room?”

“No problem,
Abbs. And I’ll see your butt inside soon.
I need some help finding a dress. For you and me,” she
warned.

I screwed up
my nose. Truthfully I was both excited and dreading this ceremony.
Tucking her pixie wings away, Lucy gave
me a kiss on the cheek before leading the serious-faced warrior
away. Colton, as always, stayed close to his girl.

“You can go check on Abernath … if you want
to.” I smiled at Brace.

“I don’t want.” He grinned lazily. “Mom and
Caty are keeping me updated.”

I smiled,
but my insides turned over in flip-flopping motions. “Did you tell them about how I broke our
melding bond?” His mom already had her evil eyes on me. She was
going to hate me after hearing that.

“The decisions we make are no one else’s
business. I’ve told them you’re my true mate, which they’re very
happy about … especially Caty.”

“But it was a decision I made on my own.” I
lowered my eyes, that burning ball of emotion rising from my chest
again. I fought it down before it reached my eyes and they started
leaking again.

One finger lifted my chin, and thankfully my
eyes were dry. “There is no you or I. Only we. Your decisions are
my decisions.”

That right there was the reason I should
have trusted Brace in the first place.

I cleared my
throat, wanting to lighten the mood. “So
you’re saying that if you stuff up, that’s also mine?”

“Doesn’t happen.” He grinned. “I’m confident
in absolutely everything I do.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “Gee, must be
hard being perfect.”

He shrugged. “Nah, it’s easy as.”

Arrogance, thy name is
Brace.

“Okay, King Brace, I’m going to let the
girls know about the ceremony now.”

He nuzzled
into my neck. “No need to call me king, princeps will do.”

“How
about asshat?” I shot back.

He captured
my lips as I opened my mouth with my next insult. My mind went
completely blank then. He sure knew how
to distract me … wait, what was my name again?

The kiss went on for eternity, and yet ended
way too soon.

“Damn I’ve missed that.” The words tumbled
from my lips in a reckless manner.

“I want all of my memories back, Red.” Brace
kissed me again, just one gentle moment. “All I have are these
disjointed dreams. I want everything.”

I nodded. I wanted him to have them back
too. Memories were precious and it was wrong for the lalunas to
have stolen them from him. I’d never wanted that.

“Okay, give
me a minute.” I threw out my tethers to the girls, concentrating on
not connecting to Delane. Time to see how good my control was. The
golden cord seemed a little more strained than
usual. I guess it was spread across three
different worlds.

Abbs. What’s up? Fury sounded
happy. She was often the first to respond.

Is everything okay? Ria
asked.

I just wanted to let you all know that Lucy
is going to have her mating ceremony to Colt tonight. She wants you
all to be there. Can you make it back?

Talina gave
a little squeal. Of course,
I’ll head back right now. Ladre and I found no trace of any energy
zones on the Sacred Isle. He’s off now searching the underwater
areas. I’ll come back to help him afterwards.

When she
paused, Ria jumped in.
I’ll also leave now. Klea is
handling her role as temporary leader better than any could have
expected. She’s doing amazing. And we’ve had no trouble from the
fringe or any Walkers since I left.

I waited for Fury. She was usually the most
difficult, so there was surely some reason she couldn’t come back.
Plus she had a strange relationship with Lucy.

Dune and I have zeroed in on an area that the nomads are
holed up in. I feel some strange energy there, and the tribes
mention seeing some really odd comings and
goings, Fury started. But I
don’t want to miss Luce’s big moment, so I’ll be back within the
hour.

Well, that was a surprise, although we all
knew Fury’s fire hid a pretty big heart.

Can’t wait to see you all. Come find us when you get back in, I said.

A chorus
of ‘byes’ echoed around when I
disconnected the tethers. My energy was fast now at severing the
ties, almost as if it had memory and knew how to do these things
without thought from me. Which was a hell of a lot better than what
I’d had to do in the past.

“Are they
coming to the wedding?” Brace asked as we
started moving toward the house.

I nodded.
“Yep, they haven’t had any dramas on their worlds
yet, so we should see them
soon.”

“I let Lucas know about the ceremony, but he
said if Ria was coming he probably shouldn’t.” Brace furrowed his
brow. “Not that I don’t love the fact he’s stopped propositioning
you, but what’s the deal with Ria?”

“Lucy says they’re mates, and they both
mentioned dreams of each other from when they were young. But if
any mating would be complicated, it’s that one.”

