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Thirty-six hundred years ago . . . 


 


 


Clutching tuft
of matted hair, Inzyr raised the ghoul’s severed head.


“Is this
the location?”


Milky eyes
snapped open, illuminating the dank cavern.  “Yes,” it rasped. 
“Through the fissure, if you dare.”  


“If this be
deceit, you’ll spend eternity as a troll’s dung pot.”


“Because
guiding Lumynari through the bowels of Balkore is much preferable.”


“Did you speak?”


“Merely
clearing my throat.”


Tossing the
atrocity, Inzyr ignored its yelps as it thumped back down the jagged
ravine.  Fisting his sword, the Shadow Master eyed above and behind. 
What he’d already clashed with and defeated, just to get this deep into the
wilds of Balkore—as if every debauched creature Shadow had ever conjured had
been sent down here, once she’d grown bored with her newest acquisition. 
And those were the lucky ones.  Others were pitched into the battle arenas
where they fought to the death.  No squads here to protect the faint of
heart.  One final cautionary look, and Inzyr squeezed through the tall
fissure.  More than halfway in, forced to pause, he questioned the wisdom
of his decision.  Degree of tightness became formidable. 
Scuttling.  Above.  Slight vibration.  As if the wall were a
living—


Damn! 
A trap!


“Are you going
to show yourself,” the booming voice queried, “or do I command the rock to
continue until I hear a resounding pop?”


Inzyr grinned
and shoved with such force, he shot out, headfirst.  “I feel as if I’ve
been birthed.” 


Dezenial’s
luminous brow arched.  “Shall I find a wet nurse?”


“Not too
buxom.”  Inzyr stood, swiping dirt from his leggings.  “I’ll not have
it said, the Great Assassin was brought down by being smothered between
cleavage.”  He rotated his left shoulder.  “Drakar’s armies march.”


“You venture
down here, interrupting my exile with your conceit and arrogance, then dare
herald nonsense regarding Drakar?”  The prince unsheathed his
blade.  “Or do you spy for my mother?”


“Your mother
grants him command of her elite, and Ardra to lead them.”


“Ardra? 
That vile—ah, he traps humans and mountain Elves.”  Prince Dezenial’s
glowing eyes diffused.  “I care not the fate of mortals, nor their prim
caretakers.  Humans break quickly, die just as easily.”  Like
Zaiyne.  He shoved the memory aside, striding quickly towards yet another
fissure.  Eerie green glowed from its depths.  


Inzyr didn’t
follow.  Instead, he tightened his stance.  “My concern is not wasted
on a witch Elf hunting slaves.”


Dezenial
snapped around.  Claws and canines, weaved into the ends of his lunar
white war braids, clanked like creatures clamoring along cave walls.  “Few
traipse this deeply and return.  None return, once visiting my
presence.”


The assassin
freed his dagger.


Venomous smile
tugged Dezenial’s mouth.  “I see a thousand years has not diminished your
insolence.”


“I’m bringing
you home.”


“Nor your
arrogance.”  Humor vanished.  “I am content here, assassin.  I
will grant you leave of your own accord, honoring loyalty of long ago.”


“And I will
allow you to accompany me, of your own accord, back to Balkore. 
Then again,”  Inzyr made it a point to study his blade, “it is my
hope that you refuse.  Your head will make a unique bookend.”


“Still the
scholar?”  Nonchalantly, Dezenial raised his sword.


“It eases me.”


“Your humor
needs improvement.”  Azure eyes merged into an ember glow of death.


 “Under no
circumstances am I returning to my mother’s domain.”  The prince spun
away.  “Never seek me again.”


“Whispers
abound of a female who—“


“The nature of
their lot, Inzyr.”  Dezenial slipped into the glowing fissure.


“ . . . emits
flame from her hand.”


“Be sure to
warn her fire is not child’s play.”  Footfalls faded.


“They say,”
Inzyr muttered, eyes roaming in search of lurking vermin thinking to waylay a
Shadow Master, “the back of her hand bears a peculiar symbol.”  He paused,
grinning wickedly when the shadowy outline of his liege halted.  “A blue
crescent moon pierced by an arrow.”


Inzyr tamped
down temptation to laugh over how quickly Dezenial made his way back.


“You have seen
her?”  Deadly prince closed the distance between himself and the assassin.


“I would not
have disturbed your millennia long pout otherwise.”


“Curb your
barbs and tell me how you possess knowledge Zaiyne no longer resides with
Hades.”


“Drakar once
again hunts the Keeper for your mother.  In this life, Zaiyne is
known as Aurelia—“


“The future
queen of Quemori?”


“No
longer.  Exiled, Pendaran’s magicks have thrust her kingdom into a realm
Lumynari, nor she, can follow.”


“Banished.” 
A shadow of annoyance crossed his face.  “Your apprehension poisons the
air.  Speak your secrets.”


“Aurelia is
Drakar’s half-sister.  Completing your curses upon Hades, you might as
well also know she has once again been entrusted to the Forest Lords.”


“Their
treachery is what killed Zaiyne!”


Inzyr
shrugged.  “Your father’s logic is not for me to discern.”


“How long?”


“Broc, son of
Larrin, swore oath to Pendaran three winters past.”


Dezenial’s face
became a glowering mask of rage.  “And?”


“Shadow’s
attacks on surrounding villages have led the fools to believe a sacrifice will
curb your mother’s wrath.”


“Aurelia.”


“So it would
seem.”


“And your
loyalty, assassin?”


Unwavering
amber gaze bore into the prince.  “I am here.”  He looked
around.  “Though it will require getting used to.”  He
shrugged.  “So long as I have my books and an occasional kill, I’m happy.”


“Why I have
forever tolerated you . . .”


The two beings
embraced, gave each other a resounding backslap and broke apart.  “Once
again, they hunt my beloved.  Let’s make this the last time my
mother seeks to possess the Keeper’s soul.”
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Cold bit
deeply, sinking it fangs of ice into her bluing flesh.  As if diseased,
shivering commenced.  Aurelia dipped her head, allowing the hood to cast
her face in shadows as she merged with the rowdy bunch eagerly placing wagers
on tomorrows sacrificial burning.  If they realized their quarry shuffled
alongside them, they would greedily kill her now and collect their winnings.


And then where
Na’Dryn be?


Aurelia tamped
down a snort of derision, lest she bring attention to herself.  Broc’s
wife would screech like a speared boar, protesting the denial of watching
Aurelia burn.


Shifting the
cumbersome market basket, Aurelia slowed her gait.  Best be wary those
paying too close attention, lest they realize one of their own is suddenly
short a sword.  She adjusted the threadbare cloak, hoping to conceal
the stolen weapon.  Once upon a time, her cloaks had been of the finest
fabrics and furs.  Na’Dryn now owned them, prancing around as if born to
those royal threads instead of the barn where she’d been conceived.


If Aunsgar
were here, he would put an end to this madness—and Broc’s life.


Alas, the Elf
prince and most of his retinue had yet to return.  At Broc’s request, they
were escorting Erchyll and the few survivors from Shadow’s attack on the small
clan.  Any day now, they should arrive, Broc having invited all survivors
from various clans to settle here, and those yet to have been attacked. 
Safety in numbers.  Aurelia couldn’t refrain from mental eye
rolling.  No one would ever be sheltered from Shadow Masters, regardless
the fortification of Broc’s keep.  


Too bad his
indestructible keep couldn’t keep out the runner.  


He’d bled from
the entrance where he cried out, to where Broc had stood with his group of
guards and their gasping, clutching-their-throats women.  He’d fallen
against Broc, clinging to the laird in terror.  Gasping.  He’d looked
over his shoulder, wild-eyed.  Everyone had followed his gaze, they too
wondering what evil chased the lad.  Colin put a water skin to the boy’s mouth,
but water had dribbled down his chin, saturating his tunic where it mixed with
blood, a watery, red river running down his leg as if his bladder
loosened.  “Th-they came.”


“Who came?”
Broc had asked.  But he knew; they all knew.


“Said they were
. . . looking for . . . “ he panted. And paled. 


“Looking for
what?  Speak, lad, tell us what they want?”


No amount of
cajoling would persuade him to repeat what horrors had befallen his
village.  Then, before he breathed his last, as if pulling forth all the
unused air his lungs held, he’d screamed one word: “AURELIA!”


All accusatory
gazes swung towards her.


This was her
third winter, since her exile, that Lumynari had attacked distant villages,
brutally hunting her.  Shadow’s determination was omnipotent. 
Pendaran had been a fool to assume his powers were enough to keep them all
safe.  Worse, he’d been gone these past three winters.  They were
sheep surrounded by wolves and their shepherd had vanished!


And from Broc’s
keep on down to the furthest farms, the whispers had spread with the speed of
fire:  Aurelia’s  magicks had brought down the wrath of Shadow.


“The only way we’ll
be forsaken is to sacrifice the royal!”  Na’Dryn had screamed this,
spittle running over her thin colorless lip.  “Is she not exiled? 
Has it no’ been three winters since any laid claim to her?  And why? 
Look what comes of having her here, amongst us?  She lives while your
women and children are slaughtered!  I have heard the whispers, at night,
coming down from the mountain.  Burn the witch, burn the witch, burn the
witch, and all will be forgiven.”


 Grumbling
ran rampant throughout the hall. At long last, Broc gave a curt nod. 
She’d been too shocked to bother running.  Numb, the rest had been a
blur.  Roughly grabbed and hauled across the hall like a thief, faceless
voices screaming obscenities, spitting, throwing food at her until they’d
entered a freezing corridor and down, down, down, she was forced deep within
the bowels of the earth.  They’d not bothered chaining her—what was one
small woman against a heavy iron lock?  Aurelia, exiled future Queen of
Quemori, found herself left to rot in Broc’s dungeons.  


Their first
mistake.


Garreck had
quarreled against Broc’s foolishness.  Had they not vowed to protect the
exiled princess until such time when Pendaran came for her?  Aunsgar had
warned of the druid’s temper, of the Elders’ wrath.  Broc relented,
relegating Aurelia to a forgotten tower until his people settled.  Aurelia
mentally scoffed.  More like, until Aunsgar was of a distance; hence, the
real reason he’d been sent to collect Erchyll.  Not even three days out,
Na’Dryn resumed her poisonous plots to do away with Aurelia, the chieftain’s
mind hers to command.


And so began
Aurelia’s imprisonment and Na’Dryn’s cruelties.  Though a few secretly
remained kind to Aurelia, slipping her food, water, and fresh clothing, too
many had been swept up into the frenzy to burn the Lumynari witch.


Aurelia dared
lift her face a bit, assessing her distance from the gate.


Not much
further.


Her false limp
helped her guise as peasant, but she fervently prayed Sister Wind would not
whisper, thus ruffling the hood covering her long white hair.


There will
be no hiding then.  If only I still possessed Blade. Instead, I am
strapped with this Elvish sword.  Na’Dryn would not be so brave then,
should I have Blade.


But Broc had
ordained her sword to be locked away and buried.  Aunsgar, forever the
peacekeeper, had explained the entity residing within the weapon frightened the
humans.  She knew, if she did not escape now, she would be nothing more
than billowing smoke for the Elves and Erchyll’s clan to see upon a distant
horizon.  Nor would she bother calling for Pendaran.  Too long, the
druid had ignored her telepathic pleas for help.  


I want to be
as far away as possible from these traitors!  I will take care of myself
until such time that my exile has expired!  Has not three winters been
long enough to hunt down Drakar?  For me to be returned to my beloved
Quemori?


A few more
paces would take her through the gate, and then only a handful more to the
forest line.  Once amongst the trees, she could use magicks to blend with
shadows, hiding her person from the vision of pathetic mortals.  


The guards were
distracted with people milling in and out of the tall gates.  Happiness
swelled her heart.  Soon, soon she would be free from this barbaric—


“You
there!  Halt!  What silver flickers from your kirtle, auld woman?”


Damn! She
continued shuffling, limping, pretending is wasn’t her being called down
to.  Maybe they’d wave her off, thinking her too daft to—


A hand clamped
down and painfully squeezed her shoulder as she was spun around.  Hood
slipped.


“I ordered you
to—you!”


Aurelia kneed
the guard.  Losing his balance in the snow, he collapsed, writhing. 
Their scuffle drew unwanted attention.  Whipping the cloak from her
person, the exiled royal unsheathed her sword, the brilliant flash of silver
acting as beacon.  This was fast turning into everything she’d
feared.  Aurelia snapped her attention upwards, mindful numerous bowmen
upon the towers were alerted, glaring down at her.  Women scattered,
yanking their small children, wanting no part in swinging blades. 
Maneuvering her feet within the snow for a stable foothold, Aurelia slightly
crouched and tightened her grip around the hilt of her sword, several guards
running towards her. 


“You will not
set torch to me, swine.  I take my leave.  Allow me to go in
peace.  This is your only warning.”


“You have
brought down the wrath of Danu!  You dare mock her with your
magicks.  Now, we are hunted by Shadow.  Death of our brethren is on
your head, witch.  We will stand by no longer!”


“Pray to your
pathetic gods that Pendaran’s wrath does not mete out your own
burning!”  She readied, several guardsmen unsheathing their own swords as
they fanned out.


Bloodcurdling
screams erupted from nearby.  Wild-eyed villagers scattered.


Three swift
thuds hit Aurelia’s back.  She arched.  Air whooshed from her just as
Innya’s horn wailed over them from the turrets.


Hundreds of
black and gold arrows  whisper-soared from the forest.  A shaft
skimmed Aurelia’s thigh, leaving a fiery ribbon of blood in its wake. 
Arrows hazardously swept down from defending archers, a frantic volley to
defend Broc’s keep.  Arrow slits echoed with male screams, the enemy
deadly accurate with their crossbows.  Chorusing shrieks razed across snow
covered fields, and weaved throughout Brwenwind Forest where those trying to
flee instead met their hidden enemy.


Ominous as a
moonless night, Lumynari unfurled from the winter-dark forest.  Their gait
steady, blazing amber eyes targeted those whom their scythes, arrows and maces
would next claim.  Ghouls, from previously decimated villages, fanned out
and cut down those once considered brethren.  No remorse; no
recognition.  Face submerged in snow, his life waning from a mortal wound,
a hapless victim was fallen upon by an armor-clad priestess, her bloodied
talons yanking the howling soul from his skull.  Twisting, screeching,
battling against its captor, the deformed specter abruptly complied to the evil
curse and obediently snatched up a discarded sword, though his final scream was
forever fixated as he joined the ranks of the damned.  Soul-harvesting
priestess followed, seeking her next prey.


Aurelia
swayed.  They’d found her.  Pendaran’s confidence that Shadow’s
minions would never discover the Keeper’s exile from Quemori was now Broc’s
nightmare. Aurelia was left with no recourse but to face honoring her long ago
oath sworn to Xyn.  The Elder’s power was to never fall into Shadow’s
possession.


“Power granted
long ago, I beg release from evil foe.  Slay by hand or bleed by rage,
take me now to my eternal grave.”


No tears
fell.  There remained nothing of her life to mourn.  Elvin sword
slipped from limp fingers.  Breath rasped, her immortal spirit slipping
into the mortal sphere of pain and death.  Suddenly, wounds in her back
seared.  The pain brought her to her knees.


How do the
wounded handle such agony?  She felt power diminishing from her as if her
tunic slipped from her shoulders.


A Lumynari’s
erratic behavior distracted her.  He shoved potential victims from his
path and stormed across slain bodies, his eyes fixated.


 A
Shadow Master foregoing maiming and slaying?  Aurelia followed his
glare and gasped, hollering out when arrows in her back shifted.  She
shook her head, forcing down unconsciousness.


Have to . .
. help . . . Maeve.


Shadow Master
fast descended.  The old woman cradled Aedan’s head, her other hand
blindly clutching the bloodied tunic of his mortal foster-father.  Fey
powers would not help her husband this day, nor see her through the enemy
fervently bearing down on them.  Staggering to her feet, Aurelia grimaced
with pain.  There existed only one fear to the deadly Lumynari.  The
Fey.  Killing one would be a coup long prized by the Shadow Master. 
Wounded, grieving the death of her husband while begging for powers-that-be to
save her only son, Maeve was too anguished to shield herself.


Fury galvanized
Aurelia.


Maeve had been
one of the few offering kindness in this harsh world of Broc’s forest. 
Reclaiming the hilt of her discarded sword, Aurelia stumbled and called upon
weakening magic for strength; for reprieve against searing pain every labored
breath knifed through her.  Ancient power forced her numb legs forward,
but it was not enough to fully wield her sword in time.


The merciless
warrior skewered Aurelia’s abdomen in place of the auld woman’s skull. 
The Lumynari’s laughter abruptly curdled as a blade forged by the High Elves
plunged into his throat—Aurelia’s final crusade.  His body dropped, eyes
bulging.


Her life’s
blood rivered downward, saturating her beautiful white leggings, quenching the
thirsty, churned snow.  Collapsing, she found herself staring into cold
black eyes piercing her from afar.  Na’Dryn’s lifeless body lay
heaped.  And over the still-warm-corpse, Broc himself, sliding his sword
from a very dead Lumynari.


Talons raked
Aurelia’s skull, yanking her upward until her booted toes skimmed the bloody
snow.  And from across the way, Broc’s contemptuous smirk stung more
profoundly than she thought possible.  Hissing snakes made her wince and
cower.  It was a guttural voice, not venomous creatures.


“At last I find
you!”  Viciously, Aurelia was spun to face her nemesis.  The depraved
face thrust closer.  “Remember me?”


“Aunsgar’s
traitorous . . . twin.”


Another violent
shake.  “My name!”


“I will not . .
. empower you.”  Aurelia tried averting her face, stench of Ardra’s
evilness nearly making her gag as the witch bragged and threatened.


“My goddess
Shadow will be elated when I gift her with the much sought after Keeper. 
Worshipped, my own temple will be erected, my power enhanced—“


“She is not
yours to offer,” a cold deep voice resonated from behind.


Aurelia’s
throat closed.  If a thousand winters passed, she would never forget the
rich timbre of that male voice.  It haunted her dreams and echoed in her
mind throughout the day.  Ardra’s bravado faltered.  Aurelia noted
the witch’s eyes glazing before arrogance quickly returned.


Ardra shook
Aurelia’s head as if freeing a quilt of nettles.  “She belongs to me!”


The exiled
princess screamed, pain searing her back, the protruding shafts shuddering from
the witch Elf’s abuse.  Dezenial’s growl vibrated the ground.  His
strong hand clamped Aurelia’s shoulder, and pushed her to her knees. 
Ardra’s hair-raising scream cut short, as did the din of surrounding
battle.  Aurelia’s ears throbbed in the sudden tomb silence.  She
dared peek over her shoulder.  


Ardra twitched
before stilling, a javelin protruding from her ruined face.


“I will release
your pain, Keer’dra,” the voice haunting her dreams assured before lapsing into
a garbled incantation.  Instantly, pain subsided, shallow breaths now
tolerable.  She flinched when broken shafts thudded in the snow next to
her.  He swept her, weightless, into his arms, then sank to his knees,
cradling her on his lap.


“Dezenial.” 
Tears flooded her fading amber eyes.  “Impossible.  A dream.” 


“No,
Keer’dra.  I have searched far and wide, seeking you.”  His hand
gently compressed the saturated wound of her abdomen.  “Alas, only during
your slumber was I granted ability to see and touch you.  I have remained
hidden, fearing Pendaran would see me in your mind.”  Dezenial muttered
incantations before leaning to kiss her brow.  “I cannot stop this, little
one.”  Grief marred his sculpted features as he pulled back, luminous
white hair cascading far past his broad shoulders.  His amazing eyes fell
to the amulet bobbing against her throat’s weakening pulse.  “So, this is
why I fail to see you until you slip into the nether regions of slumber.” 
His eyes ignited into red flames as he tore the hated amulet from her
neck.  Instantly, their thoughts commingled.  


“Pendaran,”
Aurelia coughed blood.  “His power . . . strong.”  The high druid had
insisted she wear the strange metal when she had been a child of four
summers.  Thoughts melding with Dezenial’s, she now understood why. 
It was to remain forever hidden from the Lumynari warrior—her true mate through
several lifetimes.  This time, the Elders had taken precautions.


The Shadow
Master nodded.  “It is only a short time ago, Keer’dra, your whereabouts
were revealed.  Ardra paid with her life for this day . . . as will her
grandson, Drakar.”  The battle in Balkore had been a tactical delay,
costing Dezenial dearly.


He shook his
head, openly grieving.  “Just as before, Xyn has kept you from me.” 
He rocked her, lovingly gazing down into her amber eyes, marveling how much she
resembled who she had been eleven hundred years earlier.  Had her precious
Elders trusted him, she would not be dying in his arms—again.  Azure eyes
darkened.  This time, their grievous decision would reap a higher
consequence.  “My father, Hades, will protect your soul from Xyn and
Pendaran’s manipulations.  Do you accept?”  His canines lengthened
over a sensual mouth she very much wished to kiss before dying.


Strong and
growing louder, chanting penetrated her fading senses.  Joined male voices
gained power, the ritual melodious.  “At long last, the Elders
arrive.  Do you hear them?”


“Yes,” Dezenial
growled.


“How . . .
could you attack us?  Humans . . . no match against . . . Lumynari.” 
Her lids shuttered.


“Keer’dra, I
hardly need a legion to eradicate mortals.”  His hand cupped her
face.  “My mother seeks your power in order to remain in the realm of
light.”


“To
annihilate.”


“That too,” he
grinned before grief once again marred his beautifully sculpted face.


“Lord Dezenial,
we must leave,” urged his Lumynari companion.


“I will hold
her until they arrive.”


“They will kill
you without hesitation,” Inzyr hissed.


“No.  They
fear my power.  Stay your temper, assassin.  We will not suffer their
presence long.”


Tranquility
enveloped Aurelia.  Close above, air shimmered.  Her sire’s spirit
held out his iridescent hand.  “I have grieved your passing,” she
whispered, weakly raising her own hand to accept the unspoken promise found
within his grasp.


Dezenial sensed
the hovering spirit, yet remained blind to its presence.  Unless he swayed
to his father’s calling, the sight of Otherworld was not his to use. 
“Keer’dra, Xyn will use you again, should your soul return.  I will not
allow him the cruelty, not to you.  Rest forever, little one, my father’s
realm impenetrable.”


“They . . .
will need me.”


“They will
forsake you as they have done before—as they do now!”


“They never
came for me, nor did Pendaran return.  I obeyed, never using their power
entrusted . . . to me.”


“You are a
gatekeeper, a pawn, Keer’dra.  They allowed you to be killed before. 
Why does their betrayal surprise you yet again?”


“Send me to
your father, that Xyn may never call upon me to be the Keeper.”


Ignoring the
shout uttered by the hovering spirit, Dezenial sank his fangs deeply into
Aurelia’s neck, taking her soul.  As her colorless hand slipped into the
snow, so too did the flicker of light in the black heart of the lethal god
holding her.  Head thrown back, Dezenial’s bereft howl cast day into
night; Hades’ golden chariot the singular light for many long moments before
Apollo dared peek again, returning to mortals, their precious sunlight.


A smile teased
her blue lips.  A smile the Outlander had not placed on her mouth in a
very long time.  Pendaran sighed deeply, feeling his age, though his face
belied the numerous millennia he had walked this earth.  Had he not warned
his father they were making a grievous error entrusting the Forest Lords with
her care—again?  “Otherworld is where she resides now, Outlander. 
Perhaps this time, Hades will refrain from releasing her,” Pendaran said,
lifting Aurelia’s lifeless body.


“Hades?” 
Broc shouted in reckless anger.  Eerie Elvish chanting silenced. 
“And what of mi’ own people?  Is the life of one woman your only concern
for grief?”  The Forest Lord ignored sparks in the druid’s onyx
eyes.  He and his men had been rendered motionless, forced to observe as
the Lumynari swine dropped his mouth against Aurelia’s neck.  “That
murdering Lumynari drank from her!”


“No, he took
her soul.  They are entwined.  Always have been; always will
be.  It remains far beyond me to interfere, once Dezenial has found
her.  Each time, my father thinks to hide her and each time, your kind
cause her death.  Should she return ever again, I will be powerless to
keep them separated.  Theirs is a path meant to entwine.”


“Returns? 
You surpass madness.  None return from death.”  The gore that had
once been Aurelia’s smooth stomach riveted the Forest Lord.  “Not even
your magicks, druid, will bring her back.”


“Think you this
be the first time your kind has caused her brutal death?”  Pendaran
advanced, his burden cradled in his arms as Broc’s grip tightened around the
hilt of his blood-dripping sword.  The druid’s long black hair manifesting
into crackling dark flame did little to disquiet Broc’s rage.


“Do you know
what they would have done to her, had Prince Dezenial not arrived and killed
Ardra?  If Aurelia herself had not called upon death—soul death,
Outlander, not just the customary death of the body!”


“Since when do
those heathens protect any?  He drank her blood!  Proof he is nothing
more than savage, yet you dare honor his wishes, praise his prowess?” 
Livid, Broc squeezed his hilt, itching to slay.  “Has the surrounding
stench o’ death fallen short of wafting to yer’ nose?”  Broc hissed from
clenched teeth.  “Perhaps it is but mi’ mind’s trickery, sobbing I hear
from those grieving the slaughter of loved ones.  Blood rivers under yer’
boots—“


Broc’s sword
swung.  Pendaran’s magic countered with lethal speed.  The Outlander
catapulted several feet from the druid.  Elves prepared for attack from
defending Forest Lords, though none dared rush to their chieftain’s aid. 
Only a fool dared confront Pendaran.


“Your concerns
regarding Aurelia matter not.  Even in the end, she adhered to my father’s
law, protecting the knowledge and ending her life to shield us.  She was
immortal, human, did you know?  Had Ardra been successful, Aurelia would
have been enslaved to their goddess, Shadow, for eternity—which is now how long
you will walk this miserable existence, cursed for your failure to protect the
Keeper.”


Hastily,
Aunsgar stepped from the ring of his guards.  “Pendaran, my lord, you
cannot do this.  Men craze from immortality.”


Sizzling eyes
staked the Elf prince.  “You were to protect her.  His head
should be piked at the end of your sword when he betrayed my trust.” 
Pendaran’s glower speared the growling Outlander before snapping back to
Aunsgar.  “And his betrayal to your queen.  Now, you will protect him
until she returns.  Fail her again, and your bodies will feed scavengers
for eternity.”  Pendaran spun away, wanting nothing more to do with any of
them.  Snow powdered and swirled violently, a vortex towering over
Pendaran.  Stepping into the spinning, churning tunnel, unaffected by the
fierce winds within, he turned slightly, glaring with such rage that even the
Elves collectively stepped back.