“You
said that you had dreams of me before we met.
Did I also dream of you?” Brace was always trying to piece together
our past.

“Yes.” I let my feelings fill that one
word.

He smiled.
“I like that. We should never have been away from each
other. It should have been my role to
protect you until you were old enough for our bond.”

I screwed up
my nose. “That’s a little creepy, don’t
you think?”

He laughed,
bopping me gently on my still-wrinkled nose. “You’re precious.
Imagine if something had happened to you on Earth, and I had lost my one true mate.” He shook his head hard.
“That would not be acceptable.”

The command
in his tone had me on the edge of saluting him and shouting
‘sir, yes, sir’. I managed to
refrain.

We stepped in the front door and Lallielle
practically dived on me. “Okay, so I have everything set up down
the side of the house.” She spoke quickly, her words tumbling over
each other. “Arch, carpet, flowers, chairs, music, white birds,
rings.” Her pause was brief. “Have I forgotten anything?”

I smiled,
reaching forward to hug her hard. “Thank you. It’ll be perfect.”
Pulling back, I released my mother. “Who
will speak at the ceremony?”

“Brace is Colton’s princeps, and Lucy will
join that Walker clan by default.” Lallielle smiled at Brace. “So
he’ll perform those duties.”

“Not to
mention this best-man business.” Brace
grinned, revealing his flawless teeth. “Going to be a busy
afternoon.”

“You need to
head upstairs.” Lallielle started ushering me away. “Colton is with
Josian and Samuel in the media room,” she
shouted back to Brace. “I’ve split the men from women as per
Earth’s tradition.”

I
laughed. No point telling her that rule
was only for the bride and groom. I met Brace’s gaze and threw him
my best tortured look. He laughed as Lallielle practically dragged
me up the stairs. Dresses, hair and make-up. This was Lucy’s
heaven. And me … well, I could endure it for her.

I
hoped, anyways.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 17

 


 


Lallielle
had the ladies’ area set up in one of the
spare rooms on the children’s floor. It was a pretty sparse room
generally, but now it had mirrors and comfy chairs scattered
around. Not to mention two women that I didn’t know. Lucy grabbed
me as soon as I walked through the door.

“Oh, my god, I love you, Abbs.”
She hugged me so tight. “Lalli told me that you made this all
possible. You guys are the best family ever.”

Bits of pixie dust and tears flew around as
her emotions overflowed.

“Hey, I didn’t do anything but put the idea
into our chief organizer’s head.” I jerked my head toward
Lallielle. “Mom’s the miracle worker.”

“Oh, yeah, you’re doubly the best,
Lalli.” Lucy flew over and kissed her cheek.

“So,” I
plastered a smile on my face; she
deserved my enthusiasm, “show me this dress.”

There was a rack of clothes sitting against
the far wall. I could see half of the dresses were white, and the
other half colored.

“I need you to help me choose.” Lucy
fluttered off again.

“How long until this ceremony?” I lifted my
brows.

Lucy was going to be hours.

“It will be just on dusk.” Lallielle smiled.
“So you girls have three hours.”

I’d need
thirty minutes. Lucy on the other hand …
three hours was going to be cutting it close.

“The other
half-Walkers are heading back now too,” I
told Lallielle. “If you run into them, send them up to find
dresses.”

“Oh, gosh, I better go.” Lallielle
ducked away. “I have heaps to organize, see you soon,” she called
as the door shut behind her.

Lucy had
reached the rack and was starting to paw through it. Her hands
moved rapidly, although occasionally she paused for longer and then
really fast past the dresses which were a definite
‘no’. I’d go to her in a moment. First I’d meet
these two females. Lallielle must have been in a massive hurry to
forget to introduce them.

“Hi, I’m
Abby,” I said to the woman who was
standing near the largest mirror.

She was
around my height, with long chestnut-colored hair. It had the slightest wave and hung to mid
back. Her dark gray eyes were shining as she gave me a
nod.

“I’m Glenda,
and that is Cherine, my daughter.” She pointed toward the
girl, who had similar hair and eyes to
hers. She looked about fourteen years old. “We’re here to help you
with hair and make-up.”

“Thank you.” I returned her smile. “I better
go and assist the crazy bride-to-be.”

Lucy was
muttering to herself. “No … no … no … god, no … maybe.” She was about halfway through the rack now.
“Pick out a dress, Abigail, and I’ll tell you if it’s acceptable,”
Bridezilla ordered me.