“A thousand
years your kind to roam, a thousand more until history’s unknown.  Shadow
warriors, death you will spurn, to protect the Keeper upon her return.”


Pendaran and
the lifeless princess vanished.


Broc snapped
his attention to Aunsgar.  The prince continued muttering.


“What are your
words?”


“I send her my
requests for forgiveness.”  Aunsgar lifted his pale face towards darkening
sky, his blue eyes glittering as he openly wept.  “I was to protect
her.”  His eyes squeezed shut.  “I failed.”


Broc turned
away, visions of horror imbedding themselves deep into his soul.  Ghostly
mists crawled towards them from the forest and prodded the dead before
cocooning them.   Garreck, born of the same mother, searched amongst
the carnage for survivors.  With blessings by Danu, none would be left
alive.  None would be forced to share in the curse of walking forever; of
remembering that Aurelia allowed this to happen.
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Present Day


 


 “Now see
here, Lord Garreck, she was on the wrong side of the road!”


“If ye’ weren’t
already dead, I’d kill ye’ myself!”  Footsteps scuffed against . . .
wood?  Emily tried opening her eyes.


“Christ’s
blood, do ye’ think it’s really her?”


“She’s the twin
of your laird’s painting, which is all I have to go by.”


“You’ve nosed
enough with yer’ blatherin’ questions—“


“I’m a
scholar.  It’s my nature to nose, to seek information.”


Garreck bristled. 
“It’s your nature to be interferin’.  ‘Tis ‘ow ye’ got yerself stuck in
Netherworld in the first place.  Do you ken what ye’ would ‘ave done had
Aunsgar not advised I take steed and ride day and night?”


“If I were
alive, I’d have you all committed for madness.”


The familiar
sound of metal sliding against something likened to a gasp caused Emily to
frown in semi-consciousness.


“ ‘Tis no’
madness that drives us, English.  We wait for the return.”


“Yes,
yes.  Thirty-six hundred years, cursed.  I’m acquainted with your
suffering.  Now, put that away lest you slice through my furniture again.”


Her tongue felt
waxed, her throat burning.  What . . . were . . . they talking
about?  Eyes fluttering, she ached everywhere.  Her fingers prodded,
causing her to flinch against their chill.  She had to verify that her
head wasn’t as it felt: split in two.  Male voices dropped to incoherent
whispers.  Dead already?  Cursed?  Was this limbo
before heaven and hell?  Which was she destined for—coffee!  She
smelled coffee!


“Please,” she
croaked, “please, coffee.”


“A Yank! 
Told you she was on the wrong side of the road!”


“Cease your
bleating and fetch the wee lass water.”  


Footsteps
neared.  


“Ye’ can’t be
‘aven coffee just yet, milady.”


Thick brogue
curled around her.  Milady?  She dared peek.  Candlelight
poured onto her eyes.  A cozy room.  Heaven has waiting rooms? 
Fire crackled, its embers glowing upon a polished dark wood floor.  Dark
floor.  Official.  I’m in Hell.  Everything in Heaven is
pristine white.  Explains my pounding skull.  Maybe they charred me
earlier and this is why my neck burns. Or I’ve been beaten with sin-sticks.


Memory
tidal-waved.  She’d been in a car, reading a blasted map—car!  She
moaned again, pain in her head pressing.  


“Here,
lass.”  A strong arm braced her back, the couch sagging deeply next to
her.  “Water.”


She looked up
at the man, flinching against his sharp inhale.  “As bad as it feels?”


“Yer’
eyes.  Lumyn—“ 


He silenced,
holding a silver goblet against her lips.


Allen nearly
clapped his hands.  “How many times have you sang ballads, expressing the
beauty of the other’s eyes, their odd color of gold?  I told you!  I
told you! It’s her!”


“I doona sing,
spirit.”


Emily squinted,
peering into a dark corner.  Swiveling her attention back up at her
cupbearer, pain knifed down her neck.  Squinching seemed to help. 
Pain subsided.  She peeked again at her couch mate.  He didn’t look
like a demon, save for the scar running from temple to cheek, and tucking just
under his jaw.  Handsome.  Rugged.  Definitely a demon. 
And I’d know.  She tamped down memories of her ex-fiancé’s brutal
lessons of how evil lurked behind an attractive face.  


Her current
nemesis weaved like a banner in the wind.  “Please, don’t move . . . so
much.  Vertigo.”  Or is he a viper preparing to strike?


“Lass,” he
frowned.  “I’m not movin’.  ‘Tis that knock to yer’ head ye’ suffered
when ye’ were driven off the road.”


“Now, see
here!  I did not force her to crash.”


Emily’s eyes
snapped to an area where someone should have been present to go along with that
voice.  “Did I total the car?”


“Total?”


“She means
damaged,” the faceless voice started.  “Destroyed, complete loss, never to
be used again, unfixable—“


“I get the
point, mohn!” Her demon growled before returning his attention to her. 
“The car is, uh, totaled.”  He smiled apologetically.


“Am I dead?”


“Nay, lass,
verra much alive.”


Rules out
Hell.  “I need a phone.  Have to—“


“Doona’ have
one here, nor at the castle.”


“Castle?”


“Aye.”


Emily’s brow
furrowed.  “I was trying to find my way to MacLarrin Castle.”


“Confirmed! 
I told you—“


The demon held
up his hand silencing the faceless voice.  “You were in search of the
MacLarrin?”  


Emily didn’t
like his tone.  She liked his expression even less.  “My company is
looking into buying his castle.”  She winced.  Talking increased her
pain.  “I’m . . . supposed to take pictures . . . finalize the sale. 
Lost.  Tried reading a map.  Why are you glaring?”


“The castle is
never, has never been for sale, milady.  Where did you get a notion like
that?”


She avoided eye
contact.  “I believe it was part of a ruse to get rid of me.”  Shards
of pain shot through her skull.  “So my fiancé could marry his bitch.”


“Your intended
plans to wed his hound?”


Almost, Emily
laughed.  The most she could offer was a snort.  “A woman he’s been
with, and I was too stupid . . . to read the signs.”


“Lass, lie
back.”  Garreck helped ease her back.  “Seems ye’ ‘ave escaped a
spineless bastard.   Right now, what ye’ need most is better aid than
borrowed magicks.”


“What?”


Her forehead
sported a brazen gash, the swelling grave.  Thank Danu, Garreck muttered
in Gaelic, she’d been unconscious when he’d reset her shoulder.  That the
woman was both awake and alert was attributed to powerful magic, but he was no
fool.  Sunrise would hear her death march without Aunsgar’s direct
touch.  Her amber eyes were glazing, her soft lips turning blue.  


“Too much
pain.”  Her lids weighed down, his mumbling a soothing lullaby. 
“Think I’ll take your advice,” she whispered.  “And rest.”  Emily
exhaled so deeply, Garreck halted his Elvish words inducing her into a deep
slumber.  Long moments passed before she inhaled again, her breathing now labored.


“She won’t last
the night.  Aunsgar must come to her.”


“Here?” 
Allen’s voice quivered.  “No chance we could just call upon a modern
doctor?”


“Skirtit . . .
daith . . . Dezenial.”  Tears streamed from Emily’s closed eyes.


Resembling a
man faced with his own death, Garreck slowly turned on booted heel and stared
down at the unconscious woman.


“Run quickly,
death?  She speaks Gaelic as well as you!” Allen became animated.  “Now
do you believe me?  I tell you, it’s her!  What’s the word ‘Dezenial’
mean?  Don’t recognize that one.”


“Not what,
Sassenach, who.”


She muttered
more, this time in a language Allen had never heard.


“You pale as if
death comes to collect you,” the spirit whispered.  “You impossibly
fear nothing.  This is going from bad to worse.”


“She . . . she
speaks in a language I have not heard in well over three thousand years.”


“Fascinating,
chap.  What does she say?”


“She speaks the
guarded language of a Quemorian.”


Allen
sputtered.  As if his head sat upon a hinge, he looked several times from
Garreck to the woman sleeping on his sofa.  “Now you have no choice but to
believe me.  You must tell me what she keeps muttering.  She’s
becoming frantic.”


Garreck stared
at Emily for long moments.


“Mi’lord?”


“She calls for
Dezenial.  He be the Lumynari prince, Sassenach,” green eyes flicked to
Allen.  “Ye’ have far more ta’ fear, spirit, should that one
arrive, than the Elves ye’ quake around.”  Garreck stormed out, leaving
behind a choking scholar.  Even the deceased mortal knew to fear Lumynari.
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Warmth enveloped her.  Deeper,
she burrowed amongst softness, nothing more decadent than heavy quilts and the
faint scent of—coffee!  Emily’s eyes snapped open.  She blinked
several times just to be sure the incredible sight she beheld.


Man.


Exquisite man.  Very long dark
golden hair, dual thin braids cascading from temple to shoulder.  His
strong hand deftly plucked the burden of a large serving tray from an older
woman, setting it upon a cozy table for two.  Gorgeous man. 
Edible.  


Definitely Heaven this time, though
still not pristine white.


“ ‘Tis uncanny.  She looks ta’
have stepped back amongst us as if nothing more than a nap took her away
instead of thirty-six hundred years.”


“She’s a modern.”  Gorgeous
man poured a dollop of scotch into a silvery stein.  “I advise
wariness.  Unless scientifically proven, they have a tendency to believe
nothing.”  He cast a gaze upward at the elder, watching as she arranged
heavily scented lilacs.


“Took the liberty of bakin’ a few
sweet breads,” she said more to herself than the man scowling.


“Maeve—“


“The soul remembers, mi’
lord.”  The woman backed away, eyeing her handiwork.  “Most
especially hers.”  Rounding the small table, she stood in front of his
tall frame.  “Have ye’ never met someone and experienced instant hatred so
deep yer’ belly burned?  Or love at first sight?  Think you ‘tis just
a saying?”


“Foolish notions for the
romantic.  I ceased believing in love a very long time ago.”


“Think you, she returns now, having
finally forgiven us?”  Even from where she lay, Emily could see the
age-softened eyes sparkled with hope.


His remained cold.


Seemingly immune to his aloofness,
the old woman continued chatting.  “Aunsgar arrives again today.  He
worries.  Too many days, the wee lass has slumbered—“


Emily sneezed.


“Milady!”


The man’s hand snaked out, halting
the woman’s advance.  “Leave us.”


Visibly crestfallen, the woman
pocketed eyefuls of Emily before bustling from the chamber.


Emily wasn’t too sure she was happy
about being left with this . . . he was staring at her.


Oh-oh.


Eyes, midnight dark and glittering
with animosity, remained unblinking.  His five o’clock shadow was joined
by a mustache that came down in thin lines each side of his . . . mouth. 
Emily frowned.  Another sneeze escaped her.  She’d kissed that mouth
before.  Extensively.


Never again will such an
occurrence transpire, Keer’dra.


Emily flinched.  Above and
around, there didn’t exist another in the chamber.  Who had spoken? 
And how could anyone own such an erotic voice?  Again, she looked to the
man still staring at her.  Definitely not him.  His mouth
remained clamped like a disapproving schoolmarm.


“Where am I?  Who are
you?  Last time I opened my eyes, I was in purgatory.  Or was that a
dream?”  This last part was said more to herself.  


“You find yourself in my home,
Castle MacLarrin, my chambers, to be exact.  I am Broc MacLarrin.” 
She waited for a snappy salute to follow.  None came.  Castle
MacLarrin.  Quite by accident, she’d found the place.  She sneezed, coughing
hard.  


“God, my ribs ache.”


“You are weak and need to regain
your strength.  Since you’ve decided to awaken, you will eat.”


Well, isn’t he just a bundle of
joy—not!  Another Peter.  Lovely.  “Can I trouble you to
share your coffee?”


Curtly nodding, Broc turned towards
the table set for two in front of a gorgeous stone fireplace.  Indian type
leggings hugged very masculine thighs, a long shirt with cuffs draping strong
hands—those hands had been all over her body.  No.  Wrong.


I’ve never seen him before. 
Yet . . . I really need to lay off reading historical romances.  Too
bad Peter didn’t even come close to being like those heroes!  Emily
sat up, disentangling bitter memories of her fiancé marrying—she was dressed in
an oversized shirt.  Outstretching her arms, she marveled at the fabric
whispering against her skin.  Delicately, she fingered  the fine
white material . . . a shirt very similar to the one he currently
wore.  “I remember my head bleeding,” she frowned.  So where was all
the blood—braless! Oookay, this wasn’t awkward.  “I bashed my head
and . . .”  


Trembling fingers reached up to dab
where she remembered pain.


Silver coffeepot paused, the man
scrutinizing her.  “Careful.  Tenderness should still exist.”


Her fingers made contact with
stitches.  Instantly nauseated, she swallowed revulsion.  Thank
God I slept through that! “My neck hurts too.”


“I did not allow Colin to shave
your hair, but sewing your flesh could not be helped.  As for your neck .
. . time will care for your wounds.”


His irritation was palpable.  Emily’s
guard inched higher. 


“You are lucky to be alive.” He
stirred sugar into her coffee.  “Apparently, you and automobiles do not
co-exist.”


“If there’s a doctor’s bill, I can
pay.”  Dick.


“I own the doctor.”


“Then why the anger?”


His rolled R’s were delicious. 
His tone was biting.  Thunder clapped.  Involuntarily, she slightly
cowered.  Rumbling skies rattled leaded glass windows.


“Another storm upon us,” he
muttered.  


Is he implying I’m a storm? 



Closing in on her, his dark eyes
matched the violence brewing outdoors.


“I don’t like storms.  I don’t
like storms, or waking up in a stranger’s bed and missing my own
clothes.”  Innuendos right back at you, buddy!


“Your clothing is beyond
repair.  Are you ready to try food?”


“You want me to get up?”


“Aye.”


“I don’t have pants on.  In
fact, how did I end up in,” she held out her arm, “this?  If you found me,
and I . . . I distinctly remember blood oozing down my face before
blacking out.”


“I bathed you.”


“You bathed me?”


“Aye.”


“In the nude?”


“I was fully clothed.”


“Not you, jerk, ME!”


Dark brow arched menacingly. 
“How else would one-be-bathed?”


“Don’t you dare enunciate each word
as if dealing with a child, you . . . you perv!”


I will boil him until he screams
for mercy of death, Keer’dra!


“Stop calling me Keer’dra, I’m Emily!”


“I ken who ye’ are!”


“Then why are you calling me by
that name?”


Broc stepped back, his face ashen.


“My God!  Was that woman at
least present when you bathed me?”


His chest swelled.  “I allowed
none entrance.”


“These clothes?”  Her
trembling fingers covered her mouth.


“You wear my shirt.  My
finest.”


“And the panties?  Your
wife’s?”


“My wife died many, many years
ago.”


“Oh.”  Something passed over
his face she did not wish to view again.  “I’m sorry.”


“As am I.”  He lunged, wrenching
the heavy blankets from her.


“Hey!”  Emily smacked at his
arms, his chest, and clutched his short beard like a roller coaster safety
latch.  Roaring, he lifted her in one swift move.


“Let go of my face!”


“Try anything, and it comes
off.”  She sniffed loudly.  “You smell nice.”


He grinned.  It completely
rearranged his features.  He was gorgeous.  Gone was the
savagery.  Dark eyes melded with golden ones.


I’ve done this before. 
A man she’d felt powerful love towards had carried her much in the same
fashion.  Slowly, her fingers relaxed their grip to instead caress his
face, his beard tickling her palm.  Her gaze fell to his mouth.  “Why
do I know you?  How do I know you?”


“I have no idea.”  Non-too
gently, she was deposited into an overstuffed chair.  Yanking long shirt
over her thighs, he remained indifferent to her near nakedness.  Big
surprise.  Probably took his full when I was unconscious. 
Louse.  Shame and fury heated her face while watching him yank free a
blanket from the huge bed.  Heaving the coverlet, he strode towards her,
his scowl matching her own.


“Here,” he grumbled, tucking it
around her legs.  “Weather changes rapidly, preferring cold.  You
have been ill.”


“Gee, thanks.  I think.”


When he took his own chair,
leggings tightened across oh-so-defined thighs. Gah, to be jealous of fabric .
. .trancelike, she watched him methodically butter a swollen blueberry
muffin.  Her mouth rivered.  Wonder his reaction if I jump him,
seize the muffin—


He eyed her suspiciously. 
Hesitantly, he held out the treat.  Emily snatched and mauled it apart,
stuffing hot pieces into her mouth, fanning the morsels scalding her tongue.


“Maeve will return with what you
refer to as dinner.”


Emily chewed, swallowed, nodded,
and swallowed again.  “How long have I been here?”


He set his cup down.  Dark
eyes gored her soul.  Her stomach knotted.


“My bed has been rendered useless
for a week.”


She stopped chewing what now tasted
like cardboard.  “A week?”


“Yes.  Swallow before you
choke.  There are drivers-for-hire on your side o’ the,” he cleared his
throat.  “You should utilize them for future traveling.  Drink your
coffee, Emily, ‘twill soothe you, as well as make it easier to get down that
unladylike mouthful you convulse on.”


“Soothe me?  And what would
you know about being a lady?  Been practicing?  You know what? 
I didn’t ask to be brought here.”


“Nor were you invited.”


“Then why didn’t you just have me
taken to a hospital?  Jesus, but you’re uncouth.”


“You remain here to protect ye’
from yourself.  Apparently, whomever your male lordship is, he lacks
ability to control the females under his charge.”


Emily shot out of her chair,
blanket flopping to her shins.  “Allow me to end your chore of suffering
my presence.”  She stepped over the damn blanket and away from the cozy
little coffee party.  “You will be duly paid for your troubles, and any
doctors’ fees incurred.”


“I doubt it.  Where do you
think you’re going?” His arched brow mocked her.  “Another drive perhaps?”


Fury confiscated her ability to
form words, let alone insults.  She did the next best thing.  Vacated
the room, slamming her exit.  I’ve had enough male judgments! 
He bathed me!  Touched me!  Then rips me apart with words and
attitude.  Screw him! I am so tired of feeling like I’m everyone’s
pariah.  Always, I’m in someone’s way; inconvenient. First, Aunt
Millie, and then Peter.  And now, this aristocratic prick!  Well,
screw him and his castle!  Peter probably forewarned him that he
dumped me, the two of them having a good laugh.  Bet it pisses him
off to no end that I couldn’t just take my photos of his stupid castle and be
on my way.  Sorry I was run off the rode by one of your dimwitted drivers,
Mr. Kilt.  Won’t trouble you one more second.


Male voices intermingled with
laughter and singing.  Food permeated the air.  But which way was it
coming from?  Castle corridors really need diagrams with arrows or
green exit signs hanging from above.  Panicked, Emily sprinted,
heedless of direction, just coherent she must get away from him. 


Booted heels quacking against stone
floor made her leap into a darkened alcove.  Pressing back, she flinched
when closer than she’d realized, he started shouting in a foreign
language.  Almost, she giggled.  A gorgeous Highlander chased her
throughout a castle.  


Oooh, look, I’m even scantily
clad.  Gah!  I’ve stepped right off the pages of one of my historical
novels.


Shouting erupted from far
off.  More booted feet running.  Darting out like a fox from hounds,
Emily ran towards the chaos she could hear.  Great hall meant great door
to the great outdoors!  Great escape!


“Emily!”


Her shirt was seized, spinning her.


Her fist smashed into his
face.  Sudden release forced her to backpedal or fall.  “It pays to
befriend a Marine.  I’ve got more, you touch me again.”


The MacLarrin lunged.


Screaming, Emily sprinted around a
stone bend, and was brought up short for all of five seconds.  Below her,
far exceeding her imagination, yawned a room doused with trestle tables, three
giant hearths, and so many men in tartans, plaids, whatever!  Highland
gear!  Refusing to dwell on borrowed shirt hiking up to her thighs as she
side-saddled the glossy, thick balustrade, she rocketed downward.  


His bellowing cannoned behind her,
jerking the men out of their stupor over a near-naked woman zipping towards
them.  Emily jumped down the last several steps, freezing stone killing
her bare feet.  A sword glinted from the dark bend not far from the path
of her crazed run.  Sweet!  In one fell swoop, she confiscated
the sword, leapt up onto a bench and onto the table, spun, sword thrusting.


Sir Butthead was brought up short.


“Not so threatening now that a
sword’s to your face, eh?”


He remained mute.


“Call a taxi.  I’m leaving.”


“Och, but the woman is foyne beauty
wieldin’ yer sword, MacLarrin.”


“Shut up, fool!  Toss me
yers’!”


“Ye’ canna be meanin’ ta’ fight the
wee lass!  She’s near naked, mohn!”


“She’s a wee lass. What harm could
she possibly incur?” another voice chimed.


“I’m dressed enough to maim or kill
anyone dumb enough to come near me!”  Emily sliced the air a couple of
times for emphases, accidentally nicking her nemesis’ short beard. 
“Perhaps my initials would be preferable to that thatch you grow?”  She’d
cut him.  She’d actually cut his face.  I’m so dead. 


“S’blood, the lass embraces insolence!” 
Wagers were shouted as a black hilted sword sailed through the air. 
Obsidian eyes locked on her, his arm raised, effortlessly catching the hilt.


“Well, now you’re armed and
seemingly talented.  Nice little circus act you’ve acquired.  Tell me,
do you clap your hands and bark for fish as well?”


Roars of laughter rang out, except
from the man facing her down.  He looked ready to kill.  Emily raised
her chin.  Well, who knew my hobby would turn into self-defense? 
‘Course, En Guard would really sound stupid right now.  DIE would be more
appropriate.


“Think you, she remembers?”


“Remembers what?”  Emily
snapped.  Realization strangled.  “Did all of you watch him bathe
me?”  


“The laird accusin’ ye’ of—“


Emily heard flesh against flesh, a
groan of pain following.


“We ‘ave been forbidden to speak of
it.  ‘Twill only frighten her.”


“What will frighten
me?  That I’ll discover this heathen put his hands all over my
body?”  Emily glowered.  “Trust me, the gig is up.”  She stepped
down onto the bench and onto freezing floor.  Enraged, she advanced
against his retreat.


“You are rude, sir.”


“Aye.”


“You’ve seen me naked.”


“Ye’ seem fixated on tha’. 
Trust me, I am not.”


Emily turned red.  Male
laughter erupted, apparently mistaking his cold analysis as entertainment. A
sardonic smiled slithered across Broc’s face.


“I wouldna’ be grinnen, ye’
fool!”  


Emily nodded.  “You should
take your jester’s advice.”


“Jester?” Murmurs ensued, followed
with loudly whispered ‘village idiot’ and then, “She insulted me?”


Broc’s arched brow was answer
enough.


“Aye, well, a furious lass wi’
blade is dangerous ta’ yer’ heirlooms.”


“It’s family jewels, ye’
arse,” someone else piped up.


“You all mock me like I’m some sort
of simpleton.”  Emily’s lip curled.  “Just like Peter!”


“Who the hell is Peter?” onlookers
chorused.


“Gorgeous or not, you are going to
drive me to an airport, or I swear upon everything Holy, I’m gutting you like
the rutting pig you are!”  Emily jabbed with her borrowed sword.


“I think she’s rememberin’.”


“I think she’s lost her mind.”


“Silence!”  Broc commanded,
parrying her thrusts.


“Aye,” laughter erupted behind
her.  “Ye’ need ta’ concentrate or the wee lass will take yer’ manhood,
and that thatch on yer’ face!”  Laughter escalated as benches
scraped stone floor.  “Yer face bleeds, mohn.”


Peripherally, Emily witnessed the
rough looking lot elbow joust for a better view.  She growled.  Her
enemy joined their laughter.  Her continued vulnerability at the hands of
men emblazoned fury such as she’d never experienced.


She stepped back from the battle.


Broc MacLarrin lowered his
sword.  “Had enough of your temper tantrum, Lady Emily?”


Emily pulled the silver hilt flush
with her abdomen, broadside of the blade pressing against her forehead. 
Her lids closed of their own accord.  For the life of her, she’d never
been taught this in the few fencing lessons she’d been able to scrape money
for, but this just seemed so . . . right.


Coherency escaped her.


“What’s she doin’?”  The voice
was strangely faraway.  


Emily took a small step forward,
her left foot slowly coming down toe to heel.  Her body dipped as her
right foot crossed the left.  Methodically, she twirled, her blade making
a complete arc in front of her.  Her eyes remained closed.  Voices no
longer penetrated her trance.  Right foot stepping out, her left foot
snapped forward to join its mate as her sword arced over her head, wrist
windmilling the sword round and round over her head.


“Lugh’s blood!”


“I warned ye’, the soul remembers,”
Maeve muttered.


Entrenched in ancient magicks,
Emily’s mind engaged one objective: enemies would not see the coming sunrise.


“Summon Aunsgar, now!” Her opponent
bellowed.


Weapons unsheathed.  “She
performs the Lumynari dance of—“


“Do not step near her!”


Emily’s eyes snapped open, charged.


Broc narrowed his own. 
“Emily, release yer’ weapon.  You do not understand the power coursing
through you.”  Strong hand flexed, reaching for her.


She attacked.


Thrusting, swinging, slicing,
parrying.  Panting, Broc found himself backing towards tables, battling
for his life.


“Her eyes!  Ye’ see her eyes?”


“Look at that,” Allen said,
awed.  “I thought your tales exaggerated, but her eyes glow like your
fables of the Lumynari.”


Shouts and shuffling, bodies
surged.  “She’s gonna kill him!”


“Stay back!  She’ll kill you
before you draw a second breath,” Broc warned.


Emily’s wrist twisted.  The
loud clanging of Broc’s sword upon the stone floor silenced the great
hall.  Bloodlust absorbed her.  Sword tip poked the base of this
throat.  Her chin raised, legs slightly apart, her body poised for the
final kill.  “You will die now,” she hissed from clenched teeth.


A presence from behind penetrated
her senses.  Feral smile painted itself on her face.  “Seems your
fools desire to join your demise.”  Emily spun so fast, she was but a
blur.  As was her blade.


A mortal man would have been
decapitated.


The clash of her sword, brutal
against another, caused sparks to erupt.


“Christ’s blood!  No one’s
ever matched swords with ye!” A faceless voice muttered.