I
coughed to hide my laughter as I moved to the
opposite end of the rack.

“And no
black,” she demanded as my hand hovered
over a slinky black dress.

With a
sigh, I pushed the black to the side,
along with a bright pink, a color not many redheads could pull off.
Nothing was catching my eye. I shoved past a short baby blue with a
tulle skirt, a yellow which reminded me of puke, something brown
that looked like a fluffy bear. I sighed, already bored. I was
never going to find anything.

I continued shoving through and then
suddenly I paused. The dress in my hands was made of lace and silk
in an emerald green. It was very close to the color of my eyes. It
was a simple design. The thin straps had a delicate lace beading
over the top, a sweetheart neckline which cupped under the breasts
and then fell in a silky straight line. But what made it extra
spectacular was the longer train of lace that sent shimmers of
light across the fabric. It was perfect.

“Oh, my god, Abbs, that’s the
dress. It’s beautiful. Perfect.” Lucy reiterated my thoughts. “Now
help me.”

I draped my dress over one of the chairs,
and when I turned back Lucy was holding two fluffy bundles in front
of her. The first was pretty, with a short-waist strapless bodice
and a full tulle skirt. But I was thinking that style might make
Lucy look kind of … short. I turned to the second, and had to let
out a sigh.

“That one.” I pointed.

It was
delicate, strapless like the other but
fitted all the way until the bottom, where it flared like a mermaid
tail. The back was cut low; her wings would have plenty of room. It
was white, but the lace and jewel overlay had a slight shimmer of
green, which would match Lucy’s new pixie coloring.

“I’m pretty sure that was made for you,
Luce.”

She smiled
and hugged it toward her. “It’s perfect. I really want to show
Colt.” Shaking her head, she re-hung the
other dress. “It’s funny that the one person’s opinion I want is
the one who can’t see my dress until the ceremony. What Earth moron
came up with that?” She snorted.

“I guess
you’re supposed to know your man well enough to choose something
he’d love.” I offered the other side, but
I definitely saw her point.

She snorted again, trailing into laughter.
“I could wear a sack and Colt would love it. That Walker wears
blinkers when it comes to my appearance.”

The door opened then and in trooped Talina,
Ria and Fury. And with a squeal Lucy was off, ordering them around,
finding them dresses, and generally being a pain in the butt.
Eventually I grabbed her and shoved her into one of the chairs.

“Calm
down. You need to get your hair and
make-up done.” We were running out of time.

Glenda
stepped forward. In her hands she held a
small scanning device. It was First World technology that helped in
the application of make-up. I sat in another chair and Cherine
hurried to me.

“Close your
eyes, please.” She had a sweet, innocent
voice.

With a sigh
my lids shut down, blocking out the sight of Fury falling down in
laughter after finding a horrid floral dress on the rack. Gods knew
what those three were going to decide to wear. I wondered where
Delane was and if she’d bother coming to the ceremony. We should
have invited her up here, but I knew I wasn’t getting
warrior-Walker into a dress.

Thirty
minutes (or what felt like hours) later,
I was allowed to open my eyes. I caught my reflection in the
mirror, and had to admit Cherine had done a great job.

My hair was
in loose curls that fell in a red mass to my waist.
White and green flowers had been woven high
across the crown of my head. My make-up was flawless, but subtle.
Just touches here and there to accentuate my features.

I wrinkled
my nose. I always found it weird how huge
my eyes looked when I wore any kohl or shadow. I’d had enough time
staring at my reflection, so I pushed myself up from the chair, and
Talina took my place.

The next few
hours were filled with a flurry of dresses, hair,
make-up, and tantrums – which were just
from Lucy – but in the end all of us were dressed and waiting at
the door. My dress fit perfectly, and it was really comfortable. I
had totally lucked out.

Fury wore
red, which suited her personality and somehow
didn’t clash with her skin. Talina’s
dress was short and a pearly white color, which set off her
stunning hair, and Ria looked like a supermodel in the black
strapless number that I’d been denied.

And then there was Lucy.

She looked
ethereal, her long blond and green hair falling in large curls,
flowers threaded through in the same design as mine, but hers
continued down the full length of her hair. Her dress was also a
perfect fit, thanks in part to the lace-up corset back.

“You look so
beautiful, Luce.” Talina looked teary as she hugged our tiny pixie
friend, arms a little awkward over the
wings.

“Gosh, stop
that, Talli, she’ll be shedding glitter again,” Fury said, her voice light.

A knock at the door had us straightening.
And before I could speak Lallielle stepped into the room. She was
dressed in a shimmery white silk that fell to her knees and draped
her figure beautifully. She looked stunning.

“Oh, my god, you girls all look
just beautiful,” she gasped as her eyes scanned us. “Glenda and
Cherine, you did a spectacular job.” She moved forward and hugged
them both. “I left your portraits in the front room,” I heard her
say as the mother and daughter exited the room.

First World
worked on a barter system, so that was more than likely payment for
their time spent on our
make-up.

“Okay, let’s
get downstairs. Everything is set up.”
Lallielle started ushering us out of the room. Most of us were
unsteady on our heels, except for Lucy, of course.

“Did someone
see if Delane wanted to come?” I asked as we staggered down the
stairs, risking our necks. Fury had a double-handed
death-grip on the railing.

“She’s
already in her seat,” Lallielle said.
“The spare chairs next to her are for Fury, Ria, and
Talli.”

“Lucky,” I muttered.

Lucy elbowed me, and I threw her a huge
grin.

Instead of taking us through the front door
Lallielle led us out the back, and toward the right side of the
house.

“Okay, you
two wait here while I seat the girls.” Lallielle looked
excited. Her voice was
breathless.

With last
hugs and kisses on the cheek, Lucy and I
were left to wait nervously. We couldn’t see any of the setup. We
stood just out of sight, but I could smell wafts of floral scents
and hear the sounds of soothing music. Like a harp or piano or
something. Lallielle was back in moments and she had two bundles of
flowers and Josian with her. My jaw dropped at how handsome my dad
looked. His black tuxedo fitted him perfectly, accentuating his
giant height and breadth. His red hair was brushed back, framing
his perfect features and flashing bronze eyes.

“I have some
very good-looking parents.” I gave them
both a hug.

“You look
stunning, baby girl.” Josian kissed me on the forehead. “And you
Lucy are a picture of beauty.” He held out one of his
tuxedo-clad arms. “I’m here to walk you
down the aisle. You’re like a daughter to me, and it would be my
honor.”

Flickers of
something crossed Lucy’s face. I guessed
she was thinking of not only her fake Earth parents, but also of
her unknown faerie father. But finally a teary grin crossed her
features.

“I couldn’t think of anyone better to walk
me down the aisle.” Lucy slipped her arm into Josian’s. She had to
fly to reach his elbow, but it didn’t look awkward.

“Come on, Aribella.” Lallielle took my hand.
“You’re first. Just follow the red path all the way and stand on
the opposite side to Brace.”

She handed me the slightly smaller bouquet.
I shuffled along after her, my eyes trained on my feet because the
grassy terrain was not suitable for heels. I looked up the moment
my toes hit the red carpet, its ruby tones sparkling in the last
rays of the setting sun.

The
sunset blinded me for a moment before a series
of harsh breaths fell from my lips. I froze in the act of taking my
first step. You would think the reason I almost fell on my face was
because of the stunning ceremony that had been set up. But I barely
even noticed.

My feet
started to move then, but it must have been instinct because I
seemed to have lost all control of my body. I didn’t see the softly
glowing candle arches that led the way down the aisle. Or the huge
bunches of colorful and deliciously
scented flowers that filled in the end of every chair row. Or the
masses of people who had turned to face me. Or even the backdrop of
a stunning sunset over the tumult of the crashing ocean.

I saw nothing but Brace.

I felt as if
my eyes had been locked onto him and there was nothing I could do
to tear them free. He stood next to Colton and he looked solemn as
he stared at me, but there was heat in his dark eyes, and something
more. I tried to figure out what his expression revealed, and
finally, halfway down the aisle, it came
to me – awe. As if he couldn’t believe I was real.

I had to physically stop myself from running
straight down the red carpet and throwing myself into his arms.
Just before I reached the end, he leveled the softest of smiles on
me. I fought back my tears, turning away to take my place opposite
him.

Cerberus
moved from where he’d been perched at the back of the
seated guests and bounded up to sit next
to me. Reaching out a hand, I laid it on his closest head. I loved
this dog; he was the most loyal creature I’d ever met.