Her new opponent was angelic, tall
with long white hair, his blade currently locked against hers.  Stepping
back, she swung her weapon around, attempting to disarm him.  Their blades
continued to clash, sparking as the lethal weapons glided against one another. 
He mumbled while Emily thrust fiercely, forcing him to backpedal several
paces.  She offered him no opportunity to regain footing against
her.  Peripherally, she witnessed men stationed on the stairs, their
arrows aimed at her.  “In the time it takes for their arrows to soar
through the air, I will have cut off your head,” Emily stated.  “Hurtyn!”


Maeve gasped.  “She speaks
Gaelic?”


“And well!  Aunsgar, she’s
called ye’ an idiot . . . lest ye’ be wonderin!” Raucous laughter filled the
great hall.


“This is not a repast,” Aunsgar
warned his rowdy audience.  He resumed his incantations, more
loudly.  His blue eyes chilled.


Her sword’s weight increased.


His voice escalated.


Her shoulder blazed.


He flung out his hand, as if
showering her with something.


Strength poured from her. 
Trembling, teeth now chattering, Emily looked down at her weapon,
dumbfounded.  Its clatter against the flagstone floor deafened.


“Take the discarded weapon,
Garreck,” her opponent calmly ordered.


Emily pressed palms against her
temples and closed her eyes against excruciating pain.  Slow, deep breaths
expelled before she dared ease her hands from her head. 


Ominous silence greeted her. 
Dozens of armed men glared.  Fear rippled through her.  Up on the
landing and down along the stairs, men were lined up, their arrows aimed at
her.  Strange men.  Long white hair . . . pointy ears?  Where
the hell am I? Shit-hell-damn!


Call to me, Keer’dra, and I will
exterminate their pathetic existence.


Emily’s gaze flicked to the man
she’d been fighting.  That strange voice again.  His stare did not
offer comfort.  In her mind, she could see snatches of the battle, but it
was more like vague memories of a long ago movie.  


Unfortunately, her migraine was
not.


“Ahhhh!”  Palming her eye,
sharp pain pierced for a way out.  “What’s happening to me?”  She’d
fought with the intent to kill—that much, she sure remembered.  Impossible. 
I’m an amateur!  Muttering penetrated her fog of pain and
confusion.  The man in front of her, his hair as white as her own, deep
blue eyes, and a face so angelic, it reminded her of—“I know you.”


“Qui’ altinir’ dijion.”


“Yeah, okay.  Whatever.” 
Still . . . his foreign words sounded familiar.  Impossible.


“I told my guards to lower their
weapons.  You are no longer a threat to my life.”


“Well, at least I don’t have to
worry about twitchy fingers.”


“They are highly skilled.”


“I’m hardly a threat to you.”


“Not any longer, you aren’t.”


Trembling resumed.  Her chin
quivered, teeth chattering.  “So . . . cold.”


Strong hands gripped her from
behind, steadying her, ignoring her flinch.


“I just want to go home.”


“Mi’ lady, ‘tis been an ordeal for
you.  I promise, we mean ye’ no harm.”  A large blanket followed the
words of comfort.  Emily huddled deep in what to her looked like a
Highlander’s plaid.  The warmth it offered was tremendous.  She eased
around and looked up into sympathetic meadow-green eyes—


“You’re real?”  She gave her
head a quick shake.  “But that means I really woke up to you.” 
Guffaws erupted, blessedly thinning the simmering tension.  


He bowed deeply.  “The laird’s
captain, I am Lord Garreck.”


“I thought you were a dream.” 
Déjà vu, she’d uttered those very words before.  The room dipped.  “A
bad dream with much pain.”  Backslapping a few shouted foreign words and
male boisterous laughter made obvious they were throwing ribald remarks at the
man kind enough to have offered her a blanket.  His blush confirmed her
suspicions.  He turned from her and looked somewhere down the length of
the vast hall.  She followed his gaze.


He’d said his name was Broc. 
She’d awakened in his bed. Clean, bathed, stitched, and on the mend.  And
I thanked him by nearly killing him.  


Her guilt must have tapped him on
the shoulder.  He turned from the massive hearth he warmed himself by and
glared.  Others must have noticed for humor was quickly swept away. 
Intense betrayal, despair and contempt churned within her.  Why? 
I’ve never seen him before.


“Escort Lady Emily to her borrowed
chambers, Aedan.”  Broc turned back to the fire, dismissing her.


“Hey!  Wait just a damn
minute.  How dare you?”  She ignored collective gasps.  “I’m
leaving.  Final!  Call a taxi, or I call the police!” 


He slowly turned.  His
expression scared her to death.  “Aye?  Police?”


Her chin jutted.  “Yes.”


“On what phone?”


“If I can’t use yours, I’ll walk
until I find one.”


“Ye’ will find a thousand years o’
walkin’ will not garner yer’ modern contraption.”


“Excuse me?”


“Phones do not exist,” Garreck
muttered behind her, attempting to draw her away from the laird’s fury.


“You finance a castle, but no
phone?  Brilliant.”


“Do you see electricity?” 
Broc taunted.


She’d assumed candles and
torchlight were for ambiance.  “You can’t keep me here.”


“Aye.  Can and will.  Ye’
no longer reside in yer’ realm, Emily, ye’ have traipsed into mine.”  He
stalked her, his voice descending into deadly octaves.  “And, now that ye’
‘ave returned, so too will those hunting ye’.”
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Broc revived his tankard, his scowl
as murky as his ale.  Around him, Forest Lords carried on in their usual
boisterous way, as if nothing were amiss.  His mood fermented more and
more each day as a certain lass schemed to infuriate him enough that he’d send
her back to her barbaric country.  Why spend good coin when sword to
gullet will suffice?  This morning, he’d come damn close to dragging
her from her chambers and tossing her from the turrets.  Who the hell
did she thinks she was to waste good parchment, tacking the scrap of paper to
his study door with the label: Sir Pissed? Envisioning her spending several
days in his dungeon brightened his mood.  And every one of these loons
I suffer can join her! Let’s see how loudly they laugh then!


“Where is our guest?” Broc
growled as Maeve passed by, serving women trailing behind her with their
heavily laden trays.  “Does she no’ find our company fitting to dine
amongst?”


“You leave her be.  I sent her
upstairs hours ago with oatcakes and ale.  She was weavin’ and about ta’
collapse from exhaustion.”


“Aye, making fools of men is hard
work.”


“Cleaning up after fool men is hard
work.  She has helped me clear out all three hearths, clean cooking pots
and clean up yer’ boot trails throughout mi’ hall.”


“Your hall?”


“Aye, and until ye’ carry the wood
ta’ fill the hearths, ‘tis mi’ hall.  Those stacks you see today, Lady
Emily brought in.  I’d ‘ave asked ye’ for help, but I dinna wish ta’
interfere with yer’ need ta’ hide from the wee lass.”


“I do no’ hide.”


“Lady Emily warned ye’ would ‘ave a
need ta’ pout after she put a . . .”


Obsidian eyes glinted. 
“Finish yer’ tale, woman.”


Forest Lords ceased their
bantering.  Maeve pretended to be busy with serving.  Broc’s tone
dropped to notorious dead tones.  “I’ll have her words, Mistress Maeve.”


“Braggarts are usually lazy
bullies, content to have auld women perform arduous chores while they
themselves stomp and rut, bleating about their male prowess.”  Maeve
pretended indifference while pouring herself Merlot, one of her favorite treats
supplied by Allen from Emily’s realm.  


Tension thickened.  


Urkani chuckled, Aunsgar’s
commander surprising everyone with his non-Elvish display of emotion.


Ever-so-slowly, Broc rose from his
seat.  “I think it surpasses the time for Lady Emily and I to have a
discussion.”


Maeve dabbed her mouth before
answering.  “Mayhaps ye’ could let her know the meal is served?”


“Oh, aye.  I’ll fetch
her!”  Broc rushed up the immense stairs, boots furiously pounding the
ancient marble.


“Och, did ye’ ‘ave ta’ stretch yer’
words as if on the rack?”  Garreck whispered when Broc was well out of
hearing range.


“We want ta’ see them getting’
along, not Lady Emily skinned by his raging, woman!” Reignsfeugh hissed.


Erchyll look hopeful.  “I’ve
yet ta’ make him repent anything.”  He slurped a mouthful from his
trencher.  “What say you the chances of him attendin’ mi’ church after
he’s strangled the wee lass?”  He reached for more bread, tore off a
chunk, and tossed the remains back onto a central platter.  Baleful glares
finally drew his attention.  “A priest can hope his laird will attend
church. I doona care what it takes ta’ make him find God and repent.”


Several waved him off, disgusted.


“I made none of it up,” Maeve
defended.  “Just so ye’ ken.”  She mopped butter with thick steaming
bread.  Another luxury supplied by Allen.  She was too old to be
churning butter like days of old.  “Made me realize I should be requestin’
more help from you lads.  Put me in a whole new mind ‘bout how things
should be ‘round here.”


“Nothin’ good ever comes from
womenfolk sharin’ ideas,” Erchyll warned.


“We, uh,” Reignsfeugh coughed into
his fist, eyeing his comrades.  Impatiently, they waved for him to get on
with it.  “We could help ye’ clean the rest o’ the hearths throughout the keep.”


“I doona care much for
heights.  Perhaps one of ye’ is brave enough ta’ stand upon a ladder and
fetch cobwebs as well?”


“Aye, that task I’ll do for ye’,”
Kaven offered.  “I’m atop battlements during the night.  Can’t be
afraid o’ heights up there, now can ye?”


“No, I supposed ye’v a point there,
lad,” Maeve agreed, eyes glittering.


“I think the lass teaches ye’ the
art o’ manipulation, auld woman,” Reignsfeugh stated, stuffing his mouth with a
meat pasty.


“She’s well versed in poisons too.”


The Celt spewed his food.
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Never in his life, and it had been
a very long one indeed, had his men dared pranks—save for Aedan.  Sir
Pissed.  His mouth quirked, laughter threatening to escape.  That
maddening piece of paper had found its way to his chair in the great hall, and
then pinned to his plaid hanging from the drying hook.  A
conspiracy.  Aye, ‘twas time ta’ cease being easy on their arses during
strategy, and make them earn their keep.  


Strategy.  Once upon a
time, we had real enemies ta’ test our competence against.  The lads have
become soft.  Daft as well.  Apparently, pride is nonexistent when it
comes to one wee lass.  


Pounding on her door, Broc
seethed.  


Thirty-six hundred years, we’ve
waited for Aurelia’s return.  That the lass lacks knowledge of her true
identity only continues to waste our time here, in this realm far from Quemori. 
He shook his head, knuckles clunking against her door again.  She’d
been sent to purchase mi’ castle.  How? None in her realm know of its
existence.  A set up.  Pendaran?  Dezenial?  Aye, which of
the two I’d kill first, I know not.  One day, I will have my face-to-face
with the Lumynari.  Broc’s temper increased.  Whatever schemes
the druid or the Shadow Master had manipulated into happening, Emily had nearly
paid with her life.  If Aunsgar hadn’t sent Garreck . . . he pounded the
door again, more to dispel aggravation than to garner entrance.


“Lady Emily!”


Silence mocked him.  Perhaps
she sat upon the terrace?  Perhaps treacherous enemies of old had
scaled the outer wall—


Broc barged into her room.


Sprawled across the bed, and laying
on her side, the she-devil slept soundly, her hand cupping the paperback she’d
been reading.  Some nonsense Allen had found in the wreckage of her
automobile.  The ridiculous book told of a Highlander turning into a
besotted fool over an even more foolish woman who had the mohn eating out of
her hand by chapter eleven.


He’d read its entirety, unable to
put it down, vigilant by her bedside when she’d first been brought to his
hall.  Easing the sinful pages from her fingers, he cupped her brow. 
Just for good measure, he told himself.  No fever.  His anger
eased.  They’d nearly lost her, before they’d even realized she walked
amongst them.  That damn fool Allen had no business driving.  How
many times have I railed against the spirit operating an automobile? 
Absurd, how much we’ve come to rely on the Sassenach keeping us stocked with
supplies from the modern realm.


Gently, he glided wisps of hair
away from her face.  Silky hair.  Damp.  She’d worked too hard
for someone still recovering from near fatal injuries.  Lugh’s blood, but
the woman was lucky to have survived.  His eyes fell to her long white
hair glowing upon the coverlet.  She could pass as Aurelia’s twin. 
His lip curled of its own accord.


“Broc,” she mumbled, turning her
head slightly, nuzzling his hand.  He snatched his fingers away as if
burned.  “Was . . . not . . . no . . . not my fault.”  She nuzzled
deeper into the coverlet, sound asleep.  Broc’s pulse pounded his ears.


She’d spoken Quemoric!


O’Shay jumped onto the bed. 
Broc yelped.  Settling back on his haunches, the huge tom tilted his head,
diamond pupils locking on Broc.


“Watch over her,” the laird
commanded, his voice cracking.  O’Shay meowed, turned one rotation and
settled down, his tale wrapping around him.  Quilts retrieved from a cedar
trunk, Broc covered Emily.  His hands trembled.  He held one up,
eyeing the appendage.  “Not a word,” he admonished O’Shay, for the cat
stared at his hand as well.  To his shame, his hand quivered like a youth
after his first kiss.  Meowing mocked him.  Not used to unsettled
nerves being witnessed, Broc hastily took his leave.  Scotch.  A
full bottle tonight.  Not her fault?  What the hell was that all
about?


“Will she be comin’ down, milord?”


“S’blood, woman, you could scare
death with all your creeping about.”  Broc refrained from grappling where
his heart stuttered.  Lairds were not jumpy!  “Where did ye’ come
from?”


Maeve pulled away from
shadows.  “The tunnels.  Fastest way to this corridor.”


“She sleeps.”


“O’Shay be with her?”


“Aye.”


“Then all is as it should be. 
None be disturbin’ her as long as her shield guard watches over her.  A
good night ta’ ye’, milord.  I’m weary and in need of mi’ own bed. 
Allysyn will tend the morning fires in the kitchen.”


“Och, but Henry’s lass is terrified
of bein’ here.”


Maeve shook her head.  “Nay,
she’s sweet on mi’ Aedan and fears I’ll no’ accept her.”  The elder woman
shrugged.  “I leave it to the lad ta’ decide whom his mate will be.” 
The laird’s arched brow said otherwise.  With a laugh, she swatted his
arm.  “Ah, go on wi’ you.”


“Send word to Aunsgar.  I’ll
await him in the library.”


Maeve paused.  “Aunsgar,
milord?”


“Aye.  And tell Garreck no’
ta’ make me wait.”


“Something’s happened?”  Maeve
looked beyond his shoulder at the closed door, her hands twisting and choking
her apron.  “Does the other come?  Already?  Surely, ‘tis too
soon for him to claim her.  She remembers nothing of who she was. 
She’s no’ ready for him.”


“Nothing ta’ fash yer’self
with.  Get ye’ below woman.  Ye’ said yer’self, yer’ exhausted.”


Maeve bobbed a quick curtsey and
spun away to do his bidding.  Torchlight danced with their shadows as he
followed her wake.  


Neither were aware of the third
shadow watching their descent before easing into the room Broc had just
vacated.


*  
*   *   *   *


 


“You cannot remain here,
Keer’dra.  Why have you come to this realm?”


“A redundant question I ask myself
daily.  Advice from a gorgeous chauffeur when I caught Peter with another
woman.”  Emily shrugged at the voice speaking from darkness. 
“Welcome to my angst.  Gorgeous men forever equate my downfall.”


“Manipulations.  I would have
stopped you, had you not worn the amulet.”


“Amulet?  Oh, right, the
necklace.  I’d forgotten about that.  That chauffeur said it was a
wedding gift, money pooled by Peter’s staff.  They hate what Peter did to
me.  If you don’t mind, I really don’t want to talk about the guy who
screwed me over.  I must have lost the necklace in that accident.”


“Yes, this chauffeur is
suspected as being none other than Pendaran.”


“Who?”


“You must leave.  I will
escort—“


“Yeah, good luck with that. 
I’ve been trying nearly every day to leave this place.  They find
me.  Always.  Unless you have a devious plan, they don’t allow me out
of their sight.  Even that damned cat stalks me.  Broc said something
about being hunted.  Lame.  Why do you hide your face?”


“You aren’t safe.”


“From you?”


“Especially from me.”


“Comforting.”


“Keer’dra.”


“Come morning, I’m trying my hand
at sneaking away again.”


“Traveling on your own, here,
would not be wise.  Too dangerous.”


“You just said I need to
leave.  This is why I hate men.  Nothing but riddles.”


His deep sigh provoked Emily to
move deeper into the shadows where he remained hidden.


“Stay where you are.”


“And if I don’t?”  She edged
closer.


“I command—“


“Shut up.  You and your ilk
will never command me.  Stupid man.”


“I am not a man.”


“Really?  Sound like
one.  Deep voice.  Arrogant.  Bossy.  Chauvinistic. 
Yep, man.”


Growling erupted.  A faint
orange light bloomed in front of her.


A face too beautiful to be real
stared down at her.  Emily gawked.  High cheekbones, almond shaped
azure eyes, and glowing white hair spilling all the way down to narrow
hips.  Disappointed the best part of lower extremities remained in shadow,
she ignored his sudden chuckling as her eyes swept upward to drink in his wide,
naked shoulders.  “Who are you?”


“You lack fear.”


“Kinda hard to fear something that
looks like it should be wrapped in a candy wrapper.”


Low rumbling came from his
direction.  “Keer’dra . . .” 


His voice, she noted, had become
very husky.  Coupled with his accent, she was blissfully aware of her
ovaries high-fiving each other.  “Keep growling like that, and I’m liable
to pounce.”


“You warrant a sound beating.”


“Peter beat you to it.”  She
ogled his bare torso.


“Yes, the human will suffer—“


“The human?”


“Slumber, Keer’dra.  I must
take my leave of your dreams.”


“Oh.”


“Disappointed?”


“Not every day a girl gets a dream
phantom as gorgeous as you.”


“Who said I was a phantom?” 
Wicked grin melted her.


“Oh, I don’t know, glowing
moon-white hair, bluish gray skin—what’s up with that anyway?  And, are
those fangs?  Sweet Jesus, I’ve hit the mother lode!”  Her
brows waggled.  “I need to have car accidents more often if that’s what
brings on dreams of serious sex masters!”


“Sex mast—I am a Shadow
Master!”


“Whatever.  Now, turn
around.  It’s my dream and I’d like to check out your ass.”


Hissing erupted.  Suddenly,
she was yanked into his arms, his mouth hungrily covering hers.  She
melted into him, moth to flame, her singed lips parting, allowing him complete
possession.  So, this is kissing.  Sure beats the peck here
and there from Peter. Instinctively, Emily arched, neck thrown back as Shadow
Master swirled his hot tongue on the hollow of her throat, then trailed up to
its throbbing pulse.  A mind of their own, her fingers savagely entwined
his hair, pulling him closer.  Déjà vu teased, but she ignored the
tingling of vague memories.


Dezenial’s fangs lengthened. 
Desire heightened.  He did what he professed never to allow with her in
this lifetime that she existed.  He bit deeply and tasted her soul. 
She gasped, and he could feel her world spinning off its axis.  Waves of
ecstasy throbbed through her and into him, exploding in a fiery sensation
forcing her to hang onto him for dear life.


His beautiful Emily did not realize
this was the threshold of Lumynari mating.


Regrettably, he pulled away,
suckling the punctures until they bled no more.  Her head fell back until
she was gazing up at him.  “Your eyes glow red!”


“You belong to me, Keer’dra.”


She nodded, still floating. 
“No problem.”  Something primal seized her.  She grappled his
neck.  “Don’t leave me.  Please.”


“You must slumber.”  He chuckled
against her hair, his hold tightening.  She sagged against him, weakened
from her first real taste of pleasure.  She was his for the taking; for
the claiming.  “You tempt me, vixen, but I have vowed never to bring you
into my world again.”  He nuzzled her neck, licking the slight wound from
his bite.  Hungrily, she found his mouth.  He knew she reveled in the
spicy scent of him, coppery taste of her blood still in his mouth heightening
her arousal.  Almost, he gave in.


“Sleep.”  He untangled her arms
from his neck.  “I will stand guard over you, hidden in shadows, as
always.”  Waving his hand, she slumped into his arms, instantly asleep.
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She was marinating in men.  Sip
coffee.  Stay calm.  Pretend I do this all the time. 
Yeah, right.  This was her fifth morning at a trestle table, in
medievalish great hall, and breaking her fast with thirty some odd men.  Emphases
on odd.  Long hair, tailored beards, that part of the visage looked
within character to the setting she found herself in.  But, they wore
denim.  And didn’t look too comfortable doing so.  Shouldn’t they
be wearing tartans, plaids—whatever—Highland gear?  And what’s with
all their squirming?  A few grumbled heatedly in their guttural
language, tugging their belt loops, offering her blushing apologies before
slipping back into their cursing as they battled their various pieces of
clothing.


Weird.


And, what is in the water ‘round
here because, they are gor-GEOUS!  I could start a dating
magazine.  


Hot Highlanders.  


Kissable Kilts.  


Sizzling Sporrans—coffee
nearly spewed from her mouth over that ridiculous title.  No, no
magazine.  They could find their own dates.  For herself, she had
a HOT dream lover not even her favorite author could pen.  Emily’s cheeks
flamed.  Her neck throbbed.  So do other places, for that matter. 
She could feel heat staining her cheeks.  Mr. Sandman had been uber
generous last night.  And I reciprocated by being rather brazen with my
phantom lover.  Darting her gaze over her table partners, they seemed
oblivious to her odious memories.  Emily floated through her memories,
desperate to hold the phantom’s fading image.  If only he were real,
fangs and all.  And naked.  Definitely naked. 
Needing a distraction, her gaze wandered over the rim of her cup.  


Obsidian eyes impaled her.


What the hell?  Has
there ever been a more exasperating man?  He’s forever pissed—Sir
Pissed.  If not for his permanent scowl and his sewage-stench-attitude,
he’d be gorgeous too.  Emily inwardly cringed remembering her brief
encounter with him yesterday.  He’d been bent at the waist, shoeing a
horse.  She’d come up from behind, enjoying the full view of his—


“Did ye’ sleep well, lass?”


Emily jumped, her knee smacking the
underside of the table.  “Yes, thank you, uh . . . “


“Colin.  I’m the resident
doctor.”  Several coughed into their fists and muttered words beyond
Emily’s hearing.  “Yer’ eyes look a bit glassy, milady.”  Colin
grinned, stealing looks over his shoulder every few seconds towards Broc. 
The laird continued to glare at Emily as if they were the only two in this
massive hall.  Worse, she noticed all the men stealing looks
between herself and their laird.  


“Yes, Colin, I slept well. Until
that rude cat decided to wake me up in the most uncanny way.”  She reached
for the decanter and refilled her coffee . . . and noticed their lunatic
grinning had terminated.  “Are we only allowed one cup?  I’m so
sorry.  I didn’t know—“


“No, no, mi’ lady, by all means,
enjoy your coffee.  ‘Tis a savory—“


“Is he choking?”  Emily started
to rise, Aedan’s face as crimson as his hair.


“He’ll live,” Broc stated. 
“For the moment.”  His tone sliced across the room.  Almost, she
checked to see if she bled.  “What-of-the-cat?”


“Uh, well,”  Emily didn’t
appreciate how he enunciated each word with his teeth clenched.  This
is really becoming too much.  Anything having to do with me, sets him into
a teeth-gnashing rage.  How many times have I asked to leave here? 
Which brought to mind the catastrophe of her attempted escape upon horseback—the
beast had nipped her shoulder and chased her up to the very front door!  Even
the fucking animals are my wardens!  If Peter hadn’t taken our
wedding plans, my dress, our honeymoon reservations and used it all to marry
another—that bitch even wore my dress, though I did hear she had to let out
several inches around the chest and waist . . . it’s the little things . . .
and his father in on the entire scheme, sending me here on this trumped up real
estate purchase—men need to come with warning labels. No, Broc-Butthead, it’s
really not my fault that I’m here.  Well, yes, it is because I’m gullible,
but I really don’t want to impose on you any longer. Gah.  Last night’s
plea fell on deaf ears.  Which is why I’m not saying shit to him again. 
I’m leaving, one way or another.


“Lass, yer’ starin’,” Garreck
whispered.  “An ye’ might want ta’ answer the laird.  Mornings aren’t
his best time o’ day.”


“As opposed to the rest of the time
we’re graced with Sir Yells A Lot?”


“Och, lass, ye’v a penchant fer’
death.”


Emily smiled at Garreck and waggled
her brows.  “It’s a gift.”


Broc’s voice was cold and
exact.  “I will have you tell me about the cat.”


“No.” Emily stuck out her
tongue.  “Brute.”


Grim Reaper shot out of his
chair.  “Now, Lady Emily!”


“Fine!  Since you have a need
to obsess, I’ll tell you.  Your cat’s a damn pervert!”


All eyes swung to Aedan.


“His favorite pastime is to sit on
the ledge of the tub while I bathe, and I swear-to-God, he watches every
movement I make!  And when I step out of the bath to dry off?  That
little freak actually tilts his head, the female body of great interest to
him.” Emily’s eyes narrowed.  “I warned, if he didn’t stop staring so
hard, curiosity would kill the cat, and what does he do?”  Emily threw up
her hands.  “Rubs against my wet legs, his fur sticking to—“


Aedan leapt from his bench, bolted
across the great hall, and literally dove out the open door.  Unholy
roaring—Broc loudest of all—men surged, ran, and jostled as they simultaneously
attempted to squeeze through the door opening.


“I’m the laird!  Get yer’
arses outa mi’ way!”


“Oh my God!  They’re not going
to hunt down the poor thing, are they?”


“Oh, aye, mi’ lady.  Time the
swine was shown a thing or two ‘bout respect,” Reignsfeugh stated, strutting to
her end of the table and settling in.  He too had rushed towards the
double front doors, then had a change of heart.  He reached for the
coffeepot, poured himself the dark brew and scrutinized various platters. 
“Shame ta’ let all this food and good coffee go to waste.”


Maeve gave a rather loud
‘harrumph’.


“They’re going to teach respect,”
Emily smirked.  “To a cat?”


Coughing and throat clearing, more
men excused themselves, they too rushing outdoors.  Emily twisted on the
bench and observed through the massive leaded windows as everyone chased after
Aedan.  Looking over his shoulder caused him to stumble.  Emily
gasped.  She came very close to shouting like a crazed fan screaming for
the touchdown.  Leaping up, Aedan tore away from the cursing, fist-waving
lunatics.


“I sure hate to see what you do
about a peeping tom,” she muttered.  