All of the
faces had turned back to look down the
red carpet, waiting for the bride. It looked as if Lallielle had
coached them on wedding protocol. I took a moment to observe the
crowd.

I could see
scattered Doreens and Abernaths, including Brace’s mother and
sister. Magenta was also there. She stood
next to a golden-haired man who had soft moss-colored eyes. The man
held Petal; she was squirming in his arms. Maybe he was the little
Walker’s father. Magenta and Petal were the two remaining members
of Colton’s family. The rest had been killed by his father’s wolf.
I was glad they were there.

Another
familiar face caught my eye. Malisna was
fluttering just above the ground, Refis next to her. I felt my
heart jump at the thought of Lucy’s family also being here. For so
long we had both thought we had no one but each other, and now our
hearts overflowed.

It was
Colton’s low rumbling growl vibrating
through his chest which tipped me off to Lucy’s arrival.

The
candlelight washed across her in a sparkling light as she fluttered
her wings up near Josian’s shoulder. She looked
otherworldly. Her pixie genetics had
never been more obvious than right at that moment. And she was
radiantly happy. It oozed from her (along with some wafts of pixie
dust).

Colton
started to move. It was only Brace’s hand
on his shoulder that stopped him charging down the aisle and
claiming his mate right then and there.

I grinned at
Josian. He looked proud, standing tall as
he led the floating pixie through the masses of smiling faces.
Colton was still now, but in that way of a predator who is biding
his time to strike for the kill. His eyes always gave away his
wolf.

Finally they reached the end of
the red carpet, and with a Walker handshake Josian handed Lucy off
to Colton.

Brace moved from his place to stand in front
of the couple. Lucy handed me her bouquet to hold, and we all faced
toward the stunning ocean.

Brace gave me a wink as he started. “Dearly
beloved, we are gathered here today …”

I hid my
smile in the masses of flowers I held. It
sounded as if they’d done some research, which had to include old
movies. There was no other way to see Earth weddings.

The ceremony was beautiful, short and
sweet.

Lucy and
Colton held on to each other and their eyes saw nothing but
the other. Finally it came to the moment where
they had to speak their vows. But in Walker style we did not get to
hear the words. They were spoken quietly, private and meant only
for the other.

And then it was time for the true
bonding.

Energy left Brace, and I watched
as it entered Colton, and then in long shimmery tendrils connected
to Lucy. Her head fell back as she gasped. And then both of them
were visibly surrounded in their green and white
tethers.

I wasn’t sure if everyone else noticed it,
or if it was just me, but I saw the actual bond cement between
them. It was tangible now. I could have reached out and grasped
onto the thick cord which seemed to extend from their chests.

“You’re in
my head,” I heard Lucy whisper. Tears
filled her eyes. “Don’t you ever leave.”

Colton
kissed her, lifting her delicate body up into his arms. “Not even
death could steal this bond. I will come
back for you in any life.”

Their love
held us all immobile. I could see lots of kissing couples in the
crowd. Dune and Fury were almost on the side of
indecent. The fire between those two was
figurative and literal.

And then I felt his warmth wrap around me.
Brace captured my hand and hauled me into his arms. I felt the
shock from a few people – especially the half-Walker girls – when
he kissed me.

I’d forgotten that most people didn’t know
we were true mates. Well, they did now. And I planned on telling
them the entire story, no more keeping information from the very
people who deserved to know everything.

“So is this the full Walker bonding done?” I
thought he’d told me long ago about something more.

“No, they still have to travel into the
place of Walker birth, and if their mating is accepted, I believe
something magical happens that brings the bond into a level of
untouchability.”

We’d never been ‘officially’
bonded, so he didn’t actually know.

“Is the bond always accepted?” I asked.

Brace tightened his arms around me. “No,
sometimes people mistake lust for love, a true mate for a right-now
mate. You can fool yourself, but you can’t fool the bond.”

While the ceremony had been going on,
Lallielle must have had people setting up a banquet on the front
lawn, in the space between the house and the ocean. She led the
crowds around.

The area was
lit up with millions of what looked like faerie lights, but they were not connected to anything.
Just tiny, sparkling lights floating above the scene. I looked
closer. Were they actually little faerie’s floating there? How
would Lallielle have managed that? Maybe Malisna had a hand in
organizing the ceremony.

I was distracted from the softly lit area
set up for dancing by Lallielle capturing my hand.

“This is so
amazing, Mom.” I hugged her hard. “I can’t thank you
enough. You made the most beautiful
moment of Lucy’s life absolutely perfect.” I realized that she was
alone. I looked around. “Where’s Dad?”

“He had to
go and take care of something, baby girl.
He said he’d try and make it back as soon as he could.”

I found that a little strange, him leaving
in the middle of an important event and not even telling Lallielle
why. It was obvious he’d just given her the old
something-important-came-up line.

“Is
everything okay with Dad?” It was time to
ask the question. “He’s been acting a little strangely. Has the
fifth Seventine been released?”

Josian had said he would let me know. Was
that where he’d disappeared to?

Lallielle’s eyes dulled a little,
but her smile appeared readily enough. “No, he checked out the dark
mountain just before this ceremony. At the moment we’re ahead of
them, and if you can find the next girl I think we’ll have a real
shot at beating them to the end.”

She reached
out and grasped my hands. “Don’t you worry so much, darling. Jos is
a strong, loyal man and an amazing leader. He’ll do the right thing in the end.”

I was
opening my mouth to ask her what the hell she was talking about,
but she distracted me by taking my arm and ushering me onto the
dance floor. I froze as I realized Brace was standing there waiting
for me, forcing the other dancers to move around the mountain of a
man standing in their center.

I heard a
shriek of laughter. Colton and Lucy were
enthusiastically shaking what their mommas had given them, which
made me laugh. No slow-music first-dance for those two.

“Would you
like to dance?” Brace had moved without me even
noticing. He held a single hand out to
me.

I didn’t hesitate taking his hand and
yanking him into me. Well, more like attempting to move a mound of
muscle in my direction, which didn’t work. But thankfully he took
pity on my weak-assed attempts and stepped forward.

“I
wish I had the words to describe how I felt when
you walked down that aisle toward me.” Brace had his head lowered,
speaking into my cheek. “Your beauty knocks me to my
knees.”

I could hear
the tremble of emotions in his voice. My
usually stoic, strong warrior-man sounded like he was on the verge
of tears.

“I felt the
same,” I whispered back. “And I promise
you, we’ll have our own ceremony and we’ll never be parted
again.”

“First thing in the morning, we go to the
lalunas.” His arms tightened around me, almost to the point of
pain, but I welcomed it.

As his lips
met mine in a kiss, I decided then and
there that nothing would keep us apart any longer. I was no longer
fighting that which fate had decreed. It was stupid of me to
second-guess my melding bond, it had been a gift from whatever gods
created our universe, and I would destroy anything and anyone that
got in my way.

But that
destroying would have to wait for tomorrow; right now was for dancing, drinking and celebrating the
beauty of love. I paused as my eye caught on something strange
walking along the beach toward us. I pulled my face back from
Brace.

“What the
hell …” I tried to get a better look. Brace stopped twirling me
around, and turned his head in the direction of the water. “Tell me
you’re seeing the same thing as I am,” I
could finally gasp out.

A low chuckle shook his chest. “It’s
Lina.”

“Oh, my freaking god.” Lucy ran up
to me, screeching her head off. “Abbs, it’s a unicorn.”

“Lina the unicorn, apparently.” I closed my
mouth, which had been hanging open.

Lina was
beautiful, standing hands taller than most of the people present.
The unicorn was black as night, and its horn was white and
shimmery, like a glitter-threaded piece
of ivory. Ivory that was a good three-foot long and lethal, with a
razor sharp tip.

Cerberus
took off then, galloping along the sand until he circled Lina. I held my breath, but there was no
attacking. Instead they seemed to be greeting each
other.

“Why is there a unicorn walking along the
beach?” I managed to drag my eyes from the magnificence of the two
animals to face Brace.

He reached out a hand and pulled me closer.
“The sacred ones are returning.”

“Which means what?” Lucy asked.

He paused for a moment before answering.
“It’s time to prepare for war.”

I swallowed the sudden lump in my throat.
Shit, things were starting to get real and I wasn’t ready. I
doubted I’d ever be ready.


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter 18

 


Josian

 


 


Josian
clenched his fists as the calling started again. He fought the
urge, but he knew it wouldn’t be long
before their power overwhelmed him and he had to leave.

Lallielle
lifted her face, meeting his eyes, and he
knew that she could feel his unease. He reached out a hand and
gently touched her perfect features; the connection worked as
reassurance for both of them.