“Castration,” Reignsfeugh remarked
casually, stuffing an entire boiled egg into his mouth.


“Now you look like the chicken
about to give birth.”


Egg rocketed from Reignsfeugh’s
mouth, past Emily, and bounced a few times on the floor before wobbling to a
stop.  His eyes widened in horror.  Emily laughed, wheezed, smacked
the table several times, as if that really ever helped one to cease laughing,
and roared louder when Reignsfeugh attempted to fish the egg from the
floor.  At long last, calming herself, mopping her eyes with her cuff, she
avoided looking at Reignsfeugh or she’d be a lost cause, laughter unavoidable
at his expense.  There were men still seated at Broc’s table.  She studied
them for several seconds, they doing likewise.  She couldn’t help but take
note that their hair was similar to her own, very, very white and very long,
though hers went to the backs of her knees, there’s wasn’t far off.  Her
aunt had hated her hair.  Evil hair, she’d sermonized.  But
then, according to Aunt Millie, everything and anything having to do with Emily
was sinful.  For a few seconds, here in this massive great hall, even
though she found herself amongst strangers, she felt more a part of the group
than she’d ever felt in her life.


I must be getting my
period.  Uber emotional and sappy.  Ugh.  Next, I’ll cry
and require bucket loads of Ben & Jerry’s Chocolate Therapy.


His hair had been white as
well.  Glowing white.  Emily abruptly stood.  “Maeve,
I’ll help you clear this mess and then wash—“


“Not today, lass.  I ‘ave the
girls from the village ta’ assist me this morn.  Garreck has been waiting,
too patient for his own good,” she gave his shoulder a motherly pat as she
passed by.  “He thought ye’ might like a tour of the grounds, ta’ stretch yer’
legs, and breathe fresh air.”


Emily nodded, covertly studying
Reignsfeugh while wiping her hands one last time.  His head was covered
with swirling blue tattoos instead of hair.  And he stood nearly seven
feet—she’d asked.  His lineage was Redwood.  Period.  He’d
corrected her by informing he was Celt.  Yeah, okay, and she was of the
Fey.  Everyone had sported off expressions while looking at Maeve. 
Whatever.  Emily was five-three.  If she was lucky.  Reignsfeugh
was seven feet.  Redwood.  And right now, he was grinning sweetly at
Maeve.  Almost, Emily gasped.  Why, he’s sweet on her! 
Maeve bustled about, oblivious.  In fact, the elderly woman bustled
everywhere but where Reignsfeugh was sitting.  Uh huh.  Show me
around, my ass. They want a few moments of privacy. Smiling
conspiratorially, Emily wrapped her hand around Garreck’s bicep.  Very
hard muscles, this one.  Yep!  I’ve died and gone to
Highlander-Heaven.


“Are you married,” she asked. 
“By the way, Maeve, thank you for breakfast.  It tasted wonderful, and you
make the best coffee.”


“Ah, gi’ on wi’ ye’, lass.” 
Maeve grinned, wiping down another table.


Reignsfeugh choked down his
food.  “Aye, ye’ make the best Cornish—“


“Ye’, auld mohn, can just take yer’
compliments, that are three thousand years too late, and stuff ‘em up yer’
plaid!”  Maeve tossed down her cleaning cloth and flounced across the
great hall until a dark corridor swallowed her whole.  It did not,
however, swallow garbled words coming back towards them, nor the guffaws now
exploding from Reignsfeugh.


“Did she say three thousand
years?”  Emily asked.


Reignsfeugh tapped his
temple.  “She’s a wee nutter.”


“Not married,” Garreck stepped aside
to allow her first passage out the main entrance.


“What?  Oh, right.  Ever
been?”


“No.”


“Really?  A Highlander, and
you’re single?”


“Just about all of us are, my
lady.”  His hold tightened on her arm, preventing her from slipping in
parts of the snow that had iced.  “Many of their wives were killed a long,
long time ago.”


“Killed?”


“Aye.  Doona fash
yerself.  It was a verra long time ago.”  


“But killed?  You said
‘many’.  A bus accident?”


“Bus?  I doona recognize this
‘bus’.”


“Mode of transportation.  I
don’t know what you call it here in Scotland.”


“Alba.”


“A bus is called an alba?”


Garreck chuckled.  “No, here,
where we are located, this is Alba.”


Emily cocked her head.  “Alba
is ancient Scotland.”


“Aye.”


She stared up at him for several
long seconds before he slightly nudged her to resume their walk.  


“Who’s Allen?”


“A nuisance we—“


“Oh-my-God!”


Garreck chuckled.  “Aye, lass.
 One of the favorite pastimes of the young ladies working here in the
upper bailey is to observe.  Drink yer’ fill.”


“Can I have a straw?”


Garreck erupted into rich male
laughter, watching as Emily visually gorged on the scene before her.  She
grinned approvingly.  Broc had removed his shirt.  Yum-yum. 
Clad in thigh loving jeans, tall black boots, his sun-kissed chest caused her
mouth to go dry.  Super yum.  Sweat glistened on his flesh,
swathing his narrow waist . . . he has a six pack.  Emily nearly
convulsed.  Oh my God, a treasure trail—


Laughter boomed around her.


“A treasure trail, lass?”


“Shit!  I mean, oh, I’m so
sorry.”  Her face burned.  It didn’t help that Garreck’s head was
thrown back, laughing, thus, drawing attention from the demi-God waylaying
Kavan with his claymore.  


Broc glowered.  


She could not reciprocate.  He’s
serious eye candy.  Nah, more like a wet dream.  Got towels?


“Would there be somethin’ ye’ need,
Lady Emily?”


What I need would be most
inappropriate here.  Emily swallowed.  No good.  Mouth was
still dry.  Not her palms, however.  They were damp.  Maybe she
could dry them on his—


“I’ll ask ye’ again.  Is there
somethin’ ye’ need, or are we ta’ merely bask in yer’ gawking?”


“Your Highness, I apologize for
enjoying a walk with your vassal—“


“Captain,” Garreck and Broc chimed.


“It was never my intent to disturb
you, Your Worshipfulness.”


“Worshipfulness,” he
whispered.  A quick glare shot towards his men silenced their snickering.


“Obviously, you are too uppity for
my presence, so, before your frown scars your face, and your shitty attitude
can once again remind me how inadequate I am in the face of your aristocracy,
I’ll take my leave.”


His men choked.


“Apparently,” she continued, “my
being an Yank and all, I’ve missed the cue that at some point I’m to curtsey in
your presence, Oh Imperial One.  Perhaps next time I’ll send you a . . .
what do you call it,” she tapped her lips with her index finger, concentrating.


Broc’s gaze narrowed.


“Ah, yes,” she snapped her
fingers.  “A missive.  Yes, that’s it.  I’ll send you a missive
next time I’m sorely tempted to look upon your,” Emily waggled her fingers,
“manliness.  Please, don’t mind me.  Carry on with your roleplaying
at being a medieval warrior.  And, just so you know, a lot more went into
being a man back in the day than clobbering your men with pretty
swords.  Idiot.”


Broc’s lip pulled back, snarling.


“Tell me, if they happen to waylay
you, do you complete this medieval act by sending your men down to the
dungeons?  You don’t seem the type who takes to losing very well.” 
Emily’s eyes widened.  “Ooooh, perhaps that’s what you do to those of us
not waiting for a missive to your precious castle.”  She bowed deeply, fluttering
her hand out in front of her, while mimicking his accent.  “I’ll take my
leave of you, Sir Snob, so that you may continue playing.”  She rose with
much pomp, imitating a dandy by taking high steps as if the dirt beneath her
soles were repugnant, and retreated from his presence.  


“Playing,” Broc hissed.


Erchyll crossed himself.


Broc lunged.  He was grappled,
thwarting his attack.


“Last I checked, Sir Butthead, we
now shoot our enemies.  Swords are collectibles.  Toys.”  She
glanced back at him, arching a pale brow.  Her implication that he was an
idiot was not lost on him.  “Duh.”


“A real mohn doosna’ shoot his
enemy—“


“A real man has a job, not
some inheritance allowing him to play all day.”


“Mayhaps, she’d like ta’ play
swords wi’ ye’, Imperial One.”


Broc visually burned a hole in
Kavan.  


“I’m just sayin’, the other night,
she seemed a bit skilled wi’ her ability ta’ wield yer’ sword.”


“I willna’ play at swords
with a woman.  Especially, that woman!”


Emily jerked.  When she turned
around, every man present took an unconscious step back.  “Afraid you’ll
be humiliated by your lack-wit-skill?” She asked, her voice husky.  “And,
just for the record, do you prance in front of some long mirror each night,
practicing that stink eye?”  She turned her head, glaring at him, first
with her left eye, then overdramatically with her right.  “Do you rehearse
your shitty comments as well?”  This time, she imitated his brogue while
splaying her hand over her chest.  “I am bettah than ye’, I am bettah than
thou.  Bow to me, oh miserable wretch tha’ ye be.”


Male laughter extinguished to
choking, but suffocation of mirth failed, Broc’s men clasping one another,
weakened by their humor.


“Prance?”  Obsidian
eyes actually darkened.  “Yer’ language be foul, a bite to yer’ tongue,
lass.  Could this be why ye’ lack a mohn ta’ take ye’ to the
alter?”


“You vicious swine-kissing
eavesdropping half-assed bastard!”


“Milady,” Garreck whispered amidst
gasps from their captive audience.  “When the laird’s eyes look like tha’,
best ta’—“


Before any could fathom her next
move, Emily lunged at a man playing sword caddy, and swiped one of his
battle-scuffed blades.  “I’ll show you taking arms against a woman.” 
She charged, her temper sizzling.  “I doona’ ‘ave a man in mi’ life
because I haven’t yet met one capable o’ fillin’ his plaid!”


“Och, she’s a sword,” Kavan warned.


“And a temper!”  Erchyll
admired loudly.  “God likes ‘em mean.”


“Aye, and a brogue ta’ match,”
Colin added.


“Bloody saints, I’ve arrived in
time!”  Allen stated.


Ancient warriors groaned. 
“The English arrive.”


“Mayhaps she’ll skewer him,”
Colin muttered.


“No good can come of it. 
He’ll reappear a few days hence, babblin’ about our lacking etiquette,” Kavan
warned.


Erchyll chaffed his hands. 
“We’ll repent.”


Emily raised her sword, its tip
once again aimed for Broc’s chin.  “Not going to raise your weapon, fool?”


“I’ll no’ take up arms against a
woman, nor a guest in my home.”


“I could argue that,” Allen called
out.


“Silence, Sassenach,” chorused the
crowd.


“Though, said guest could
use a sound thrashing,” Broc finished.  He grinned, trying to lighten the
moment.


Emily no longer heard their
ruckus.  She only saw Broc’s scar.  From just under his left breast,
down to his right hip.  Her sword lowered.  Dozens of horses
materialized, stamping their protest against the cold.  Reigns, saddles,
swords and mail creaked and clanged in the winter breeze.  Tension
squeezed the air.  Condensation spiraled from waiting warriors and the
snouts of their steeds.  Someone yelled a command, commencing the mounts
to form a line.  Hundreds and hundreds of foot soldiers followed, dressed
in battle regalia she’d only seen in fantasy movies.  She witnessed her
own arm rise, draped in clothing she did not recognize.  Her arm came down. 
Her sword sliced.  A vertical clean ribbon of blood bloomed across Broc’s
torso.


Emily reared.  Broc lunged,
catching her before she fell.  Her sword thudded into the snow. 
“Broc?”


“Aye, lass.”  Her eyes were
terror-filled.  “What vision trespassed yer’ mind?”


“Your scar.”  She pulled away
from him.  Peripheral vision increased her nervousness.  Not one
horse was present.  Just a dozen faces, and they were staring hard. Their
hair billowed in the strengthening wind.  No longer were they laughing.


“Broc?”  her voice became as
tiny as she.


“I’m here, lass.”  Gently, he
touched her arm, though she didn’t witness his nod for Kavan to confiscate her
disowned weapon.  He had seen her eyes change, misplace their focus. 
Similar to when The Sight took hold of Maeve.


“There were horses . . . and . . .
hundreds of riders.”  Her gaze locked on his scar.  “I did that to
you.  I saw my own hand slice across you.”  She backed away. 
“Impossible.”


“A long time ago, Lady Emily.”


“You lie.  I’ve never attacked
anyone.  I signed a contract when I started fencing lessons, that I would
never use my training against anyone.”


“Contract’s breeched,” Kavan
muttered.


“Clauses,” Allen
explained.   “Free pass.”


“I’ve never seen you before coming
to Scotland.”  Pointedly, she looked at his scar.  “I want to go
home.  I don’t want any more stories about something hunting me.  I
was sent here on a fool’s run.  I’ve overstayed my welcome, which you’ve
made obvious time and time again.  I’m leaving.”  She spun about and
shrieked.  Lightning speed, Broc’s arms wrapped around her waist, swiveled
her to his side, his sword held out daring any to draw near.


“That man,” Emily pointed shakily,
“he just shimmered!”


“Oh, well, I popped in—oof—arrived
a few moments ago.”  Allen rubbed his ribcage, eyeing Garreck
warily.  Emily failed to notice she pressed back, deeper against Broc’s
body.


Every man present grinned stupidly.


“Y-you’re really a g-ghost?” 


Allen looked to Garreck.  “Am
I allowed to answer?”


“Aye, wastrel.”


“Now see here!”


“Sassenach!”  Broc bellowed.


Emily flinched, which succeeded in
snapping her from her stupor and honing in on the fact that the god had his arm
pressed just under her breasts.  His scent emblazoned her sanity. 
Man. Warm man.  Half naked warm man.  Her ovaries donned little black
shoes and started a Riverdance, her uterus their stage.  If she turned her
head ever-so-slight and stuck out her tongue, she could taste him.  She’d
just pretend to be licking her lips—


Do it and I’ll cut the appendage
from your mouth!


Emily squeaked against the booming
male voice in her head.  Broc eyed her for a moment before resuming his
scowl on Allen.


“I’m a ghost, but not like in
stories or those movies your realm is fond of making.  I’m just a scholar
and, for some unfathomable reason, stuck here.  That would be my curse.”


“And ours,” Kavan, Erchyll and
Aedan chorused.


“S-so, you d-don’t haunt or drag
chains or slam furniture around?”  Which was worse?  The strong band
of forearm wrapped around her and attached to a very male body—Emily swallowed
convulsively—or the ghost she actually conversed with?  He doesn’t look
like a ghost. Looks as flesh and blood as Garreck. Inhale.  Oh,
goody, now I can smell his highlander scented body.  I could bottle that
and be rich.  Highlander scented sachets.  Highlander scented
potpourri.  Highlander scented candles.


“I daresay, Lady Emily, you look a
bit green,” Allen stated.


Exhale.  She’d forgotten to
breathe.  Broc stepped around, cupping her chin, tilting her face for his
scrutiny.  She blushed profusely, looking everywhere but up at him. 
She pulled back and dropped her gaze to the snow.  There were many
different textures to snow.  Little hills and valleys—strong, warm fingers
clasped under her chin again, raising her face.  She had no choice but to
drown in his gorgeous face.


“Please,” she whisper-squeaked.


“Oh, aye.”  He pressed against
her, male dominance, lowering his mouth, possessing hers with a feathery
touch.  It was just like her books!  And damn!  Her knees
actually weakened.  “This is not what I meant,” she whispered against his
mouth.  Yes it is, her mind screamed.


“Lass, yer’ trews are soaked to
yer’ thighs.”


“You have no idea.”


His laughter erupted.


Shit-hell-damn!  Must apply
more effort against thinking out loud.  She pulled free from his
grasp.  And what’s up with this blushing crap?!  I’ve never
blushed in my life!


“You’re still healing from your
injuries.  I would see you settled in dry clothes, a hearth ta’ warm ye’,
before chill sets into yer’ bones.”


“Forever scowling, going out of
your way to make sure I never forget the inconvenience my presence places you
in, and now you not only kiss me, but want to tuck me in and read me a bedtime
story?  Why don’t you just simplify your life by letting me go home?”


“There is no need to further
discuss a decision I have made.  Mi’ word is law here, Lady Emily, and the
law rarely changes.”


She bolted past him, her back
prickling like Texas cactus.  Wind whisked around the high towers and
roared in the tomb silence.  Emily glanced up at the turrets.  There
had to be at least twenty gruff faces and one dark-haired woman staring down at
her.  God, they’d all witnessed that kiss!  He might as well have
lifted his leg and peed on me, marking his territory!


“Lady Emily?” Broc called to her.


Awash with humiliation and anger,
she only turned partway, eyeing him peripherally.


“I doona frown for the fact ye’
grace us with yer’ presence.  ‘Tis most welcome ye’ be.  My home
belongs to you.  I willna’ ‘ave ye’ plotting how ta’ leave.”


“Really?”  She dared look at
him.  “And what actions have you taken to convince me otherwise?  I’m
a prisoner here.  Only thing missing is a dungeon.”


“We ‘ave a dungeon.”


“Humor doesn’t sit well with
you.”  Furious, she sprinted towards the front entrance of the grand
castle.  He had looked at her like . . . like a man about to devour his
favorite dessert.  I don’t want to be devoured.  I want to belong.


He dies a slow death if he dares
ever to touch you again, Keer’dra!


Emily whirled.  She remained
alone.  Eyes watering, she looked above and around one last time. 
The voice resembled the same timbre as her dream lover.  I’m seriously
losing it.
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Broc watched her, mindless of his
men shuffling around him, until she was nothing more than a memory of seconds
past.  


He’d kissed her.


What the bloody ‘ell was I
thinkin’?  She’s a stranger to me.  She’s no’ Aurelia.  No’ mi’
right ta’ be takin’ liberties wi’ her.  Aye, Aurelia returned, but the wee
lass doosna’ realize this.  No’ yet.  Inwardly, he groaned. 
And I kissed her in front of mi’ men. I must apologize.  That damnable
book of hers has me thinking all kinds of insane thoughts.  Broc
swiped his face.  Aye, if I met the one having penned that damnable
rubbish, I’d give her an earful.  No’ right, making public events best
remaining in private chambers, providin’ women with details ta’ compare a mohn’s
prowess by.  Aye, but she did feel right, leaning against me. 
Perfect fit in mi’ arms.


Broc swelled with pride, having
wrapped an arm around her, sword drawn, protecting her from her fright. 
But that’s all he could ever be.  Her champion.  Never her
mate.  Forbidden.


“Perhaps you would care for a swim
in the lake?”  a velvety voice offered from behind.


“Loch, and no, water freezes
this time o’ year,” Broc snapped.


“Precisely.”


“How long ‘ave ye’ stood there,
Elf?”


“Long enough.”


Broc turned.  Aunsgar’s blue
eyes glittered, level with Broc’s. 


“No’ one word.”


“You are too old for lectures on
decorum,” Aunsgar stated.


“The tyrant could use a few
lectures,” Aedan called out, his face suspiciously bruised.


“Ye’ cross lines ye’ doona ‘ave the
right ta’ be treadin’,” Broc warned.


“Touch her again, ye’ kill us all
by the wrath of Pendaran or the wrath of the Lumynari prince we protect her
for.  I’ll do more than cross lines, milord.”  Furiously, Aedan
stomped through Emily’s trail, following her towards the keep.


“I’ll remind myself ye’ be her
shield guard.  Otherwise, careful, pup.”


Aedan spun about, hissing
remarkably like a cat, sprinting away when Broc reached for strapped
blade.  Impaling the snow footprint Aedan had just lifted his foot from,
ancient hilt of the laird’s sgian dubh publicized his erratic emotions of late.
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“I could use a bit of light in
here,”  Hades bellowed.  


Flames geysered from unseen
pits.  Shaking his head, he looked to his son.  “Why do they forever
assume I mean fire?  It chafes my skin.”


“Because you reside in Hell?” 
Dezenial inquired.


“It was cute when you were a
child.  I’ll not tolerate your goading, now that you’re a grown . . . what
are you anyway?”


Dezenial shrugged.  “I too
remain forever baffled.”


Hades narrowed black brows. 
“Be grateful Persephone likes you.”


“You said you’d keep Aurelia here. 
Safe, you vowed, her spirit never to suffer manipulations of life or
another brutal death!”


“We discussed this twenty-four
years ago.”


“We’re discussing it again.”


Hades’ gave his son a black look
before answering.  “You remember your uncle?  You know, the one whom
we all revere?  Let me see, what’s his name again . . .”


Dezenial sighed.  “Zeus.”


Hades snapped his fingers, wagging
his index finger at Dezenial.  “Yeah, yeah, that one.”


“Your point?”


Hades floated closer.  “My
point, oh favorite son of mine, is that, though I can wreak havoc, I too have
certain rules to abide by.  Sucks, I know, but there you are.  I
can’t keep a soul unless it’s damned.  Zaiyne and Aurelia lacked proper
qualifications, but Emily, for her, I hold out hope.  Spunky, that
one.  I like her.”


“You would.”


“Did she tell you I had the nicest
chambers created for her?  Oh, wait, that’s right, you’ve decided in this
life of hers, you will guard, but not touch.  Warm female mortal flesh,
and you contend yourself to settle for her shadows.”


“Three times, my world has killed
her.”  Dezenial folded muscled arms, glaring.  At nine thousand seven
hundred sixty three years old, he’d be damned if he was going to suffer
lectures.


“I’ll lecture you,” Hades informed
him.


Dezenial bared his fangs, hissing
with rage.


Hades’ cannon laughter
boomed.  Abruptly, the god threw up his hand and sobered.  “We’re
about to have company.”  No sooner had the forewarning been issued than a
toga draped spirit seemingly zip-lined towards the two gods.


“Five hundred fourteen just
arrived, Your Deadliness.”


“I’ve told you not to call me
that.  What’s wrong with you?  You’re fidgeting.”


“Nothing, Oh Evil One.”


Hades sighed.  “You fidget
when something is terribly wrong.  So what if our numbers are down. 
Is that what smokes your ass?”  He waved his hand.  “We’ve a cruise
liner in the Atlantic and permission to start hurricane season.” Gleefully, he
rubbed his hands.  “I so love hurricane season.  Every couple of
years, I’m granted a clean sweep.  It’s almost as much fun as
bowling.”  Hades turned to his son.  “Have you tried bowling?”


“Negative.”


Hades sobered.  “It’ll give
you something to do with those skulls you collect.  I swear, you’re as
drab as sunshine during a picnic.”


“I aim to please.”


“I don’t think I like your
attitude.”


“You never encouraged me to be a
well behaved son.”


“And you exceeded even my
expectations.  Tell me, have you slaughtered—“


“Uh, Your Awfulness?”


Hades swung around so ferociously,
the hovering servant rocketed high above their heads.  “Get down
here!  Don’t make me come up there.  I have an aversion to
heights.  You know it gives me vertigo!”


“Don’t yell.”


“I won’t yell,” Hades agreed.


“Promise?”


“You bargain like Aurelia.”


“She was sweet.  Will she be
returning soon?”


“NO!”  Dezenial roared.


“Sssshhhh.  Whatever you do,”
Hades whispered to his son, “don’t yell at it.  Last time, I had to do all
my own accounting for two weeks before it came back.  I like this
one.  Okay, except for the stupid titles it keeps calling me but, hey,
good help is hard to find.”


“What happened to Orin?”


“I couldn’t take the smell of his
burnt flesh one minute more.  A tax attorney for the mafia, I had no
choice but to throw him into the pits a few times, but whew!  What a
stench!  That lard ass sizzled and popped until demons arrived with forks
and bibs.  Zeus awful mess.  You know one of those ghouls even
thought to be funny by supplying potato salad?  They’ve gone mum on
me.  None will spill who the comedian is amongst them.  Oh, Orin, I
get distracted, threw him in Styx.  Let him gargle river water for a
thousand years.  Good thing I did burn him.  He’d still be
floating.  Don’t they realize gluttony is a sin for a reason?  They
float when you try to drown them.”  Irritated, Hades waved his hand
again.  “This one just liked setting buildings on fire.”


Dezenial’s gaze narrowed against
his father’s nonchalance.  “Seems unworthy of eternity damned for burning
down buildings.”


“Okay, so there were a handful of
politicians inside the building.  Hero, in my book, but you know your
uncle.  Zeus refused him peaceful eternity, something about in past lives,
he wasn’t much better, were you?”


“I can’t help that I enjoy
fire.  It was my intention to imitate the master.”


“Yeah, yeah, butt shark someone
else.  Just make sure you stay away from the pits.  First time you
burn to a crisp, I’m replacing you.  Took me forever to get that
Orin-stench out of my office.”  Hades stared at his newly acquired servant
for several long moments until the spirit swallowed his fear and spiraled
downward, clipboard clutched tightly like a shield.


“You’re still fidgeting.”


“Four of our new arrivals are
lawyers.”


Hades’ hand cradled his
forehead.  “Screaming rights?”


“Rallying the others that they have
the right to a jury’s decision whether or not they belong here.”


“I’m leaning towards the
‘not’.  Douse ‘em with fire.  That’ll distract them for a while.”


“Oh, Your Meanness, I will carry
out your orders immediately.”


“Just make sure you have Arsyn show
you how to work—“


“Can we use the lava hose?”


“No, no, no!”  Hades turned to
his son.  “See what I have to deal with?  No. No lava.  It melts
even the bone.  Then I have to toss them in the river for millennia before
they can serve the demons.  No.  My brother comes down here, swearing
I’m not making the scourge of his world suffer enough for their vile acts
during their living years.  No, hell no.  Oh, look, I made a
pun.”  Hades snapped his fingers, the spirit vanishing from their
presence.  “See what you’re missing?”


“Removal of tongues ceases my
headaches.”


“I’ve been meaning to speak with
you about your curious penchant.”


Dezenial arched a luminous brow at
his sire.


“Do you know what it’s like to try
and terrify someone, and the entire time they’re screaming with their mouth
wide open, I’m forced to gaze upon your ghastly handiwork?  Not to mention
suffering the great inconvenience of having to send for my translator when your
baggage tries speaking, minus their tongue.  Could you at least sew it to
their arm or something where we can attach it and understand the pathetic
fool?”  Hades shook his head.  “As if I don’t have enough to contend
with.  Just yesterday, Charon decided he was increasing his rates or no
more rowing any souls across Styx.  Then he threatens—you need something
to drink?  I know it’s a bit warm down here for you.”


“I’m fine.  Do
continue.”  He’d humor his father for a time while his Emily plotted her
escape and sought her precious coffee.  And hot bath.  He swallowed
painfully.  Seeing her more often rubbed raw his denial of her
embrace.  A paramount reason he preferred her to remain in her own
realm.  Now, he was laced within her mind more than he cared to be. 
If Drakar found her . . .