The emerald green of her eyes softened as
she turned back to the emotionally touching ceremony. Josian’s gaze
alighted onto Aribella, who stood close to her best friend, Lucy
the pixie.

Josian loved nothing in this world more than
his true mate Lallielle and their beautiful daughter. It made him
happy to see that Aribella was happy. She stood tall in her green
lace dress and she was as beautiful as her mother.

Josian’s heart literally hurt.

He was in so
deep and there was no way to dig himself out. He was powerful, hell
one of the most powerful creatures in all of the worlds, but
right then he was nothing but a pawn in a
large and deadly game. He knew that if he wasn’t Walker the fight
he battled now would have knocked him down. He was fighting so hard
to free himself, but it was like sticky glue. He’d free one part,
only to find another was stuck.

In the
beginning he’d never remembered when they’d influenced him to help
them. But eventually bits and pieces would come back and over time
he no longer forgot his actions. Instead they kept him up at night;
he raged around his rock planet but to no avail. All the raging in
the world wouldn’t save him. Right now he wasn’t sure what was
worse: not remembering, or actually
knowing how bad things were and not being able to do anything to
stop it.

Colton and
Lucy were kissing now. The ceremony had
reached the point where on Earth the couple would be joined as
husband and wife. Now it was time for the Walker tradition, where
they would actually join their souls together. A much more
permanent binding than any Earthling could hope for.

Lallielle
slipped her hand into his, and he was
instantly reminded of the moment he had formed a mating bond with
her. The happiest instant of his life. She’d never forgive him if
she knew what he’d been doing, the ways he’d manipulated all of
them for the past twenty years. It didn’t matter that this was out
of his control. He should be stronger; he should have figured out a
way to fight them. Thankfully, after so many years together, she
didn’t pry too deeply into the small parts of his mind that he kept
separate from her.

The calling
came again, like a vise of pressure
forming around his skull. Pain was no issue. He welcomed the
punishment, but the voices that never stopped in his head – they
were driving him crazy. Making it impossible to think or focus on
anything else.

He leaned
closer to Lallielle’s ear. “I have to leave for a short while,
darling,” he murmured. “Tell the girls
I’m sorry. I’ll try to be back in time for the
celebration.”

As always,
his most perfect mate just smiled at him and kissed his cheek.
“They understand, my sweet. I know you
wouldn’t leave unless it was important. I love you.”

Her final words almost broke him, because he
knew it was true. She did love him. And he was completely
undeserving of her love and trust.

“You’re my …
everything.” He brushed her silky hair off her face. “Call for me
if anything happens.” They touched foreheads, and then, rising to his feet, he left the
ceremony.

He moved
around to the back of the house, away from prying eyes, and opened
a doorway. He didn’t step into it straight away; he fought back against the pull. His hands were tightly
clenched as he dug into the ground. He shoved the voices from his
mind, working so hard to find a way to expel them. They continued
to beat at him, reminding him that they were all he had now,
reminding him of the list of terrible things he’d done to his
family.

Starting
with his influence of the prophecy, which
had resulted in Lallielle sending Aribella to Earth. That was the
first blackout he’d had, waking with no memory of twelve hours of
time.

After
this occasion, when they’d rolled his mind for
the first time, they’d left him alone for many years. The next
major event was when he helped Que free the first Seventine. And
that’s when everything started to fall apart.

Unaware of
his actions, he’d been so happy when
Aribella returned to them, not realizing the shit-storm he was
dropping her into. He hadn’t known that he’d been the one to open
the portal to get her back to First World, or that he’d kidnapped
Lucy, and revived Olden with stolen energy on Earth. He’d saved the
life of a woman who had tormented and stabbed his daughter in the
chest. He should have torn her to shreds, but his actions were no
longer his own.

It wasn’t until he absorbed the influx of
that traitorous Walker energy on Spurn that pieces of his memories
were unlocked. He’d finally had the power to remember and he’d
fought his controllers then, but it was too late. He’d never had a
chance.

He clawed at
his face in desperation as he continued to pace in front of the
doorway. So many horrible things he’d done. Facilitating the
possession of Brace. Planting false prophecies in Lucy’s head. Keeping the half-Walker girls
away from each other, because together their strength continued to
increase. Manipulating Jedi into giving them the wrong incantation
for the ritual of four; the Gai princeps had no idea he’d done
that.