“You aren’t listening to me. 
See?  I’m invisible.  No one—“


“Just yesterday, what?”


“Where was I? Oh, Charon. 
He’s threatening strike!”  Hades punched his fist into his other
hand.  “There’s no striking in Underworld!  Next, I’ll have freshman
demons demanding wings!”  Hades paced.  “I love my job, I love my
job,” he muttered.  “I love my job.”


“I have wings.” 
Dezenial fought damn hard not to grin.


“You’re my son,” Hades threw up his
hands, a sign, Dezenial noted, of serious stress.  “Of course you
have wings.”  This time, Hades swept his hands to encompass all.  “I
gave you everything!”


“This isn’t the part where you
start your barrage of how you had nothing in your day, is it?”


“See?  That right
there!”  Bells loudly gonged.  Hades changed form until he was red,
forked tail, his skin steaming.  “No one appreciates me.  How do I
look?”


Dezenial tapped his own
forehead.  “Forgot your horns.”


“Causes migraines.  I save
those for last.”  The god sighed.  “Let me go scare the
newbies.  I tell you, ever since you and Inzyr decided it a lark to
torment those Crusaders, I’ve been forced to don this ridiculous costume. 
The tail alone, I should have you sawed in half repeatedly for millennia.”


“You’re being dramatic.  They
were too full of hope.  I needed to remind them some things remain dark.”


“Okay, but a tail?”


“We could have dressed up as tribal
shamans.”


Hades’ face contorted.  “I’ll
take the tail over the loincloth and painted face.  Got me there. 
Last time I had one of those creatures show up down here, we needed Zeus to
free us of woo-hoo magicks.  Nothing worse than a bunch of demons with
their heads now shrunken.”


Dezenial couldn’t refrain from
laughing.


“Funny, until you need your demons
to scare faith back into a few folks.  Kinda hard to be terrorized by
something with a head no bigger than a doorknob.”  He joined his son’s
laughter.  “Still haven’t lived down my humiliation over having to call
upon He Who Must Forever Be Obeyed.  I digress.  Say something to
thoroughly piss me off so I can go rip these lawyers a new one.”


“I witnessed Persephone sunning
herself in the nude on the shores of white sands last summer after leaving
here.  She has a remarkable body.  Very sleek, that one, and might I
add I especially enjoyed the cute little tattoo you finally talked her into—“


Flames erupted, surrounding Hades,
his roaring and screeching making even the deadly Lumynari prince flinch. 
Just as suddenly, the enraged god vanished, though burning sulfur
remained.  Hades’ face, minus his body, materialized within inches of
Dezenial’s.  “You were kidding, right?”


“Of course.  I would never spy
on your wife.”


His father disappeared again. 
“You’re lying,” the gods voice bellowed.  Dezenial roared with
laughter.  


Until, through Emily’s mind, he
overheard cruel disclosures the mortal woman wasn’t ready for.
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The mitigated joy of struggling
with soaked jeans—which usually required a body to roll about quite a bit on
the floor while cursing and threatening to slice and dice said jeans while
yanking off one pant leg, then, blessedly, the other—could wait.  Hot java
to take up and enjoy with scalding hot bath—and maybe a really sharp knife to
just cut jeans off and be done with it—was the optimal choice right now.  Besides,
Maeve’s coffee rocks!  She puts just the perfect blend of cinnamon, and—


“I say he’ll kill her before much
longer.  She’s the blame of his wife’s death and their curse.”


Emily’s hand halted midair like a
crossing guard stopping traffic.  Just about to push her way into the
kitchen, she stilled.  Kill?  As in throttle?  Metaphorically
speaking, right?


“She wasn’t truly his wife, and you
know it.  Na’Dryn was his mistress.”


“Mistress that was human. 
Mi’ da hopes the laird ends this one’s miserable life, and soon.  Just
last night, flames from candles and hearth mysteriously extinguished, yet no
open windows or doors for Sister Wind to travel through.”  Female voice
lowered.  Emily moved closer to the door.  “Their shadows passed by,
silhouetted through our curtains.”  Collective gasps reminded Emily of
leaky air ducts back home in Chase’s office.  “Da said tonight we close
the shutters and bed down in the same room.  He’s been buffing and
readying mi’ grand da’s sword most of the morn.”  Chopping resumed for
several long seconds before the speaker continued, onions suddenly pungent.


“Tha’ Yank is going ta’ bring about
another massacre.  Three thousand years, the laird has kept our ancestors,
and now us, safe.”


Three-thousand years, Emily
mouthed.  


“We all hoped she would stay dead.”


“Pratty!  Blasphemy.”


“Ye’ ken it ta’ be true.  And
returnin’ as a Yank, knowin’ nothin’ of our ways.”


I’m the Yank.  What the
hell?


“Allysyn worked here the other day,
side by side wi’ her.  Said she’s funny, kind and a hard worker,
Pratty.  Said for a princess she doesn’t put on airs.”


Princess?  Another local
slur for Americans?


“Give her a chance.  Maeve
approves of her and that’s good enough fer’ me.  Ye’ can’t expect her ta’
wear blame when she doosna’ even know who she really is.”


“Allysyn and you would find the
good in Satan.  Good thing, being he’s on his way.  Those were his
minions passing our window last night, and ye’ ken it!”


Satan?  On his way? 
Had this bitch stolen into Broc’s scotch?  Because she definitely spoke as
one having lost their mind.


“Did Allysyn also tell ye’ the
woman’s too daft ta’ realize Aunsgar be Elf?  That he’s a prince, once
upon a time, her uncle?  Or ta’ realize our immortals never don the
clothing of moderns?  They look ridiculous in those trews likened to her own. 
Just yesterday, I caught Colin hiding when he heard her stomping towards the
gatehouse, the mohn terrified she’d spy him wi’out the ridiculous shirt he
wears ta’ hide his body art.”  A snort sounded through the door. 
“Like she would even realize she breaks bread with ancient Picts.”


Emily backed away from the
door.  Picts?  As in Celts, Romans, Saxons—bullshit! 
Immortals?  Like on television?  Great.  Decapitation.  A
real treat.  Perhaps they’ll follow up with boil removals, and
bloodletting leeches.


“Pratty, yer vicious.  Maeve
has warned yer’ tongue is going ta’ be the end our jobs.  I for one canna
afford ta’ not be employed.”  Angry chopping resumed.


“Tha’ old witch thinks ta’ fire me,
I’ll sing like the bird she is and tell everyone she can change into falcon. 
She doosna’ want me to send for animal control to confiscate that precious
feline of hers, or herself.”


O’Shay?  Now Emily was
livid.  If this Pratty bitch touches one flea on—


“Hush, Pratty.  What ye’
threaten is ta’ bring moderns through the door.  Ye’ speak evil. 
Ears are everywhere in this castle.  Allysyn said one minute the laird was
in his library, and while she polished the door, when she glanced over her
shoulder, he was gone.  He hadn’t closed the panel all the way. 
There are secret tunnels throughout this castle.”


“Better hope the Lumynari don’t
figure that out.”


Lumynari?  No sooner
had Emily mentally muttered that word than a cold shiver descended.


“Have ye’ seen the resemblance to
his painting?”  a new voice asked.  Water turned on for a moment,
then off, drowning their words.  A pot clanged and thudded against what
Emily pictured to be the worktable.


“Might I remind you her image no
longer hangs in his library?  Too terrified Ms. Snoop would nose around
and find it.”


Bored, wandering aimlessly down a
corridor, Emily had spied several men carrying a cloth-covered painting from
Broc’s sanctuary yesterday.  Then he’d stepped out, and spying her, had
opened the door wide, offering her free reign to all his books.  Who
had the painting been of?  His deceased wife?  Apparently, there was
more male manipulations occurring than I realized.  Broc being kind to me
should have been my first clue.  Bastard intentionally distracted me,
providing a clean getaway for his cohorts. I have to find that painting! 
But first, I need details.  There are hundreds of painting adorning
hundreds of corridors.  ‘Ye can explore, but mi’ library is off
limits, he’d said.  Then, all of the sudden, he throws down the Welcome
mat, and encourages her to come on in.  Have a look around.  Yep. 
Road kill stench.  I’ve been hit and run over by the You’re a Dumb Shit
truck.


“They found Reager’s body by the
river.  Not a mark on him.”


Emily leaned closer.


“But the look of fright on his face
told all.  And those shadows passing by our window last night . . .
they’re here.  Because of that Yank. We’re as good as dead.”


“Pratty, if you speak of evil
doing’s, you call them upon yer’self.  Chances are Reager was drunk again
and fell.”


“Really? Huh.  What do you supposed
happened to his tongue? Fell off in the bottle, or bit it off all the way back
near his throat?”


“He was missing his tongue?”


“Cut from the root.”


“Pratty!”


“Those who eavesdrop never hear
good of themselves.”


Emily squealed, jerked and spun
with arm raised in defense.  “Garreck!  Cripes!  You have the
stealth of a serial killer.”  Her hand splayed over her heart, the age-old
motion doing little to quiet the pounding muscle.  “Who was Reager?”


“He was the lower bailey—“


“What are Lumynari?”


“Now, Lady Emily—“


“Why would I be the cause of
another massacre?  What massacre happened in the first place?”


“Over three-thousand years ago—“


“That’s another thing.  How
old are you, Garreck?”  Amber eyes gored him.


“I think the laird—“


“I think you either swill too
much scotch, the lot of you, or I’ve stepped into the Twilight Zone.” 
Swiftly, she moved past him and powerwalked until exiting the winding corridor
into the great hall.  If the stairs weren’t so wide, she’d have taken them
two and three at a time.  I’ve gotta get away from this madhouse! 
Her nape prickled.  Skin puckered.  Her scalp tingled.


Just like those late nights when
her aunt used to stay away, and Emily could swear she wasn’t alone.  She’d
learned long ago to hone in on her sixth senses when situations felt off
kilter.  And right now, her senses were pinging!  


Nearly reaching the top of the
stairs, a flurry of footsteps rushed the Great hall.


“Lady Emily, we’re so—“


“I said, not a word!”  Garreck
roared.  Emily’s eyes rounded.  Bitter women marched, one of them
quite venomously darting glances up at her before dashing out the front doors,
Garreck’s sword to their backs.  One false move, and he’d have made good
his obvious threat.


“Garreck, what are you doing?”


“I listened longer.  ‘Tis good
ye’ did not remain.”  He slammed the door.  Large stained glass
windows high along the cathedral ceilings rattled.  Both watched for a
moment, wondering if colored shards would rain down.


“Allysyn came ta’ warn me of their
sharp tongues.  I’d hoped ta’ spare ye’.”


Emily studied him for lengthy
moments.  “You know what, Garreck?  I think you rushed back here,
fearing I’d learn something.”  She turned to vacate his presence, then
thought of something.  “Be sure Allysyn doesn’t suffer for having warned
you.  It would seem Pratty is the only one deserving to be put out of a
job—she threatened some falcon you have on these premises and the cat. 
Never mind what she had to say about me, I won’t have her snaring animals just
so she can make a point.  She said something about animal control. Those
people can be real nasty.  Women are more treacherous than men when it
comes to getting even.  Pratty needs to be watched.  She’s trouble.”


“Aye, a good idea, that.”


Once again, she was on the outside
looking in.  But then, hadn’t her aunt reminded her daily that no one
appreciated an unexpected guest?  Devil’s Child, she’d been called,
a Holy water dousing her Sunday ritual until old enough to seek
employment.  She’d intentionally volunteered and accepted weekend
shifts.  Then Peter waltzed into my life.  And wasn’t he just
swell, playing up to my needing to fit in; to be loved?  Gah, I’m a
therapist’s wet dream.


“Mi’ lady?”


“They didn’t even give me a
chance,” Emily whispered, no longer really talking to Garreck, but rather,
musing aloud, mesmerized by the stained glass windows and their lying depiction
of  medieval romance between a lady and her knight.  Love? 
What crap!


They are fools, Keer’dra.


I don’t think so.  They
spoke without realizing I listened in on them.  Doubt they bothered lying
amongst themselves, Emily mentally retorted, determined to piggyback her
deranged mind.


“Lady Emily, I will request the
laird answer yer’ questions.  ‘Tis past time ye’ should be aware the
truth.”  Garreck crossed the great hall, his booted foot upon the bottom
stair.  “Ye’ look ashen, M’lady.”


“You and several others have been
very kind to me.”  She bit her lower lip to keep from crying.  “I
don’t care to hear Broc’s fables.”  Emily trotted the last few steps, and
just about made it to her particular corridor before the magnificently carved
front doors slammed open.  Broc’s voice filled the hall, growling fiercely
in what Emily now recognized as Gaelic, though she only understood a smattering
of words.  The dirty ones.  Like how to say, kiss my ass. 
This brought on a slight grin.  Garreck’s voice was muted, but Emily knew
he was cuing in the laird as to what the babbling bitch in the kitchen had been
saying.  Bellowing of unadulterated fury made her wince.  Whatever. 
Hot bath.  Warm clothes.  Plot escape.  Oh, and little male
voice in my head? Either assist with a way outa here, or shut the fuck up! You
can thank me later for your first lesson in Pissed Off Female One-oh-One.


Be wary, Keer’dra, your
tongue.  Irritated Male One-oh-One.


Emily yelped and had the good grace
to run the rest of the way to her chambers, slamming the door against haunting
laughter.
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A month of Cayman sun abruptly cut
short, the disrupted honeymoon was not sitting well with his new spouse. 
When Chase beckoned, everyone fell into step.  Margot would learn.


Emily had disappeared.


Who cared?  Good riddance!


It wasn’t that easy.  Never
had been with Emily.  And accident had occurred.  Locals coming into
town for their biweekly shopping had spotted the mangled car—Chase had recapped
endlessly all the sordid particulars until Peter thought he’d go mad with the
retelling of Poor Emily tales.  Guilt nipped Chase’s heels
by day, and tormented his dreams by night.  If he hadn’t sent her to
Scotland, she’d be home right now, albeit furious over Peter’s deception, but home.


Boo-fucking-hoo.


He and his mother had rolled their
eyes during Chase’s latest tirade.  Only once, did they dare suggest Chase
made too much fuss over baggage like Emily.  Volcanic rage had sent Peter
and his mother scrambling to other parts of the mansion to lick their wounds
from Chase’s attack on their lacking character. His father was overwrought
enough as it was without this latest Emily-Catastrophe.  How dare Emily do
this to them?!  And Margot—good Lord!  His new wife had boarded a
plane for New York, but not before laying down ultimatums.  Join her, or
stay behind forever, but the woebegones about Emily were never to be
mentioned in her presence again.  


Peter’s perfect life unraveled.


Two days following Emily’s
departure from San Antonio, his father’s silent partner had sold his share of
the lucrative real estate firm.  Pouring over outdated contracts the two
old war buddies signed eons ago, Peter came up empty.  Loopholes lacked
existence.  His fool of a father had trusted his ‘Nam partner to do the
right thing, if such a time arose that he wanted out.


Oh, he’d done the right
thing.  Nathanial Collinsworth had sold his share for a staggering seven
figures!  Holding partnership in a torte firm, Peter smelled a scam. 
His father’s real estate firm was a success, but not that much of a
success!  Worse, Chase had been borrowing against the mortgage and credit
cards in order to hold Olivia’s lifestyle afloat.  The sale of the
Scottish castle was a boon guaranteed to absolve Chase’s debt.  The old
man’s first mistake had been to trust Screw-Up Emily.  Now, their lives
were going belly up like fish in dynamite.


Nathanial couldn’t be
reached.  His housekeeper informed any who called, he traveled with his
wife on a long awaited European vacation.  Peter tested her overly
rehearsed speech by sending a few goons he kept on secret payroll. 
Torture accomplished little except another death for him to conceal.  He
drew one conclusion: whomever this buyer, he wanted Nathanial Collinsworth
comfortably out of the way.  Who had his father infuriated enough to want
into his back pocket?  An old flame of his mother’s?


And now, attorneys besieged his
father; the faceless new partner alleging that annual reports were fraudulent.


Chase obsessed.  Find
Emily.  What happened to the castle?  What happened to Emily? 
He would not file bankruptcy!  It would ruin him.  Olivia was
already meeting with her own lawyers.  Having smelled a burning ship, she
threatened divorce.  Chase stood to lose everything!


Peter had made calls, contacted
several travel agencies both here and abroad, and spent hours on the nightmare
information superhighway of the World Wide Web.


Castle MacLarrin did not exist.


Never had.


A myth.  “Part of stories,”
one museum curator laughed, his dentures clacking before adding, “Like King
Arthur legends; questionable truths, vaguer details.”


Peter choked the BMW’s steering
wheel.  Too bad it isn’t Emily’s throat!


The company card had only been
charged towing fees.  The insurance company was being billed the rest. 
How could a woman, who had left the country with nothing more than her purse,
arrive in a foreign country and not need to purchase a change of clothes? 
Toiletries?  Even the Bed & Breakfast hadn’t seen her.  She’d
never checked in!  Investigators placed her time of accident several hours
after her arrival into Scotland.  So, where the hell was she? 
Authorities hinted the car wreck could have been staged.  The amount of
blood on the steering wheel, and the numerous footprints surrounding the car
indicated an accomplice.  Peter agreed.  If someone had come upon an
accident with that much blood involved, Emily, by now, would have been located
in one of the few hospitals, even as a Jane Doe.  No such person
existed.  The most that local doctors had seen, either private practice or
the main hospital had been cuts and scrapes, several flues and even one hand
severed in a farming accident.  None recognized the photo he’d faxed to
his Scotland Yard contact.  He had his own reasons for suspecting why Emily
would pull a stunt like this, though it far exceeded what I thought the
dimwit capable of.  


His gardener had found her
engagement ring on the lawn, glittering in the noon sun.  Solved the
mystery of why my front door stood wide open.  Peter grinned.  Had
I known she was listening to Margot and I laughing at her, I’d have adlibbed
even more.  Still, when I get my hands on her, she won’t be returning with
her precious virginity intact.  Small price to pay for what I’ve been
enduring lately.  Bitch is going to be in for quite a surprise, when I
wrap my hands around her throat this time.  Unlike last time, little
Emily, you won’t escape what I have planned for you.  And now, his
father demanded he fly to Scotland.  Find Emily.  Locate Castle
MacLarrin.  Give apologies and secure the sale.  Start talking money,
Chase had ordered.  Everyone understands money.


Peter wondered the point in finding
Emily.  It wasn’t like anyone was going to miss her, in respect to
family.  She had none.  Then it hit.  So preposterous, it tantalized
his senses.  She was already missing.  If he somehow found her, he
could hole up for a week, and savor the lesson he envisioned teaching
her.  A slow feral smile devoured his otherwise handsome Romanesque
features.  He’d be back in the states for ages before they found her
remains.


Worked before.
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Emily submerged deeper.  She
kinda missed O’Shay’s company, but better for that little perv to remain
napping on her bed.  Odd, how everyone catapulted after Aedan.  Had
to be his cat.  Maybe it causes grief, and he’s been warned?  A bare
wet shoulder shrugged, lashes fluttering closed as the hot water lapped her
chin.  Right now, her main concern lay in making sure hair didn’t sprout
from her chest from the strong scotch she drank while soaking her chilled
body.  Every drink, she winced.  It’s like drinking fire.


You are to sip whiskey,
Keer’dra, not wallow in it.


“It has a bite.  Much like the
one I’d like to take out of you.  Get out of my head!”


Male laughter echoed as it
faded.  Great.  Now I’m answering myself.  But his voice
wasn’t the only echo in her head.  Every word she’d overheard earlier
outside the kitchen played over and over in her mind.  Over and over, it
became as maddening as ninety-nine bottles of beer on the wall.  And she
was helpless to cease the horrific chant.


Aunsgar her uncle?  Oh, wait, once
upon a time he was her uncle.  Was she adopted?  Elf?  He
certainly didn’t resemble any of her images of Santa’s helpers, and somehow,
she couldn’t picture him or Urkani making shoes for everyone by morning’s first
light.  A fit of giggles erupted over this last vision.  Maybe ‘Elf’
was a Scottish slur for ‘hot babe’.  More giggles.  He is nice to
look upon.  Very angelic, minus wings.  Not really my type,
but sexy, to be sure.  Emily sat up so abruptly, water sloshed over
the sides, sogging the beautiful rug.  


His hair, and that of his
forever-present guards is as white as my own.  Okay, maybe it doesn’t glow
like mine, still . . . they wear it nearly as long as mine.  Right down to
their very nice derrieres.  Hmmmm.  Immortals.  Picts. 


Emily squinted.  Once, when
she thought to steal a moment of solitude, a rarity with so many males forever
present, she sought refuge high in a tower overlooking miles of horizon. 
Solace was not to be found.  Broc too had come looking for the same peace.


“Hey, new tattoo?”  Blue
crescent moon adorned his cheek.


“Always had it.”


“No, no it definitely wasn’t there
yesterday.”


“Because you only see with your
eyes,” he’d grumbled.


“Uh, well, gee guy, you have me
there.  Hey, newsflash.  I only hear with my ears too.”



Disgusted, he’d snorted before
trotting down the winding stone stairwell made up of at least ten thousand
steep worn steps . . . well, it certainly had felt like ten thousand
steps when she’d gasped and hacked like an asthmatic, nearly ascending the last
handful on her knees. No way was she giving chase down that death trap. 
Today, his body art had been missing.  She’d even made it a point to open
her eyes good and wide when they’d passed in the corridor.  He’d caught
her meaning.  He’d glared before slamming a door in her face.  Dick. 
Powerful issues, that one.  One would have thought she’d discovered
he wore crotchless panties.  Emily giggled, swilled more scotch and
laughed outright over her current vision of Broc prancing in purple
panties.  Scotch became velvety.  She gulped more.  What detail
had she nearly remembered by envisioning Aunsgar as a wingless angel?  Ah,
forget it.  Makes my head spin, trying to remember.  Soothing hot
water encouraged her to resume reclining, whiskey blanketing her innards with
warm fuzzies.  Just a few more minutes of shut-eye, and then she’d towel
off and head for the hearth before numbing again.  Authors forgot one
thing in their historicals: castles forever had freezing drafts, and stone
floors never warmed.  Her fingers were pruning, but she’d never had the
luxury of such a gigantic tub where she could stretch to her full length. 
Pfff, because I’m just so towering at five-foot-three.  Emily’s
eyelids grew heavy.  Just a few . . . more minutes . . .


Cold surrounded her.  Unlike
anything she’d ever experienced, it penetrated all the way through her
bones.  Shuddering, she looked down, and saw her own hand gently cupping a
frost covered blue rose.  Petals folded in on themselves, huddled against
icy weather.  Her chest pained her . . . desolation.


Broc loved another.


Odd she would have knowledge of
something so private; odder still, she should care to the point of
grieving.  The dream shifted.  She stood in a large room surrounded
by numerous people, very medieval people.  No, something wrong with that
analogy.  It was as if they were actually from an era long before medieval. 
They were draped in heavy furs over leather type leggings and drank from horns
and wooden tankards.  The men here looked barbaric.  The women too wore
leggings, others opted for heavy wool-looking gowns.  Everyone’s mode of
dress, peculiar.  Aunsgar nodded to her, though he seemed different. 
Very different.  His gaze narrowed, watching her intently.  He said
something to Urkani, the commander taking interest in her, his eyes soft,
caressing.  Just as quickly, he hardened his countenance.  Chatter ceased when
everyone noticed her presence, an uncomfortable silence following her as she
trailed a young man, knowing his name to be Owen.  Broc turned, scowling
at them both.  Shocking!  Even in her dream, he was displeased by her
presence.  His clothing too was strange, yet familiar.  Shirtless,
snug legging, leather yet not, and hand sewn boots just over his knees. 
Dark blue body art covered his torso, crescent moon again on his cheek. 
Reignsfeugh sauntered closer to the laird, swirly tattoos encompassing his
massive shoulders.  Garreck paled, nervously eyeing the laird.  Too
young to feel the shift in atmosphere, even though she grappled his
paint-stained tunic, Owen pulled free, bounding towards Broc like an eager
puppy.  Settling his burden down, the eager-to-please lad removed the
oilskin.  


Broc stiffened.


Surrounding occupants
shuffled.  Titters and whispers hummed like summer insects. 
Following his lead, the clan glared.  One woman, dressed in gowns of
velvet and fur, saddled closer to Broc, lacing her arm around his, splaying her
other hand possessively on his bare chest.  Jealousy and resentment coursed
through Emily.  He lowered his head, placing his ear next to the woman’s
whisper.  He laughed and squeezed her to him.


“Take it from mi’ sight,” he commanded
in a vicious whisper, nostrils flaring with fury.


Emily saw herself transferring
belongings into a solitary solar.  Aunsgar called from the door, softly
knocking.  He was unable to coax entrance.  A fortnight of
self-imposed solitude, she emerged.  She was brought up short by the
presence of Urkani.  He’d been standing guard.  In past times, they
had forever quarreled.


“Say but a word and I will end his
miserable life, and that of his whore.”


She smiled her gratitude. 
“With but a word, I can end all their miserable lives.”  She leaned
closer, dropping her voice.  “Making it as if they never existed.” 
She snapped her finger for emphasis.  Punishing cruel villagers would be
delightful, but pointless.  Ignorance followed strong leadership, Broc
being very powerful, very dominating.  Again, Emily saw herself grieving
over winter-dying roses, her breath billowing in front of her.


“Are you a goddess?”  Little
Maira asked, trotting back when Emily squealed, whirled, and found herself
looking down at a small girl.


“No, I’m just as you,” her borrowed
voice answered.  She offered a gentle smile to her skittish visitor. 
“You frightened me.”


“My kerna says you can do great
magic, like the goddess Danu and like Penarin and you might turn my sister,
Na’Dryn, into a tree nymph to make her go away.”


“Unfortunately, use of my magic is
forbidden until our Elders grant me otherwise, and it’s Pen-dar-in,” Emily
corrected.  “Turning your sister into a tree nymph would be too kind.”


“If you use your magic, will you be
yelled at?  My kerna yells.  She yells at me to be like my
sister.”  Maira wrinkled her nose, her cherub lips squinching.  “I do
not want to be like my sister.  She and our chief squeal in the byre like
the animals . . . “


Maira was too naïve to observe heartache
engulfing Emily over the child’s innocent revelations.


“ . . . if I had great magic, I
would use it all the time.  I would make those mean Lumynari stop burning
villages and I would make my hair longer like yours, and I would make Prince
Aunsgar see me and I would have a horse and I would make animals talk to me but
mostly I would make Prince Aunsgar talk to me and walk with me in front of
every person who says I am ugly and dance with me around the fire but he would
not be allowed to dance with my sister because she says mean things and I do
not want her to hurt Prince Aunsgar’s feelings.”  Maira gulped air.  


Emily burst out laughing. “And I
thought I was the only one who talked in run-on sentences when nervous.”


“Run-on?”


“Nothing.  Long hair forever
tangles in the low branches of your forests, and itches my neck during
summers.  Now,” she smiled down at her new little friend.  “Tell me
about Aunsgar.”


“He is verra handsome. 
Na’Dryn says he will never marry me because I will never grow taller than a
tree stump.”


Emily’s borrowed mind squelched
vicious spells that could shrink the troublesome, beautiful, and very loved by
Broc, Na’Dryn into nothing more than a dung heap.  Emily would seriously
like to hold onto that spell.


“This is only your sixth winter. 
You aren’t finished growing.”


“Do you think he will be my
husband?”


“There is always a chance.”


“He is tall and his shoulders are
not as big as mi’ da’s, but he has pretty hair.  Da says a man does not
want pretty hair, he wants big shoulders.”


“Pretty hair?” a silky voice asked.


Startled, both females inhaled
sharply.  Wide-eyed, Maira stared up at Aunsgar.  The prince grinned
ruefully down at her.  Slipping longbow from his shoulder, he dropped
down, mindless of cold wet snow seeping through the knees of his
leggings.  For her own part, Emily could not stop staring at his
ears.  Definitely Elf.  Yet, the person she piggybacked lacked
surprise.


“You wish me for husband?”


The child nodded, her dark eyes
wide, her cheeks reddening and not from the cold.


“So be it.”


“You will have me?”


“I give my word.”


“Aunsgar, be careful your jests.”


“I do not jest.  Her name has
been whispered many times by Sister Wind.”


Aurelia snorted.  “Troublesome
fickle woman, that one.  Be wary any words she breathes.”


Aunsgar’s eyes glittered. 
“Ready to reveal her vision to your during our journey here?”


“I have forgotten it.”  Both
knew she lied.  Aunsgar chose to study the child instead of prying into
his niece’s private thoughts.


“I will need you a bit taller, for
walking on my knees would be most painful.”  His smile made both their
hearts warm.  “I will wait until you are grown, asking your decision
then.”


Aurelia lovingly caressed the small
girl’s head.  “You will have much to learn, becoming the wife of an Elf, and
marrying Aunsgar will make you a princess.  Much better than the position
your sister now holds.”


Maira squirmed.  “I have to
tell my kerna!”  Just like the wild maulkins, she hopped and bounded
through the snow towards her mother’s dwelling.  Abruptly, Maira whipped
around and ran back to them.  Shyly, she reached out trembling fingers,
delicately lifting Aunsgar’s white tresses.  “It is soft.  I told my
da’ it would be like feathers he gifts me from raids.  I told him you
would let me brush it while sitting in front of a fire and telling me about
your battles and your hunts and teaching me your pretty words.  I want to
be able to speak your language.  It is much nicer than mine.  My da’
says your hair is like your words and I will long for a real warrior . . . but,
I love you,” she finished in a hurried whisper.  Aunsgar untwined a silver
band from a long thin braid swinging from his temple and wrapped it at the end
of the little girl’s already loosening dark plait.


“My first gift to you, Princess
Maira,” he whispered, laughing when she threw her arms around his neck before
scurrying away to find her mother.


“Do not play with her heart,
Aunsgar.”


Quickly, Aurelia turned from him,
feigning interest in the solitary surviving rose.  Though small in
comparison to her garden in Quemori, Pendaran had thought of everything before
allowing the Outlander to come for her.  The castle, her gardens, even her
private solar—though now, it all belonged to Na’Dryn.


“A woman’s heart is not to be used
for manipulations and trickery.”  Aunsgar stood, brushing snow from his
knees, eyeing her with his double meaning.  “Her name whispered is not for
the joy I would gladly bring her one day, Aurelia.”


“Aunsgar, please, my head cannot
play your riddles today.”


“I bring her but a bit of happiness
before the sorrow.”


“Sickness?  No.” 
Aurelia’s lip quivered.  She threw up her hand.  “Stay your words,
Aunsgar.  I do not want to know.   The little one follows me,
taking forever to trust and venture from her shadows.”  Tears cascaded. 
“She may very well be the closest I come to a child of my own.”  Aurelia’s
head bowed, her voice catching.  “Immortality makes me barren.”


Aunsgar enveloped her in his
arms.  “If I could take you away from here, I would.  Cannot Pendaran
see you belong to another?  This human is not for you, Aurelia.”  The
prince closed his eyes, both of them remembering happier times.  For
Aunsgar, those memories slipped into recent revelations regarding Maira’s fate;
all of their fate.  And the strange word whispered of late, ‘Kit’, though
he had never heard of such a place.  What he did know, this strange word
was connected to the child, Maira.


Sniffling, Aurelia pulled
away.  “Men prepare horses and supplies—“


“Another village burns, Highness.”


“By the Gods, no.”  She deflated. 
“Their sicknesses, I can cure.  Their birthings, I can ease.  I even
help sow their fields.”  She shook her head, unable to stop the
tears.  “But their distrust of me increases as they seek Na’Dryn’s
counsel.” Chilled, she clasped her arms.  “Drakar again?”


“Ardra.”


“Ardra?”  Aurelia
balked, her voice lowering to a whisper.  “Do you think she senses you, as
you do her?”


The Elf prince shrugged. 
“Twin stars sailed across the heavens as you slept last eve.”


“Twins birthed or twins death,
twins together, sharing breath.”


He nodded.  “It is why I
sought you.  Your ability at prophecy excels my own.”


“If only I could see my own
fate.  For you, I do not see death surrounding you.”  She tossed her
long hair.  “Twin stars also warn of soulmates to meet, whether it be
their first or their last.  You and Maira?”


He shook his head and shrugged,
clearly frustrated.  “Ardra’s mind is madness.  For the moment, it is
all I can see.”


“Aunsgar?  Do you ride as
well?”


“I am sorry for it, but we’ve given
our word.  We bring Erchyll and any survivors back here.  We depart
on the morrow.”


“And Na’Dryn?”


“Aurelia . . .”  Aunsgar
turned away, but not before she spied anger.  It disgusted he and Urkani,
the female’s flaunt of position.  Gaunt, his niece no longer ate unless
Urkani stole herbs into her ale.  Urkani.  If given the order, his
commander stood ready to deliver Aurelia to the other.  Aunsgar awaited
his father’s council, Pendaran be damned.  The wizard had all but
abandoned them.  Far better for his niece to be with Prince Dezenial
again, though she would never remember their life together when she’d been the
druidess, Zaiyne.


“And Na’Dryn?”


Aunsgar sighed.  “The fool
Outlander has ordained her as mistress of his keep.”  His gloved fist
clenched.  “Many stand behind you, but many more place the death of allies
at your feet.”  His blue eyes glittered.  “I am sorry for it.” 
Again, he turned from her, unable to bear her ashen face; her disheartened
stare.


“Garreck is your champion.  He
rages Broc is fool to turn from you, and bellows the Outlander has no right to
bequeath a castle not his to give.  Reignsfeugh bellows the
opposite.  Better one of their own and the wrath of Pendaran versus the
daughter of a Lumynari who probably awaits opportunity to slaughter them as they
sleep.”  Aunsgar gazed longingly at the horizon.  “The Outlander is
beyond listening to reason.  Viewing death changes humans, Aurelia, but
what Lumynari leave behind tests even the endurance of my own guards.”


“You blame me as well?”


“Never!  But messages in the
stars I cannot ignore.  Broc’s men do not possess even hope against my
sister and the legion she amasses.  Erchyll’s village was one of the last
few remaining.  As winter chills the horizon, so too, it chills Lumynari
from more raids.  We can only hope this reasoning is sound.  If we
can replenish our stores, weapons, and gather as many men before spring brings
about fresh attacks, we might stand a—”


“I would not allow frigid winters
to waylay keeping watch.  Mayhaps, they think winter will bring about
laziness; thus, the perfect opportunity to finish us off.”


“Pendaran’s fortified you with a
castle—“


“That another has become chatelaine
to.”  Her chin raised a notch.  Her decision made during the long
cold night, she would not deter.  Upon Aunsgar’s departure, she too would
seek a new horizon for herself.  “Good journey, Aunsgar.”  


Voices faded into swirling mists as
Emily’s eyes fluttered open.  She lay there for many long moments,
pondering the strange dream before realizing the water had iced.


That was no dream.  Just as
sure as I’m freezing, that was a full blown vision.  Emily held
no illusions.  She knew whomever that woman had been that she’d stepped
inside of, had been her in another lifetime.  Broc had betrayed Aurelia
with another woman; had broken her spirit.  All feared Pendaran, whomever
he was.  Aunsgar really was an Elf.  But one thing remained: who or
what were Lumynari?  And why did just the mention of them terrify her?
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Her head would spun like
UFO’s.  She stuck her tongue out several times.  Two and half bottles
of scotch.  Her mouth felt like she’d licked the cat.  Emily gagged,
grinned though tears, envisioning Broc’s reaction if she retched all over
him.  In fact, the more the image took hold and grew, the harder she had
to fight back laughter.  A good teeth brushing should remove the film now
covering her tongue, throat, and gums.  And then, if she could just make
it back to the bed . . . maybe, the floor.  The floor would do.


Minty toothpaste, after swilling pure
scotch for the past several hours, elicited gagging.  She dashed for the
toilet.  Her throat flamed.  I need milk!  Oh, God, my
throat’s on fire!  The room dipped and swayed.  What the hell had
she been thinking?  More came up.  It didn’t seem like she’d drank as
much until that final tilt of the bottle.  Empty.  Ooops. 
Clattering bottles had caused her to quickly sit forward on the chaise. 
Too quickly.  The room spun and the fire roared.


Emily collapsed to her knees,
hugging the toilet.  “Please . . . God . . .” she gagged again and sank
lower to the tile, writhing, clutching her burning throat.  Empty stomach,
too much acid, undiluted whiskey—


“Help.”  Nothing more than a
croak.  She’d have to open the damn door.  Walls were not keeping up
with her.  Everything jilted into place a few seconds too late.  Her
stomach heaved until she thought her ribs would burst.  Spins took on more
speed.  White spots danced. 


Pounding against the door made her
cry out.


“Lady Emily?”


“H-help.”  No good. 
Reaper-man couldn’t possibly hear her hoarse-whispers.  She gagged. 
Pure fire.  “HELP ME!”


More pounding.


“Help me!  Oh God, just help
me!”  She was sobbing.  No longer able to hold the toilet, she
collapsed to the floor.  Fire burned her stomach.  Her throat. 
She convulsed.  “Help me,” she whimpered.  Cold white tile seared her
cheek.  Soothing.  So clean.  Pure white.  No
lint.  Strange thing to think about.  Her stomach knotted.


“Emily!”


Rumbling in her stomach brought
about more dry heaving.


The door splintered and crashed.


“Emily!”


“Milk,” she whispered, heaving
again, clutching her stomach and tightening her fetal position.


“Ye’ little fool!”  Broc
stormed in, and scooped her up.  Cradling her against him, he charged from
her chambers.  It was a wonder he didn’t smash her skull against the now
ruined doorframe.  Her stomach knotted again.  Dry heaves attacked
with a vengeance.  She screamed, the pain so unreal, and clawed his shirt,
unaware the fine fabric tore.


“Garreck!”  Broc bellowed,
running now.


“Please, please.”  Emily tried
telling him to stop lurching her around.  Her head spun like mini tops
she’d foraged out of cereal boxes as a kid.  Her stomach tensed.


“Milord?”  Broc’s captain was
leaping up the stairs several at a time, Reignsfeugh and Aedan scuffing his
heels.  “What did ye’ do to her?”  Garreck eyed her, panicked.


“Urkani!  Now!  Tell him,
whiskey poison.  We’ve need of his—“


“I am here,” a voice evenly
announced.


“Not natural, the way they always
ken the goings on down here,” Reignsfeugh muttered.


“Oh my goodness!”  Maeve
stammered. She rushed ahead of Broc, pulling out a long bench.  “Sit here,
milord.”  Snatching a large bowl of garden greens, she tossed them out
onto the table and thrust the bowl at Aedan. “Hold this to her face.  I’ll
be right back.”


Aedan grimaced, but hurried to do
his mother’s bidding.  Emily, helpless, groaned, tears streaming down her
deathly pale face.  He’d been beside himself when she’d fallen to her
knees and crawled into the bathroom.  Hearing her sick and moaning behind
the closed door, he’d leapt off the bed, rushing to their laird.


No longer did she clutch her
stomach, her arms limp.  Again, she convulsed, her body flailing. 
Aedan thrust the bowl close to her mouth, dry heaves racking her body. 
She coughed hard, her eyes bulging.  Her long white hair trailed the
floor, limp as she.


“Here ye’ are, milord.”  Maeve
ran out from the kitchen corridor, a large tankard of water sloshing.  She
held it out as Urkani emptied a tiny leather pouch into it.  Gray powder
began to turn the water lavender in color as he muttered words over Emily,
holding the ancient vessel to her lips.


“Drink, my sweet.  It will
take away your pain and the sickness tha’ ails ye’,” Broc cajoled.


But Emily turned her head
away.  “Milk.”  She buried her face deeper into Broc.  “What is
he . . . saying?  Help me!”  She convulsed, again clawing at Broc’s
throat.  She couldn’t breathe!  Strangling.  Gasping. 
Gulping, she screamed, depleting her lungs.


Keer’dra.  Calm. 
Drink the Elf’s elixir. I command you to obey!


“Screw you!”  She
gagged.  “Get out of my head, fucknuts!”


“You will drink this now!” 
Urkani ordered, though he and Broc frowned at each other.


Emily snapped her face towards the
Elf.  “I’m gonna kick your—“


Urkani grasped a fistful of her
hair, yanked her head back, and forced the liquid down her throat.  Broc
clamped down his own grip as well.  Garreck held fast her flailing
arms.  “Forgive me, milady.  ‘Tis for yer’ own good,” he
muttered.  Aedan tossed the bowl, grabbing her bucking knees.


“Feisty, even when dyin’.  God
likes ‘em strong,” Erchyll blathered.  “Maybe she be one o’ those who
tosses people out o’ Heaven when they misbehave.”


Awful gagging and gulping sounds
filled the hall, everyone wondering if the lass was drowning; if Urkani should
be stopped.  None dared make a move.


Long white hair tickled her
fingers, though Broc still pinned her arms.  Emily grasped the ends of the
pale man’s hair, and, painful to her wrist, arched her appendage inward. 
Urkani’s howl and the sudden jerk of his head made the horrid drink worth the
suffrage.  Erchyll clapped wildly, dancing a jig, bandy bare legs twigging
out side-to-side from his long frock as he sang a ridiculous ditty.  The
more he sang, the louder he clapped.  


Reignsfeugh pried Urkani’s hair
from Emily’s fingers.  “S’blood, the lass be a feisty one!  Sorry,
lad, looks like ye’ lost some.”  He shouted laughter when Emily’s fist
tightened, holding strands of hair like a killing prize.  Erchyll’s
humming escalated into lunatic wailing.


Maeve had heard enough.  “Do
some prayin’, old fool, instead of all that yappin’!”


Aedan clamped down on Emily’s legs
even tighter.  “Maybe we should use Erchyll’s Holy water?”  


Erchyll stilled.  “I could get
it.  None of ye’ are ever gonna die.  Mi’ Holy water just sits. 
Wasted.  Do ye’ ken what I suffered through?  Carried it all the
way—“


“Tell me where it is that I may
douse ye’ wi’ it when I kill ye’ mi’ self!” Broc threatened through clenched
teeth.  The wee lass was brutal strong.


After much cursing, gagging, and
coercion, contents of the tankard were emptied down Emily’s gullet. 
Urkani released his hold.  Emily sputtered and glared up at her
assailant.  Bloodcurdling scream, inches from his face, had the desired
effect.  


Urkani flinched.  


Erchyll crossed himself, fell to
his knees, hands clasped, and commenced guttural praying.  “Elves never
flinch.  Bad omens.”  The priest rocked and wailed his prayers.


“Get up, fool!”  Broc shifted
Emily, watching her for telltale signs the elixir wasn’t going to stay in her
belly.  He also watched in case her eyes began to glow, sure she desired
nothing more than to skewer him.  Only Lumynari had glowing eyes of
amber.  Broc pushed the impossible to the far recesses of his mind. 
Lady Emily was a modern, not a Lumynari.  Twas a fluke of candlelight,
nothing more.  


The priest opened one eye, the
other twitching before following suit.  “I could get mi’ Holy water.”


“I’m killing albino man . . . but
you’re . . . first.”  Emily muttered, smacking Broc’s chest, not realizing
it was more of a soft pat.  Her head slumped against Broc’s
shoulder.  “You even smell like a Highlander.”  She giggled. 
“Can I play with your treasure trail?”  Her head lolled.  Quickly,
Broc shifted his arm, lest her neck snap.  His glare scalded his men.


“One word, and I kill the lot o’
ye’, burying ye’ in four corners of the world.”


Twitching mouths tightened. 
Or, at least, they tried to.


“She sleeps.  Her pain is
over.”  Urkani glowered at Garreck and Aedan who were chuckling.


“Aye, Albino Man, good thing
for ye’ she does.  Ye’ heard her.  Yer’ a dead mohn,” Reignsfeugh
reminded before looking to Broc.  “What does she mean, ye’ be smellin’
like a Highlander?”


“Not even by a hair’s breadth do I
fear the mortal,” Urkani announced, gathering his pouches.


“Ye’ pack yer poisons quick enough,
Elf,” Aedan said, laughter in his voice.  “What is this treasure
trail?  We be ‘avin treasure here?  Ye’ keepin’ secrets again,
laird?”  Aedan tapped Urkani’s shoulder just before the commander stood. 
“Sleep wi’ dagger or dirk, Elf.  I have seen the lass with blade.” 
His grin widened.  “Took on the laird wi’ out a flinch.”


Urkani glowered.  “Protection
of the prince is the only merit to draw weapon—“


“Her skill intimidates ye’.”


“Stop fussing.”  Maeve shoved
Aedan aside, then waggled her finger up at Urkani.  “You, tell me what you
gave her and your words so I ken what ta’ expect when the lass awakens.”


“She will sleep.  The woman
needs food.  And warmth.”  He glared at Broc.  “If you cannot
take adequate care of Princess Emily, perhaps she should be brought to Prince
Aunsgar’s towers?”


“Ye’ stand in mi’ hall, daring—“


“Broc!”  Aunsgar called. 
“He means but to protect her.”  The prince strode down final stairs,
joining them. 


“I canna control the wee lass’
temper.  She swilled damned near three bottles.”  Broc ginned. 
“Never seen the likes, ‘cept from the lads.”


Erchyll draped a plaid over
Emily.  “Gluttony is a sin.”


Broc eyed him speculatively. 
“So is drowning a priest.”


“Broc?”  Emily whispered.


The laird eyeballed Urkani.


The commander remained
indifferent.  “She is stronger than I presumed.”


“Aye, love?”


Laird MacLarrin ignored elbowing of
ribs and  ridiculous grinning.


“Bed.  Please.  So
cold.  Wanna lie down.  Tell him . . . thank you.  Fire
stopped.”


Urkani stepped closer and placed
his hand on Emily’s brow.


“DON’T TOUCH ME!”


Urkani yanked his hand back,
examining the appendage as if bitten.  Emily dropped her head back against
Broc, deeply slumbering.  A contended sigh escaped her.


“What exactly are the uses
of that Holy water,” Aedan whispered.  Several ‘ayes’ followed. 
Urkani muttered incoherent words, though he kept his distance.  


“She should awaken without pain to
her head, though her stomach will ache for a pair of days.”  Urkani looked
to Maeve.  “Your stew and bread will do wonders.”


“Ye’ ‘avin’ a taste for it?” 
Maeve grinned.  “Ye’ and Aurelia used to argue.  I remember raging
battles oft led to weapons drawn, Aunsgar yer’ mediator.”  The elder woman
nodded approvingly.  “The soul remembers.”


Urkani looked at her most
oddly.  “The weather turns frigid here.”


“I’ll ‘ave the lads bring ye’ a pot
o’ mi’ finest O’Shay stew—“


“Kitty soup,” Emily giggled softly,
nuzzling into Broc.


“Tomorrow noon,” Maeve finished,
staring oddly at Emily.  “I’m in your debt, Urkani.  Get her
upstairs, milord.”  She pushed on Broc’s shoulder, nudging him towards the
stairs.


“As am I, spell caster,” Broc
announced, rising and clasping his charge closer, moving steadily towards the
stairs.  “Aedan, yer’ mistress, I’m sure, will arise in several hours,
wondering about her mouser.  Seems she’s become quite fond of the beast.”


Aedan bared his teeth, hissing
towards those guffawing before he trotted up the stairs, trailing his laird.
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“Prince of where?” Emily asked
while trying to execute good manners when all she really wanted to do was
gag.  Apple and banana coexisted amongst cinnamon, nutmeg, and delicious
dough.  Maeve was a baking goddess.  But, after last night’s binge,
food nauseated her.  She lifted her gaze and found Broc keenly watching
her.  The dashing laird had kept his warm, strong arms wrapped around her
throughout the night, though he’d slipped out as dawn kissed the windows. 
Both pretended indifference.


She also pretended indifference
to the rather detailed threats of dismemberment, and male growling within her
head as she’d showered.  The louder the growls, the more she envisioned it
to be Broc’s hands soaping her body, versus her own.  What amounted to a
male scream was the last thing she heard before blessed tomb silence.


“A land far from here,” Broc
tentatively answered.  He drank his coffee, eyeing her now mutilated
muffin.


“Quemori,” she muttered.


Broc’s cup lowered.  Men, who
had been quietly breaking their fast, stilled.


“How do ye’ come by this
knowledge?”


“Funny thing about scotch, hot
baths, and weird dreams.  Puzzles glue themselves together.  Do you
think Allen could drive me to the airport?”


“What is your desire at the
airport?”


“Uh, that would be how people
vacate one location in order to reach another.”  She waggled eyebrows at
him before popping another bite into her mouth.  She did a remarkable job
of ignoring Colin’s snorfing over her sarcasm.  Sometimes, it was damn
hard not to laugh at her own quips.


Broc dropped his resting foot from
his knee, and leaned in.  “But I doona’ wish ye’ ta’ leave, Lady Emily.”


His whispering accent caused her
throat to close.  And her stomach to flutter.  If not for the boots
Aunsgar had supplied her with, she’d probably be sitting here with toes curled
as well.  “Well, therein lies the crux of the matter, eh?  It isn’t
up to you.  Now, since it’s my choice, I say it’s time for
me to head on home.”  She reached for more juice.  Maeve had
forbidden her coffee for two days until her stomach settled.  Emily had
plans to later hold the kitchen hostage, coffee her ransom.


Broc eased back, and folded his
arms.  “No.”  


“Yes.”


“Nay.”


“Excuse me?”


“I’ve been charged wi’ yer’
safety.  Ye’ canna’ leave.”


“Safety from what? 
And, charged by whom?  While you’re at it, can you do something about the
voice in my head?”  Maybe if they thought she was insane, they’d contact
authorities and have her hauled off to a psych ward.  One way to get
outa here.


“They return,” Garreck announced. 
On cue, lightening erupted.  Emily squealed.  Juice sloshed her hand.


“Does it always sound like cannons
here?”  She mopped her mess with a linen napkin.


“Only when they leave or
arrive.”  Broc helped her.


“When who leaves?”  His
closeness unsettled her.  I just want to run my palms against his
permanent five o’clock shadow, and maybe even—


Do it and I’ll cut off your
hands!


Emily searched around, above and
glanced under the table.


“Lose something?” Reignsfeugh
inquired.


“My mind.  There’s a male
voice.  You can’t hear it?  Bastard just threatened to cut off my
hands if I dared run my fingers through . . .uh,” she blushed and averted her
eyes that seemed attached to Broc.


“If you what?” Urkani asked.


“Nothing.”


Urkani moved closer, his demeanor grim. 
“How long has this male voice been in your head?”


“About as long as this one,” Emily
waved her hand at Broc, “has seen fit to keep me prisoner.”


Broc lifted the silver pot. 
“Coffee?”


Emily scowled. “Thought Maeve
forbade my having any?”


“I’m concerned ye’ might hunt down
mi’ cook and hold her hostage ‘til coffee is poured down yer’ gullet.”


“Wise man.”  Grabbing a cup,
she thrust it towards Broc.  “Pour, oh gallant knight, while I plot my
escape.”


“Is it really so very bad here,
milady?”


“Please resume your growling and
scowling.  When you’re nice, I’m tempted to throw you down, straddle you
naked and have my way with you.”


Broc choked.  As did his men.


Emily preened, and repeatedly
jabbed at the empty innards of her empty cup, hinting he needed to start
pouring.


“Nice try, lass, but threatening to
ravage mi’ body will no’ distract me, enabling you ta’ escape.  Sugar?”


“Yes, wretch, and cream.”


“I will no’ begin each day debating
your need ta’ vacate mi’ guardianship, milady.”


“Too bad you weren’t this concerned
when Aurelia was in your charge.”


Acute silence filled the hall. 
Tingling surged through her as her nape tightened.  Broc’s visage
crystalized; colors sharpened, as did her sense of smell.  It was almost
as if she were suddenly . . . primal.


“S’blood,” she heard muttered
around her.  “Her eyes glow!”  Some of the men rose, and moved
back.  Emily knew, without turning her head, they confiscated their weapons. 
“Ye’ said it was trick o’ candlelight,” Colin said.  “That, laird, be no’ trick
o’ flame!”


With deliberate precision, she set
down her cup.  “Be very thankful, Outlander, that Aurelia wasn’t a
modern.”


“Regardless the power awakening
within you, do not ever call me Outlander, Emily, nor speak of a woman you ken
nothing about.  I do no’ ken who speaks tales that are of little concern
to—“


“Bestowing her castle to
your mistress would have found you sizzling from fire, had it been me
who you turned your back on.  I would have made sure your bitch burned
with you as well.”


Broc looked like a man slapped.


“Mi’ lord—“


Broc’s hand shot up.  


Garreck silenced.  


“Her blood already rests on your
hands, whoever you are, as does the blood of mi’ unborn she carried.”