The list
went on and on. But the worst thing was the moment he’d encouraged
Aribella to break the melding bond to Brace. His controllers had
wanted it that way, because together
those two were stronger than any couple that had, and would, ever
exist in the Walker world.

And his
little girl had been beyond resilient, showing a strength of
character that he clearly could not find. Despite the
pain, she’d sacrificed her love and soul
for the worlds. And it killed him that it was all for
nothing.

Their
manipulation of Aribella had been a small turning
point. Josian had managed to regain some
control of his actions. His anger was a fuel he used to fight them.
Recently he’d been attempting to fix things, planting little ideas
to keep the girls on the right track. But these rebellions were too
few and far between.

The
vise pressure increased on his head. His
breathing became labored as he fought again, but his feet started
to move toward the doorway. They were laying on the heavy now, and
he had no choice but to follow where they were leading
him.

Walking
through the vacuum, he stepped out into
the stone cavern, looking neither left nor right; nothing
interested him here. This was his place of torture. He moved along
the path, one huge foot stepping after another. And then he stopped
before them.

Tenni glided forward. “Our bonded one, why
do you fight us so?”

He dropped
to his knees before his lalunas. Their power and bond washed over
him, and his mind became pliable putty
for them to manipulate. Sometime in the past hundred years they’d
started to crave that which was not theirs to crave. They had
planned all of this to coincide with the convergence of the worlds.
And Josian feared that there was none that could beat them,
although he had a small flicker of hope inside that the seven girls
had a chance.

Josian had tried to warn Aribella about
them, but the best he could do was over-exaggerate the extent of
their powers, hoping that when she found out she came at them with
everything she had. Yes, the lalunas were immensely strong, but
they still had to follow the laws of the universe. There were ways
to beat them if the girls could outsmart them. And the fact that
Aribella had her own, not-yet-crazy laluna was a wild card that he
had managed to keep hidden from Tenni.

The lalunas
had a hive-like mentality. Tenni was
their queen of sorts, and she controlled the rest. They looked
separate, but in reality it was one big consciousness that had
expanded into many different creatures.

“Tell us what has been happening?” Tenni
encouraged, and Josian’s mouth opened without any effort from
him.

“Aribella will come to you and ask to reform
her melding bond with Brace.”

Tenni tilted
her head to the side. Ancient eyes which
were very alien stared at him. “We cannot let that happen. They are
too strong together. It tips the final battle in their
favor.”

Josian liked
this. “How will you stop them?” he asked. “Aribella is
determined. It would take something
serious to keep them from melding again.”

Especially
Brace; he would move mountains to claim
his mate.

“You know we
can’t become directly involved in this battle. We can only set up the chess board and hope the pieces
move where we want them to.”

Lalunas were
original powers. They could not directly
influence the end of the worlds. But they could set it up so others
did the dirty work. It was a loophole they were taking advantage
of.

“Does that mean you can’t stop them?” He
tried to keep the hope from his voice.

Her tinkling
laughter rang out. “Oh, dear one, you’re
precious. Do not fight us. We promise this is for the best. The
worlds are a mess. They’re no better than warring animals. This
will give the energy a clean slate. It will be reformed. But
Walkers will still exist, none will be lost.”

He tried to
appeal to their common sense, to their
need for balance. “The Seventine will be free, and they’ll take all
the energy. They’ll destroy everything.”

She shook
out her long hair. “No, they will be re-imprisoned. They’re but
pawns.” She stepped closer until they were practically face to
face. Josian was still on his knees. “And
don’t you worry about Aribella and Brace. We will make sure that
bond is never reformed.”

A single
tear escaped the corner of Josian’s eye. He would kill himself if
he thought that would stop the lalunas,
but in reality he might be the only one who stood a chance of
thwarting their plan. He just had to figure out how to get around
his direct orders to let no one know of them. Maybe if they found
out themselves, that would lift the secrecy geas placed upon
him.

He was released then, the vise grip
loosening on his head and body.

“Go now, dear one, and bring your daughter
back here. We need to ensure no accidental reforming of the bond
occurs.”

Josian
stumbled up. Growls were building inside
his chest, but he managed to keep his anger from exploding. He
strode in long, strong steps from the room. The lalunas had just
made a fundamental mistake, revealing their fears of the melding
bond between Brace and Aribella. He opened a doorway back to
Angelisian. The key to beating them was to reform the bond, and
somehow he would figure out how it would be done. He didn’t care
about the consequences. Now he just had to find the
strength.
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