Emily stood.  Methodically,
she folded her napkin.  “No, Broc—“


“Laird MacLarrin.”


“Princess Emily.”  She
glared.  “I do believe princess outranks laird, so listen
up, little man.”


He shot up, his chair clattering
loudly.  Unimpressed, Emily tossed her hair, then leveled glowing amber
eyes on him.  “Guardianship of Aurelia was a test.  Did you not
realize?  History repeated itself.  You failed, Outlander!” 
Garreck rose quickly, obvious to all he’d grab Broc, should the laird think to
lunge for the lass’ throat.  


“Your people killed her once
before.  Sold her to . . .” Emily’s gaze flicked over his shoulder for
mere seconds.  “In every village, the infants wail, their mothers
carried off by Lumynari.  Soulless killers, Aurelia, you have brought down
upon us.”


Broc paled.  “I spoke those
words to Aurelia thirty-six hundred years ago.”


“After which, you openly shunned
her—me.”


Broc was incredulous.  “How
can you be privy to privately spoken words thirty-six hundred years before your
birth?”


“Did you know, when your garrison
rode away, I was beaten with sticks?  They told you I fell.”  Emily shook
her head, disgusted.  “Na’Dryn led the beating.  She said you
ordered her to wait until you and Aunsgar were gone, or the Elves would kill
her.  The village hoped it would be enough for Aunsgar to take me from
you, I was a danger, I brought the Lumynari, or so they shouted as she beat
me.  Then, I was kicked, and that, Na’Dryn claimed was what you had
wanted her to do for you.”  Cold grin smeared her face.  “You’re
right.  Her blood is on my hands.  Apparently, I was rather skilled
in self-defense.”  Unimpressed with Broc’s face contorting with rage,
Emily swiveled her gaze to Urkani.  “You nursed me.”


The Elf commander inclined his
head.


“As did you, Garreck.”


Broc’s captain moved to her side of
the table.  “I knew the truth and what that bitch had done.” 
Something crossed his features making her wonder what else transpired from the
hands of Na’Dryn.  She turned away, regal in her walk towards the
stairs.  Abruptly, she whirled and came face-to-face with Urkani, who had
been following her.


“I will ask you but once, what or
who are Lumynari?”


“What have killed you twice before
and what hunt you now.”


“Finally, a straight
answer.”


“Perhaps you will be so kind and
return the favor,” Urkani said.


“You have a question?  What
could possibly interest you about me?”


“I would have you tell me why you
do not wish to speak of your deceased aunt when Maeve tries to inquire.”


Striding back down the few steps
she’d ascended, Emily grabbed the hem of her sweater.  “I used to
sketch.  Whatever I drew, I signed with a symbol instead of my
name.”  She shrugged.  “For whatever reason, doodling one day, this
symbol seemed kinda cool and I ran with it.”  Her audience looked
confused.  “I made a bunch of drawings and happened upon one I liked, so
used it to sign my work.”


Collectively, they nodded, now
understanding her meaning.


“My aunt, never having given two
shits about me before, suddenly boasted interest in my work.  I think it
was an excuse for her to snoop.  She went through my drawings, making fun
of each one.  Then she saw my signature.  And tore up all my work.”


Audible gasps erupted, several
curses thrown in.


“Never daring defiance, on that
day, I unhinged.”  Again, she shrugged.


“Lass, the more ye’ shrug, the more
something truly disturbs ye’,” Broc said in a soft voice.  He searched his
memory, but did not recall Aurelia ever drawing or requiring runes for her
magicks.  All she need do is have it be a thought and she could make it
happen.  ‘Twas why he blamed her for the death of his people.  Her
magic could have obliterated the Lumynari legion.  Was that beating the
true reason she’d held back from helping them?  He’d never ordained
something so hideous.  How could he have been so gullible as to trust
Na’Dryn, knowing she had a cruel temper?   Minutes before riding out,
he had caught her in the throes of a heated embrace with Hearn. 
Confession by sword, their affair had been occurring for several weeks. 
He would never know if the bairn was his or not.  He would never allow his
pride to suffer the admission.  Not ever.


“What is this ‘unhinged’?” Colin
asked.


“You left this crazed woman to make
your own way in the world?” Urkani asked.


“That would have a better decision.
No, I uh,” she lifted the hem of her sweater, presenting her back to
them.  “I had the symbol tattooed to my lower back and I wanted it done in
dark blue, not the traditional black.


Gasps.  Benches scraped,
booted feet running up.  Curses and oaths hissed.  Embarrassed, she
lowered her sweater and faced them again, her face red.


“Nay, lass,” Broc said, not even a
foot away from her.  “I’ll look at yer’ marking again.  Now.” 
Urkani nodded.  Emily stepped backwards onto the next step, away from
their scrutiny.


“I willna’ hurt ye’.”


“Leave me alone.  You’ve
caused me enough confusion.”


“Lady Emily,” Urkani grasped Broc’s
arm, stilling the laird’s advance.  “The mark you chose.  It is
not  accidental.”


“You guarded my door.”  At the
commander’s muted stare, Emily elaborated.  “I suffered humiliation, as
did Owen.  You guarded my door.  A painting, Broc ordered from his
sight.”


Chaos erupted.  Forest Lords
spoke in rapid-fire languages she didn’t understand.


Urkani remained motionless,
watching her.  “Lady Emily, you have chosen the crescent moon pierced with
arrow.  It was Aurelia’s birthmark, and from stories handed down from my
father, the same mark upon the druidess Zaiyne.”


“Zaiyne?”


“What was your aunt’s reaction to
marking your body with symbols already having made her craze?” Garreck asked so
softly, she almost missed his inquiry over Reignsfeugh and Broc’s
arguing.  Simultaneously, both men silenced, turning their attention up to
her.  “Lass?”


“I don’t want your pity.”


“We aren’t offering any.”


She glared down at Broc. 
“Well, you, I wouldn’t expect it from.”  She tossed her hair,
visually roving over them.  Again, she looked at Urkani.  “She tried
burning it off with a hot iron.”


“S’blood!  I’ll kill the
she-devil!”


“Thanks, Aedan, but she’s already
dead.  My screaming out the front door brought a neighbor running, who
rushed me to the hospital after threatening her with police.  She missed
my tattoo, but burned the shit out of my hip.”  Emily shrugged, turned
from them, and thought to resume her escape.  A strong hand clamped down
on her shoulder, halting her flight.  Déjà vu hit her again.  Something
about his vice grip on her shoulder, but she couldn’t capture the elusive
memory.


“Ye’ shrug, lass, ‘tis yer’ way of
hiding the more of it.  Finish yer’ tale, Lady Emily.  Did ye’ seek
revenge for her attack?”


She eyed the hand on her shoulder
until Broc dropped his hold.  “Let’s just say that, if my neighbor hadn’t
seen her alive and gotten into a yelling match with her before he drove me away
from that witch, I would be in jail the rest of my life.”  She ignored
their collective surprise.  “Witnesses watering their yards reported
hearing horrific screams inside our house and then, Millie appeared on the
master bedroom balcony.  Where she jumped.”


“Suicide.”


“Murder,” Emily corrected.


“Nay, lass, she jumped.” 
Reignsfeugh moved closer to offer comfort.


“Three black arrows, gold filigree
designs spiraling their shafts, protruded from her back.  Did I mention
she’d been scalped?  And her tongue was missing.  Police never did
find it.  Thank God my DNA was nowhere near her mouth.”


“Black?”


“What? Oh, arrows.  Yes.
Black.”


Cease your discussion,
Keer’dra.  Their stupidity was your death before, it will be so again.


“Yeah?” Emily looked up at the high
ceiling.  “If they’re such untrustworthy idiots with my life, why don’t
you swoop down here and protect me from . . . I don’t know, you
perhaps?” 


Warily eyeing her, the men backed
up.


Urkani remained still as
death.  “Tell Dezenial six of Broc’s men have been found dead.”


“Who?  Dead?  Who’s
dead?  Here?  As in, dead-dead?”


“The voice in your head. 
Thick accent?”


Emily nodded.


Urkani lunged, grappling her chin.


“Hey!”  She tried shoving him
off of her as he forced her head to the side.  


“You’ve been bitten.”


“Gnats.  I’ll see Maeve about
some bug spray.  Get your hands off of me!”  She kneed him, missing her
aim as he leapt back, dropping his hold.


“Fleas don’t have fangs that size.”


“Fangs?  As in, vampire?” 
Shit-hell-damn!  It wasn’t a dream?


“As in, Lumynari,” Urkani
whispered.


If he had shot her, she wouldn’t
have more shocked.  Bit her?  Bit her!  Fiercely, she
rubbed her neck.  A dream of passion.  You really bit me? 
Silence.  “Lumynari, they are, uh, tall, long glowing white hair?”


“Lass,” Broc moved closer, but she
jumped up another stair.


“Dezenial.  You said his name
was Dezenial.  Who is he? No! Don’t answer.  I don’t want to know or
hear anymore!” Emily turned and ran-leapt up the entire sweeping stairs.


She missed Broc being tackled by
Urkani and Garreck.


“Let her go.  I will confer
with Aunsgar.”


“Six of mi’ men are dead. 
Slaughtered.  If tha’ bastard’s here, talkin’ to her—“


“He’s her only hope of
remaining alive.  Time you faced a few facts about what is.” Urkani spun
away from him, Elvish guards doing likewise.  They stormed the vast hall
towards another stairwell, and rapidly ascended to Aunsgar’s royal towers
without a backward glance.
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Emily ran her hands lovingly along
the glass encasement, much the way a lover would touch the sinewy body of her
mate.  Oh, how she wished she could hold the claymore.  A real
claymore.  Jeweled hilt, emeralds, sapphires and rubies—why kill with
such a beautiful weapon?


“Looks like it should be decorating
a woman’s chamber, not strapped to a man’s back, thirsting to draw blood,
wouldn’t you say?”


Emily’s mouth opened and closed
several times.  


Allen tilted his head.  “You
imitate fish rather well, my lady.”


“Shouldn’t y-you rattle chains when
you arrive?”


“I say, that would be a bit
over-the-top, don’t you think?”


“It would offer a heads-up to
whomever you’re about to appear to.”


“I’ll consider it in the
future.  For your sake, my lady.  Now, what is this crazed rumor I
hear of you walking the turrets during the night?”


“Full moons and constellations have
always been a balm to me when . . .” she shrugged, and returned her attention
to the décor of Broc’s library.  “These statues are so life-like. 
Why do you suppose the artist sculpted all of them with their arms thrown up,
shielding their faces?”  Moving closer, she scrutinized.  “They wear
expressions of fear.”


“Perhaps in his day, it was easiest
to convey.”


Shaking her head against Allen’s
theory, she moved around to another statue.  “These are Celts.  See
the neck torc on this one?”  She gazed up at the realistic height and
breadth of the warrior glaring right back down at her.  Delicately, she
touched his bare chest, half expecting him to pull back at her audacity. 
“Torcs signify royalty and leadership.”  His eyes bore into her own,
calling to her.  This one didn’t raise his arms, warding off whatever
befell them.  He stood proud, fists clenched down at his sides, his
expression defiant.  The sculptor had designed him with thick, wavy hair
falling to his shoulders, winged brows, his face smooth and void of hair. 
A simple cloth draped his waist, caressing his thighs much like paintings of
ancient Romans.  Not one detail had been left unattended.  His arms
boasted veins and muscles of strength.  His thighs and calves as defined
as a runner.  Pure, raw masculine power.  “Allen, if Broc is an
ancient Pict, why would he have statues of Celts instead of his own
kind?”  She glanced the quiet spirit, thinking maybe he had
vanished.  “And how come you aren’t shimmery, like a ghost?  You’re
almost as solid as if Garreck were standing here.”


“I’m forbidden to discuss the
statues, just don’t ever knock one over.”


“Oh, okay, because I’m an idiot and
would do such a thing.  We Yanks appreciate fine art too, you prig.”


“Trust me, these are not
collectibles.”


Emily swung around and looked more
closely at each of the statues.  Apprehensive little flutters slid up her
spine, tickling her nape.  “What, Medusa was here?”


Allen sputtered.


Emily narrowed her gaze at the
spirit.  “What are you hiding?”  And why do I feel as if the
statues watch me, waiting, beckoning?


“Garreck will be here momentarily,
determined to entertain you.”


Ignoring him, Emily kept studying
both statues and the layout of Broc’s library.  Floor-to-ceiling
bookcases, hundreds and hundreds of shelves.  None of them empty.  “A
camera would be nice.”  A thought seized her.  “Hey, Maeve mentioned
that you bring items from my realm.  Think you can get your hands on a
camera?”


Allen grinned.  “I do believe
the laird has something called a Minolta.”


“What?  You’ve got to be
joking!”


Allen rocked back on his heels,
Charlie Chaplin mustache twitching.  “In this time, electricity fails to
exist, though he has allowed plumbing, but even that is kept secret.  The
camera is here because I brought it to him as a gift, though I certainly do not
understand what possessed—begging your pardon for my pun—me to think—“


“In this time?”  Emily
chilled.  Okay, Elves, immortal Picts, even a conversation with a ghost .
. . “Why does everyone keep saying that?”


“You were requesting a camera.”


“You’re changing the subject.”


“I am saving my neck.”


“You’re already dead.”


“Rude of you to remind me.”


Emily’s lip curled.  “What is
everyone hiding from me?”


“I have been forbidden.”


“Or what?  They’ll stretch you
on the rack?”


“You do have a penchant for death,
my lady.”


“You are about to re-experience
yours.”


Backpedaling from her advance,
Allen held up his hand, sputtering.  “L-look around you.  Observe.”


Emily paused.  Tapestries
adorned stonewalls.  Persian rugs lay underfoot.  Broc’s desk was a
hulking piece of dark furniture with lion’s claws as legs and feet.  Metal
clashing against metal penetrated, drawing her to the windows.  Unlatching
and pulling the windows inward, she leaned out.  And gawked.  Men,
their bodies painted—or tattooed—with strange blue spirals and symbols,
leggings like Indians from her own history books, brutally fought with
claymores, broadswords, and shields.  Others battled hand-to-hand. 
Emily whipped around.  “Allen, what are they doing?  That’s not how
they were dressed the other day when they wore jeans and—“


“Attire for your benefit.  Now
that you know they’re ancient Forest Lords, ‘Picts’ in this realm and yours,
though Reignsfeugh was part of the wildmen—Celts, to you moderns—“


“Forest Lords.”


Allen nodded.  “Yes.”


Emily resumed watching the men, her
breath catching.  Broc and Garreck looked to be fighting to the death.
 Or, at the very least, were trying to maim.  Reignsfeugh snuck up
behind his laird.  Almost, Emily shouted a warning.  Instantly, Broc
crouched, spun and brought up his sword.  Had Reignsfeugh not jumped back,
he would have been disemboweled.  The crazed man roared with laughter,
charging Broc.  The thud of their bodies reached even her ears in the high
tower room.


“They practice.”


“A little intense for tourists,
don’t ye’ think?”


“Tourists do not come here to
Castle MacLarrin, Lady Emily.”


Inhaling became labored.  “You
wanna elaborate?”  She could not take her eyes from the ensuing battle
below.  No movie had ever captured such raw masculinity.  Barbaric
warriors.  In their time, the sight of them charging down the mountain towards
their enemy must have been daunting.


“I have been forbidden. 
Perhaps, you could ask questions and I would be remiss not to indulge in the
answering of them?”


“What year is it?”


“Not the same as yours.”


“That doesn’t count as an
answer.  You aren’t allowed to do that.  Try again, and don’t cheat.”


“Now see here! I do not
cheat!”  Allen glanced behind him.  “We have not the time,” he
whispered.


“Someone’s coming?”


“Lord Garreck.”


“No, no, he’s down there, trying to
kill Broc.”  Emily glanced back down at the men.  Garreck was
missing.  Worse, Broc glared up at her. “What year is it, Allen? 
Everyone refers to me as being a modern.”  Should I wave down at
him?  ‘Course, with his expression getting nastier and nastier, what I
should do is give him the finger.  She liked that plan well enough to
follow it through.  And laughed when it had the desired effect of pissing
him off.  She pushed the windows closed, but not before sticking out her
tongue.  His roaring curses were very satisfying.


“Lightning strikes and is most
ferocious when they enter your realm.  They co-exist, side-by-side.”


“Parallel universe.”


“Well, this is The Year of Our Lord
1210, whereas, you are from a far more advanced century.”


“Impossible.”


“Impossible?”  Allen
sputtered.  “Yet, you break your fast amongst royal and mountain Elves,
sleep under the same roof as three-thousand year old warriors . . .”


Emily’s gaze narrowed.


“I am not locked here.  Nor
are they.  This is where they choose to be, while having awaited the
return of their High Queen.  I take care of errands requiring the crossing
of various boundaries.”


“Which is how Broc came to have
jeans, sweaters, socks and undergarments for me.”


“Precisely.”


“I don’t even want to know how he
figured out my measurements.”


“You aren’t that different from the
other.”


“The other?”


Allen sighed.  “Aurelia.”


“I’m so confused.”


“As was I, when first I found
them.”


“Where are you from?”


“Kent.”


“Era?”


“Eighteen thirty nine is when I
took on this peculiar form of being neither dead, nor alive.  I was a
scholar.  Your world.  I came by an interesting little book, in a
language never existing to us, Lady Emily.  My first assumption was
fortune smiled upon me, for in my hand I knew was the ancient language forever
lost of the Picts and Celts.  Through much trial and massive head pain, I
began to decipher what should have remained buried.  The information far
outweighed the worth of the book, as I was soon to discover.”


“Why?”


“That book is why I was killed,
cursed.”


Emily swallowed rather
loudly.  “Killed?  Who killed you, these guys?”  She flung her
hand, indicating the Forest Lords below.


“Far worse than them.” 
Visibly more nervous, Allen glanced over his shoulder.  “Garreck nears.”


“I was thinking, the way you pop in
and out—“


“I do not pop!”


“Whatever.  Do what you do and
find Broc.  Give him a good scare while you’re at it, but ask if I can use
his camera.”


Allen deflated.  “Very
well.”  He shimmered and was gone.


“Oh, Allen!”


“You don’t need to holler.”


“Don’t forget to ask him where he
keeps it.”


“As you wish.”


“Allen!”


Again, the spirit appeared. 
“Yes, my lady?”  


“What was in that book?”


“Magic far darker than evil
itself.”


Abruptly, the vast room warmed,
though Emily hadn’t noticed a difference in chill until Allen was truly
gone.  Briskly, she rubbed her arms.  Damn, should have requested
thermals, since he seems to run errands.  A ghost . . .running
errands.  As absurd as her nemesis actually being a Pict.  No, that
wasn’t right.  Her realm had labeled him Pict, but he was actually some
Forest Lord.  Oh, yeah.  Any minute now, I’ll wake up in a rubber
room, wearing a straightjacket.  And, I hear voices. Yup, clearly
on my way down the—


“Ah, here ye’ are.”  Garreck
strode into the library, halting.  Visually, he scanned cathedral
ceilings.  “Allen?”


“Gone.”


“Yer’ not swooning.”


“I’m getting used to him.”


“He’s harmless.  A little too
filled with information no one body should ‘ave a right ta’ ken, but harmless.”


Emily offered a smile and changed
the subject.  “Are these swords antiques?”


“Some.  There are a few that
are ancient; therefore, priceless.  Others are relics here to honor their
deceased owners.”


“Really?  Which?”


“The long case over there,” Garreck
pointed across the room.  “That one holds silver bow and several arrows.”


Emily dashed over to where he
indicated, oohing and ahhing.  “These are Aunsgar’s culture, aren’t they?”


“Aye, mi’ lady.  They belonged
to his sire.”


“Why not keep them in his towers?”


“I believe it pains him to be
reminded on how long it has been since he’s been home.”


“Garreck?”  She paused,
weighing her words.  Jagged scar held her attention, the faded savagery of
it only adding to his handsome ruggedness.  Wavy dark hair caressed broad
shoulders, well-conditioned shoulders currently swathed in a fisherman’s
white cable knit sweater.  Black slacks.  Dark Irish came to
mind.  And green eyes that were mesmerizing against sun-kissed skin. 
Chiseled, kissable mouth was outlined by a mustache and shadowy goatee. 
Her heart accelerated.


That will be enough!


Emily jumped.  I can’t help
it’s a farkin’ candy store here!


“Milady?”


He’s beautiful to look
upon.  And he dared defy his laird to protect Aurelia.  His mouth
screams for kissing.


I will kill him.  Then you
need not suffer temptation.


Touch him, and I will hunt you
for millennia.  At least he has the balls to show himself!


“Lady Emily?”


“Who am I?  Who exactly
was Aurelia?”


Cursing and yelling filled her
head, muting Garreck’s voice.  Don’t you dare lecture me about
defending a man!  You’re nothing more than imagination gone super awry—oh
my God!  I’m actually arguing with myself.  La, la, la, I’m not
listening anymore, de dum de dum.


Nervously, Garreck stepped out into
the shadowy corridor before returning to stand closer to her.  “I admired
you from afar.  Strength and courage, you were never to be a part of our
world.  Redemption was sought, you, the unsuspecting pawn,
 and we, the ignorant players.”


More confused than ever, Emily
didn’t know what to say.


“Lady Emily, Princess Aurelia was
promised to Urkani upon birth.”


She was too surprised to do
anything more than nod.  Blindly, she reached out for the chaise she stood
by and plopped down.  “Did Aurelia know?” she whispered, as if it were
still a great secret.


“We’ll never know.”


“How do you know of it
then?”


“Once in a while, the austere Elf
joins me in the highest tower overlooking the mists and imbibes in our finest
scotch.”


“A closet lush.  Who
knew?  So, what happened?”


“Aurelia was led to the circle of
standing stones, Elders in disguise hiding from their homeworld assassins.”


“Hang on—“


Garreck waved away Emily’s next
question.  “Another story, another time, Lady Emily.  Aurelia was
chosen to become The Keeper.  Trained in weaponry, educated, and
conditioned for a life of immortality, for thirteen years, she was kept from
everything she knew.  And then, she returned to her kingdom.” 
Garreck’s face became bleak with sorrow.  “So much deceit.”


“Garreck?” Emily whispered. 
“You don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to.”


“No, Emily.  If one of us had
been courageous enough to speak up to Aurelia, mayhaps much would have been
very different.  Aurelia’s half-brother had poisoned her father,
accelerating his aging process until, within hours of her celebrated return,
Aurelia was setting fire to his burial pyre.”


Emily covered her mouth.


“By nightfall, her kingdom had been
whisked away into a hidden realm for the rest of time this earth shall exist.
Everything she knew, her way of life, culture, friends, forests, mountains, and
sea, all her familiar, gone.”


“Why?  I mean,” Emily was
aghast. “To what end?”


“Her half-brother was Lumynari.”


“Well, shit.”


“Aye, shit.”  They
shared a smile before Garreck resumed his tale.


“Drakar, her half-brother, coveted
Aurelia’s throne, but his goddess, Shadow, coveted Aurelia.”


“Aurelia? Why?”


“As the Keeper, she was now
beholden to power Shadow wanted for herself.”


“A goddess would already be pretty
damn powerful.”


Garreck shook his head. 
“Shadow has her own myths and legends, much of it faded from the retelling, but
one thing always stood out: she’d been stripped of much of her power, when
above ground.  Lumynari were to swarm the kingdom, imprison the much
sought after humans—slaves used for practice in their hideous rituals.”


Emily swallowed thickly.  “How
did Aurelia come to be with Broc, and not her kingdom?”


“She was half Lumynari.”


 “Exiled.  Racism.” 
Emily spat out the words contemptuously. 


“Her mother was Lady Dulinia, a
beautiful widow, and her father, King Breton, a besotted fool.  He took in
the widow, not realizing she was Ardra’s daughter.”


“Ardra?”  The name from her
dream-vision.  “Aunsgar’s twin.”


Garreck looked to her, and smiled
gently when she shrugged.  “Drinking scotch seems to awaken memories not quite
my own.”


“Unsettling, I am sure.”


Emily nodded.  “To say the least.  Okay,
so marry Aurelia to Urkani—“


“Urkani was—is—high commander of
Aunsgar’s elite.  He possesses magicks studied and learned for a thousand
years.  His first duty is to his liege.  His position required he
remain with Prince Aunsgar, who was to rule Quemori until Aurelia could return
safely, Drakar having been exterminated.”


“Okay, but how was Aunsgar gonna
know if Drakar was now out of the way, if he was in another realm with Broc and
the gang—sorry, not gang, but, well . . .”


Garreck laughed.  “I ken yer’
meaning. An event none of us foresaw:  Aunsgar refused to leave Aurelia
with Outlanders—us, at that time, as we were known.  Though we were the
guardians of Brwenwind Forest, we were rather barbaric.  Personally, I’ve
always suspected Urkani had desired to watch over the princess as well.”


“Your kindness towards Aurelia, and
now me, makes you unpopular with your laird.”


“I am his half-brother.  We
quarrel often, but I alone guard his back.”


“I thought that was Reignsfeugh’s
job.”


“The Celt places himself wherever
he sees fit.”


“He’s a real Celt? 
Wow.”  She pointed to her head.  “The designs?”


“Initiation into our tribe after
he’d lost all.”


“Lumynari?”


“No.  A tribe of people no
longer existing, not even history has yet ta’ discover.  Doubt they left
anything behind for archaeologists.  They were nomads.  Poisoned most
of his village, stealing possessions, then moved out before morning mists
cleared.  Reignsfeugh had been hunting alone, the passage of a boy into
manhood.  Returning, after several weeks of his isolated journey with the
prize of all kills, a bear, and with nothing more than a knife, strategy, and
his wits,”  Garreck sighed, exasperated with himself.  “I’m tangling
details.  Reignsfeugh’s people believed the closer you achieved a kill
with your bare hands, the higher your rank into manhood.  The larger the
carcass, the more value you showed yourself to be to the tribe.”


“In the meantime, his tribe is
being wiped out.”


Garreck nodded.  “By the time
he turned for home, he smelled the stench of death and saw the circle of
buzzards in the sky long before the village came into sight.”


Emily grimaced.  “That poor
man—kid, wasn’t he just a boy?”


“Aye.  Even if he hadn’t
succeeded the hunt, on that day, he became a man in the worst possible
way.  Not even a dog was left to bark.  None survived.”


“Who were these people?”


“You won’t be able to pronounce the
word in our language, but loose translation means ‘Bleeders’.”


“Helluva name.”


“Few surviving their savage
foraging have told hair raising tales of how, during the night, as villagers
lay dying from poisoned ale and food, Bleeders would cut their own shoulders
allowing blood to river down their arms as they danced around bonfires, and the
dying.”


Emily’s amber eyes darkened. 
“Scatter ash, that they not smell our trail.  Be wary smoke, they forever
assail.  Sister Wind by day, my mother by night, protect us from
Whuulgnah, our enemy of might.”


Garreck’s jaw dropped.  “Mi’
lady, ye’ speak spells handed down—how could you ken such words?  Ancient,
milady.”


“I . . . don’t know.  I see
out someone’s eyes, and I see a woman, young, very young, and with dark skin,
exotic, her hair is like black ink, long, long and glossy.  She’s looking
to me, nods as I repeat after her the spells you just heard.  Many people
walk towards us.  She’s dropping ash as we walk.  A caravan of
people.  There aren’t many of us left.  We’re being followed.” 
Emily’s eyes rounded.  “I see you and Reignsfeugh!  All of you. 
I see us . . . hiking.  It’s so cold.”  Emily shuddered, folding her
arms, huddling.  “Hard to breathe.  Rain.  So much rain. 
It washes the ash away.  We’re stopping.  We’re being followed. 
Why are we stopping?”  Emily shook her head, cobwebs clearing. 
“What’s happening to me, Garreck?”


“I will take you to Aunsgar. 
He has mandated you will weapons train with him.  It is his knowledge you
seek for your answers.”


“I fail to understand why I must
suffer partial stories and hidden truths.”  Emily surged from the chaise,
brushing past Garreck.  She did not notice the shock on his face, nor his
reflexive grasp tightening around the hilt of his ancient sword, regardless his
attire, that he was never without.


Lady Emily’s tirade had been spoken
in the Balkorian . . . the language of Lumynari.
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Strangers to him, these oaks, pine
and elm.  Alive and humming, yet not as ancient as his beloved trees of
Mt. Grwenwood, nor Brwenwind Forest.  Still, he could not refrain from
placing his hands upon their bark, enthralled by their stories.  And they
were plentiful.  Never had a forest encountered someone possessing ability
to hear them, communicate in return, or laugh at their stiff humor. 
Stories vibrated and hummed, all speaking on cue, interjecting their bit of the
tale like scenes read for a play.  Their scratchy voices spoke of warriors
he’d viewed in Allen’s books, their coppery bodies painted, these warriors much
like Elvenkind, kindred with all creatures of the forest; respectful of nature
and all she had to offer.  Pine, oak and ash told of catastrophic storms,
brethren they’d lost to flames, and humans, the way squirrels tickled when
racing—collectively, they silenced.


She burst into the glen, a ray of
light in an otherwise darkened copse.  Her hair, an unusual silvery
mixture, almost glowed like moonbeams.  


He was spellbound.  


A nymph?  Here? 
But, they had vacated from these lands, long before humans had arrived. 
Unaware of his presence, she made her way to a flat-topped boulder he’d not
been aware of seconds earlier.  The rock was large enough in diameter that
many men could pull up chairs and conduct council meetings, its top a makeshift
table of sorts.  He’d also seen the likes used for laying battle maps
upon.  He shook himself from memories of bloodshed.  The woman made
swirling motions on the massive rock’s top with her index finger, then placed
her palm in its center.  Even from here, the Elven prince could hear the
boulder begin to hum.


She vanished!


Startled, he could only stand
there, and try very hard not to have his jaw drop down in a very un-Elven like
manner, because . . . for mere seconds, before she’d disappeared, he could have
sworn he saw the inside of Castle MacLarrin’s great hall.  What sorcery
played here?  And how was it, Lumynari were seated at a trestle table,
breaking their fast with Forest Lords and Lady Emily?


About to move closer towards where
she’d been standing, sudden thrashing of brush and cursing forced him to
quickly press back in the shadows of spruce.  


Two males burst into the
clearing.  Human.  Mortal.  Aunsgar had never seen such a
gargantuan sized man before, his girth easily the size of three men, his legs
more like tree stumps than flesh and bone.  The other was slight in frame,
almost bent with his thinness, and sniffling.  Coughing.  More
sniffling, gasping for breath.  He pulled something from his pocket, put
it into his mouth and inhaled deeply.  Replacing the odd contraption into
his pocket, Aunsgar watched the man’s color revive as his breathing
eased.  


The woman shimmered.


The giant lurched, fisted her hair,
and yanked back.


The woman screamed, struggled and
was thrown to the ground.  The thin man aimed his peculiar weapon at her
face.  She cowered as the giant put a white stick of sorts in his mouth,
then lit it with fire from a small device.  Smoke emanated from nostrils
large enough to be classified as a snout.  Stench of smoke wafted closer
to Aunsgar.  Almost, the Elven prince gagged.  Trees whimpered. 
His hand still upon the oak, he received hasty visions of these white
contraptions causing immense blazes.


Aunsgar was in a vision.  A
dream-vision.  Yet, unlike before, this time his flesh puckered in
the chill winter air, he could smell dank forest debris, and male
humans’ sweat, both pungent enough to taste.  Her racing heart pulsated in
his ears as if it were his own.  If closer, he knew he could reach out and
touch her just as certainly as he touched these various trees.  


For reasons he’d examine later,
he’d been brought here to save her.  Muttering incantations he’d not
needed in nearly three millennia, his sword suddenly appeared in his hand;
around him, air tightened and then released.  The ancient war horn of his
people sounded, blown from his long dead ancestors.  He heard her quick
intake of breath.  The largest of her enemies spun, nearly toppling from
his weight.


“Who the hell are you?”


“You will release my betrothed.” 
Aunsgar had no idea what possessed him to make such a claim.  Visions
weren’t always something one could control.


The man aimed his weapon. 
Clicking ensued.  Aunsgar was pretty sure something had gone terribly
wrong, judging by the startled look on the man’s face.  Thin man
charged.  He too suffered difficulty managing his weapon.  As he
closed in on Aunsgar, he flipped the long stick around, wielding it as a
club.  Aunsgar leapt into the air.  Spun.  Swiped his
sword.  Descended.  His nameless enemy stared, stupefied.  Blood
seeped from his neck.  Aunsgar watched the man fall to his knees, dead
before his torso thudded against the ground.  Elven prince wasted no time
with the enemy still to his back.  In one fluid motion, he was airborne,
turned, swiped his sword across the enemy, and descended, his own body now a
barrier between the woman and the giant, though he knew the male would never
again torment this woman.


The man’s head toppled forward,
rolled down his robust frame, and cradle-rocked upon forest debris.


Behind him, the woman retched.


Kit, Sister Wind whispered. Kit,
Kit, Kit.  Laughter faded from the elemental as she gusted upwards
towards the canopy.  Aunsgar slowly turned and looked down at the
woman.  Up close, her hair was even more glorious, her bone structure
tiny, her fear palpable.


“Kit?”


She looked up at him and both froze,
stunned.  “H-how do you know my name?”


He stepped back.  “How is it
your eyes glitter like that of the Lumynari, yet, clearly, you are human?”


Shaken roughly, Aunsgar opened his
eyes.  


Urkani towered over him. 
Wildly, Aunsgar scanned his surroundings.  His private solar. 
Alba.  He’d been napping in front of the hearth . . .


His commander glowered down at
him.  Uncharacteristic.


“Kit,” Aunsgar said, surprised by
the weakness of his voice.


“Still, you seek meaning?”


“I have, at long last, found the
answer to the riddle.  She will need me.”  Aunsgar swept his long
legs over the side of the chaise, sitting up.  About to rub his face free
of vision-cobwebs, Urkani grabbed his hands.  Questioningly, Aunsgar
looked up—


“How are my hands covered with
blood?”


“Perhaps she has already made use
of you?”


“We must prepare.  Her peril
is not over.  She will not have time.”


“So, this strange word, Kit,
is a place where we will find ourselves doing battle?”


Aunsgar crossed the length of his
large private chamber and poured soothing warm water over his hands from an
ancient urn.  “I sensed Maira’s soul.  In this life, she is called
Kit.  And she will be my wife.”  Aunsgar paused his task and lifted
his head, staring off.  “Her eyes glowed.”


“Lumynari?”


Aunsgar made of face of confusion
and shrugged his shoulders.


Urkani passed his liege a drying
cloth.  “A thousand years, you have searched for meaning. 
Wife?  Lumynari?”


“For the first time in a
thousand years, I feel alive.” Aunsgar dried his face, laughed, and just as
abruptly, sobered.  “I hope I did not cry out?”


“No, I had just arrived to tell you
Dezenial mentally communicates with Princess Emily.”


Aunsgar closed his eyes.  “I
will not allow Forest Lords, nor Pendaran, to once again cause her death. 
Nor will I allow them to keep her from her one true mate.  Not this time.”


“We will forsake ourselves.”


Aunsgar grinned.  “You hardly
seem alarmed by such a notion.”


“We have awaited the return of our
true queen far longer than any of us expected.  In such time, we have seen
neither Pendaran, nor the Elders.  May they all be damned for what they
have wrought upon us; what they will wrought upon Emily, should they return.”


“Tell me more about Dezenial having
communicated with our spirited Emily.”


“As you will do likewise, and
reveal more, this vision of a human possessing Lumynari traits.”
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“I’ve been here five days! 
I’m telling you, no one has heard of Castle MacLarrin—MacLarrin
period!  Okay, I take that back.  I was directed to a family bearing
the last name, but believe me, dad, they do not own a castle.  They
referred to me as ‘daft’, then, laughing at me, said if I found a castle
displaying their name, to be sure and let them know so they could pack their
belongings and move into their new life of leisure.  I hate these people;
I hate this country. They don’t even drive on the right side of the damn road!”


“You’re making the wrong
contacts.  A castle doesn’t just sit somewhere, no one knowing of its
existence.”


Peter sighed overly loud. 
“Look through your papers again.  Make sure you’ve given me the correct
address because what you did give me isn’t showing up on my GPS. 
You sure there wasn’t a phone number?  Who conducts business without a phone
number?”


 I should kick myself for
having not thought to acquire a copy of those damn papers.  I could read
through them myself versus standing here like a moron. 


“We’ve discussed this.  A
phone number wasn’t provided, just an email address.  I’ve sent several
inquiries, but keep receiving something from a daemon-mailer stating address
isn’t functioning.”


“Then, where the hell did you
send Emily?”


Silence.


“It’s a scam.  Someone wanted
you in Scotland.  Instead, you sent Emily.  No telling where the dunce
ended up.”


“Why would anyone want me in
Scotland, Peter?  I don’t know anyone there.”


Another sigh.  “To get you out
of the way,” he articulated.


“You can change your tone,
son.  Now, what the hell would someone need me out of the way for?  I
buy and sell houses.  Occasionally, I luck out and sell commercial real
estate.  So, again, out of the way for what reason?” 


Peter raked fingers through his
wavy black hair.  “I don’t know.  I just know don’t know.  Look,
the old woman running this Bed & Breakfast made remarks with possible
merit.  She claims strange stories abound about a mysterious
castle.”  Peter’s voice indicated his contempt.  “It can’t hurt to
look into—“


“What kinds of strange
stories?  This phone call is costing me a fortune—get to the point!”


“Supposedly, thousands of years
ago, some guy turned his back on a woman of great significance.  She was
guardian to secrets that would one day enable her to save humanity. 
Instead, she was murdered, and his clan was cursed with immortality.” 
Peter rolled his eyes and shook his head as if having this conversation in
person with his father and not from the other side of the world, leaning
against his rented BMW.


“He must look a sight.”  Chase
chortled at his own joke.  “Living for a thousand years.”


“Yeah, well, there’s more. The
castle’s shrouded in mists, and exists in another realm.”  Peter
grimaced.  Unbelievable.  I’m actually repeating this crap. 
“The woman alleges it’s nestled between these two mega-sized mountains I’m
looking at right now.  No telling what’s really behind this ridiculous
myth, but I’ll drive on up and take a look.”  Peter’s attention fell on
the disconcerting hag.  She didn’t even bother with discretion as she
listened in on his conversation.  Her beady eyes made clear she disapproved
of nonbelief of her statements.  Almost, he told her to get back to her
forever sweeping snow from cobblestone walkways.  Yesterday, she’d dared
recruit him to assist with carrying in wood.  He’d quickly set her
straight.  He was not here to perform manual labor.  He wore
Armani.  He did not do service work.  “Look, it’s cold
here.  Not exactly Texas.  Picking up a few sweaters and heading on
up the way the woman suggested.  Several hours ride, and some shit about
where the crow flies, or so I’ve been warned.”’


“What’s the name of ‘em? 
Maybe I can navigate where you’re going on my computer.”


“Beats the hell outa me.”


“Any word about Emily?”


“No one recognizes her photo. 
Hell, that mane of hair alone should jog memories, but, no, so I checked the plane’s
manifest.  Had to lie, said I was sent to investigate her for child
abandonment.  Authorities were quick to jump through hoops then.”


“And?”


“Her name isn’t on there. 
Neither is yours.  No ticket was purchased in your name, your credit
card.  Nada.  And the flight staff lacked any recollection of her.”


“Is this some kind of joke?”


Peter winced as several times, his
father beat the phone against something solid.  “I’ll hire Don to
investigate,” Chase said, sounding worn down.  “He slimes around rules. 
If he can’t find her, you can rest assured, it means she’s dead.  I’m
curious about that limo driver last seen with her.  He’s gone too.” 
Chase loudly exhaled and Peter recognized sounds of his father smoking
again.  “None of the staff recall a fill-in for Stuart, hell, even Stuart
looks blankly when we ask where he was that day.  Says he was never gone
and wonders if we’re playing a prank on him.  Did you stop by the car
rental place?  Been in touch with them?  They sure chased down my
insurance.  What about hospitals?  Maybe she’s a Jane Doe.  Damn
it all, somebody crashed that car!”


“That’s the other thing—“


“What other thing?!”


“They didn’t know what I was
talking about.  I showed the rental clerk a photo and she still didn’t
know who I was talking about—“


“Maybe you were at the wrong one,
or it was a different shift when Emily—“


“I thought of that.  I’ve
thought of everything you’ve suggested!  If you’d give me a minute, and
remember you didn’t send an amateur to do this . . . it’s owned and operated by
the same person.  They don’t generate enough business to hire staff. 
I asked to see the contract Emily signed.  They insisted none
existed.  None of their cars had been involved in accidents, especially
not the kind Emily was supposedly in.  The woman straight-faced me better
than your poker buddies.”


Again, silence.


“Hello?”


“I’m here,” Chase grumbled. 
“If no accidents, what the hell am I being billed for?”


“I don’t know.”


“Seems common ground for you.”


“Maybe you’d rather be here?”


“Yeah, maybe.  Emily’s in
Scotland, but didn’t take any flights.  She drove somewhere, crashed a car
suddenly no one claims ownership to, and there lacks a contract or a witness to
validate these events.  No one recognizes her picture.  MacLarrin
Castle fails to exist.  Peter, where is she?  My God, what have I
sent that child into?  You sure you didn’t see her before she
left?”


Well, shit.  Ever since he
found out I choked the chit, he’s suspected every move I make when it comes to
precious Emily.  Couldn’t wait to see her shocked expression when I walked
down the aisle with another woman, but dear-old-dad had to intervene. 
Everyone’s worried about sweet little Emily.  Dumbass spent good money,
sending her here to Scotland.  First Class tickets.  The seizure of
fits mom had . . . good money spent on a baseborn bitch hadn’t sat well with
mother.  “Relax.  No, I never saw her prior to her flight. 
I’ll drive to these mountains, ask whomever I see if they know of Castle
MacLarrin, and contact you in a few days.”


“Few days my ass!  You
contact me daily!  First time I don’t hear from you, I’m filing a
Missing Person’s report.  One of you unaccounted for is more than enough!”


Peter clenched his jaw.


“Your mother’s walking in the
door.  Gotta go.  This situation has her very distressed.”


Peter threw the phone into the
car.  Distress, my ass!  Mother suffers for reasons matching my
own—your obsession with Emily?!  I’m going to kill the little bitch! 
Screw using her body for a few days.  Bash her head in; clear out. 
How can I be blamed?  There’s an impounded wrecked car, blood on
the seat and steering wheel.  When they find her body, they’ll think
someone tried to help her, failed, placed her on the side of the road. 
Except, he’d been nearly all over Inverness, showing her photo to any and every
able body person he came into contact with.  If the rental contract no
longer existed, so too, his alibi might have holes.  Damn.  Maybe
I should act a bit more distraught.  No, no, then I’ll really be
remembered.  Need to remain invisible.  Easily forgotten.  I’ll
take this drive, sleep in the car if need be, and if nothing comes of it . . .
I’m going home.  


His father could do his own damn
searching for precious Emily.  I have a wife in New York.  Maybe. 
Margo had stopped accepting his calls at her office.  This morning, he’d
received the ultimate in recordings: the number to her cell phone was no longer
valid.  


Beyond time to find Emily and
end this stupid goosechase once and for all!
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“A reprieve from your training, you
will accompany Allen this sunrise.”


It took Emily long seconds to
mentally digest what Urkani was offering.  Suspicion replaced
surprise.  Best remain silent.  Sipping her coffee, she eyed
her tormentor over its rim.  Questioning an Elf commander was never a good
idea, or so she’d discovered these past several weeks that he’d been causing
her physical mind-screaming pain.  Archery, proper sword
handling—her pricey instructor had been an idiot!  Apparently, quillons
are for gouging foreheads and ripping out throats, not artsy fartsy décor on
pretty swords. 


Hours upon a barebacked horse—saddle
forbidden, no bit, no reigns. Nope. Not allowed. Only a thick padding.  Gee,
thanks, guy.  The proper squeeze of her thighs would communicate to the
beast which direction she wished to travel.  His mane, Urkani instructed, was
for her to steady herself, not to hang on to for dear life.  He became truly
deranged when she bounced around like a ball in a box, during a simple canter. 
Hold with thighs. Flow with the horse. Gently grapple the mane.  Urkani
furthered her conviction he was hell bent on making her life hell when he
forced her to master shooting the target with arrows!  While the damn
horse galloped! Yeah, because that’s a handy trick to have up one’s sleeve. 
Pfff.  By night, she begged every god for mercy while easing her tortured
limbs into scalding water.  


Nope, not gonna make one smart
remark to this merciless tyrant offering me a day off.  My luck, Mr. Evil
will change his mind and decide today’s the day I learn escape from thumbscrews.


Male laughter erupted in her
head.  She reciprocated by mentally giving fang-face the bird. 
Laughter was choked off by threats and the damnation of all female kind.


“Scone, lass?”  Colin offered,
passing a towel-covered basket across the table.


Emily flinched.  “Sorry. 
Daydreaming.  Uh, thanks to O’Shay’s subtle hint, I’ll pass.”


Silverware clattered.  Male
attention pinned Aedan.


Colin’s mouth twitched.  “And
what has the wily beastie done ta’ ye’ now, Lady Emily?”


“It would seem he practices Maeve’s
technique of kneading dough.”  Emily stirred more cream into her
coffee.  Even the voice in her head abruptly silenced.  


Colin dropped his scone with a
thud.


“No, no, no, not real
dough.  Those are safe enough to eat.”


“Then, I doona’ understand.”


“He mistook my derriere for
dough.  Think I’ll . . . diet for . . . awhile.”  Emily gawked. 
Aedan ran atop tables, leapt over Colin and dove out the window, deftly
escaping Broc’s sword.  Bellowing, several men dove after the shield
guard.  Broc fumed.  Stomped.  Cursed.  Raked his hair back
with his fingers, and stormed over to the window to watch.


“Is someone going to explain why
O’Shay gets Aedan nearly killed every time I open my big mouth?”


“High time someone put that mouser
in his place,” Broc grumbled, still glaring out over his upper bailey. 
Male shouting floated back to them.


“Lady Emily—“


Emily squealed, staring up at
Allen.


“I dare say, you should be well
used to my presence by now.”


“I told you to rattle chains or something.”


Forks clambered upon tabletops, and
became airborne before settling.


“Uh, the idea is before you
arrive, Allen.”  Emily clamped her still dancing spoon.


“If you are ready, I will escort
you to the passage where his auto remains hidden.”


Urkani towered over her until she
accepted his hand, bummed her second cup of coffee would have to remain
untouched.


“Good journey, milady,” Broc
sheathed his sword, bowing deeply to her.  “I’ve mi’ own hells ta’
attend.”


She openly admired the way his
thighs flexed in the pale tight leggings, soft leather knee boots carrying him
across the vast stone hall.  “Okay, I’ll bite.  What’s my hell
to be?”


“A day with Allen,” Urkani mused.


“Nothing is ever simple with you,
Urkani.  You lie and you suck at it.”


Aunsgar laughed, watching his
commander bristle.  Urkani inhaled deeply and visibly calmed.  “You
have mastered many techniques and your ability to ride and hit your mark with
bow earns you a reprieve.”


“It’s killing you to part with a
compliment, isn’t it?”


“My suffrage is great.”


“Thought Elves were above revealing
emotion?” Kavan asked, having just come down from his night watch.  The
guard filled a wooden bowl with hot porridge before straddling the aged
bench.  


“Apparently, I’m a bad influence.”
Emily waggled her brows.


“My lady, we might wish to begin
our journey while the way remains open for you,” Allen said, nervously eyeing
the Elves.


“I’ll ride wi’ you,” Kavan piped
up, dropping scones into a makeshift sack of his tunic’s hem.  Meowing
erupted, O’Shay skidding to a halt in front of Emily and twining himself in and
around her calves.  Emily scooped up the heavy tom, nuzzling his thick
neck, eliciting loud purring.  “You want to go too?”  O’Shay answered
with pathetic mewling.


“Uh, I’ll stay.”  Kavan dumped
his pilfered scones onto the table.


“Why?  Because the cat’s
going?”


“Especially because the
cat’s going.  Trouble follows that mouser.  Better I remain, and
sleep.  Startin’ ta’ feel the consequences of having been up all night.”


“I thought you liked checking out
the Goth chicks?”  Absently, Emily scratched O’Shay’s head.  


Kavan glowered at the feline. 
“Ye’v no shame, O’Shay, no shame whatsoever.  Mi’ apologies,
milady.”  A quick nod, the watchman gathered his food and quickly vacated
their presence.  Too quickly.


“Perhaps, Allen, you should take
Princess Emily and uh, her cat before the Outlanders realize their
quarry has returned to his mistress?”


Emily nuzzled O’Shay’s round
face.  “You’re in big trouble, fat boy.”


Several men erupted into laughter,
choking into their fists when Emily eyed them.  She was missing something
. . . a big something.


“You’re coming with me.”  She
hefted the huge tom over her shoulder, patting his backside much like an
infant.  “Those mean men touch you, we’ll turn ‘em into kitty chow for you to snack on.  Let me grab my
rolls of film, Allen, then I’ll meet you at the drawbridge.”  She
giggled.  “There’s a sentence I never thought to hear myself say.”


*  
*   *   *   *


 


“I thought lightening didn’t strike
during snow storms.”


A large raven cawed from the
thatched roof.  Peter eyed the pest, still annoyed over its pre-dawn
racket.  The hag listened to the bird then she turned around, put a hand
to her brow, and studied the far horizon of twin mountains, their peaks lost in
thick clouds.


Now I’ve seen everything. 
As if the dumb bird actually communicates to this woman.  Jesus, this is a
bunch of crap I’m saddled with. 


“Today, you will see your
castle.”  


Peter glanced the mountains in time
to witness a jagged streak of lightening.  Oddest thing.  If I
believed in the supernatural, or had half a brain, I’d be on the next plane
outa here.  “Thought you said the castle was nothing more than
legend?”  Cawing disrupted the quiet again, the bird shuddering, its black
feathers puffing.  The old woman’s gaze shifted, encompassing him once
again.  


He’s a mean Sassenach. 
Just like the others from before.


Black bird dipped its head,
agreeing, their mental connection continuing.


He tries hiding it, but stench
of treachery seeps from his very pores.  Once, Cianna, I would have
cowered, terrified of his ilk.  ‘Tis why I like this realm.  No one
can come up to a body’s home and tear it down. No one can burn you out, nor
cast ye’ into winter’s snow, your bairns dyin’ from cold.


“Did you hear me?”


The old woman nodded.  “Aye,
laddie, I hear ye’; all o’ Hell hears ye’.  You go on up to those
mountains.  You’ll find what ye’ seek.”  Bitterness filled her
tone.  “When ye’ arrive at the village, mind yer’ tongue.”


 “Excuse me?”


“ ‘Tis said the townsfolk be
guardians of the MacLarrin.  If ye’ are as rude there, as ye’ ‘ave been
here, ye’ might no’ like what comes ta’ teach ye’ some manners, laddie.”


Peter marched towards her.


The elder’s eyes shifted. 
Flames flickered in place of irises.  “Whoa!”  Peter flung an arm
over his face, and dipped down and back.  He leapt from the porch in order
to avoid falling.  Righting himself, he looked up, terrified evil—


Gone.  


Everything.  


Radically altered.  The entire
building, now nothing more than dilapidated.  Wraparound porch, he seconds
ago stood upon, rotted with more boards missing than remaining.  Snow
covered garden had morphed into a dark, savage, overgrown continuous knot of
brambles and vines.  


And the hag with fire-eyes had
vanished.


Overly large raven spread its
wings, repeatedly dipped its head, and cawed wildly.  Shadows swirled and
thickened, reaching for him from over the barely existing picket fence. 
Sprinting to his car, grateful he’d had the mindset to load his luggage last
night, he leapt in before realizing he was on the wrong side.  Fuck! 
Clamoring out, racing around to the other side, he again crammed in, fumbled
with the key fob and finally got the damn thing inserted, turned, and
started.  Engine roaring never sounded so good.  He glanced back at
the house.


Something stared back. Partially
hidden behind grime-covered broken window.  His skin puckered.  Hands
shook.  Gravel and snow spewed from churning tires, Peter speeding away
from the impossible.


“Cianna, go warn our guardian that
trouble hunts his woman; trouble from the mortal realm.”


The raven took flight, lifting
higher and higher before large wings expanded further.  Feathers
fluttered.  Caught up in the wind, hundreds and hundreds of black feathers
swirled, arced and spiraled downward until coming to rest on a long forgotten
field.  The old witch observed the bird contort into what humans would
have screamed, crossed themselves, and ran to the nearest church, should they
witness up close what flew high, high above.  None would openly admit to
having witnessed a gargoyle, very much alive, soaring towards a castle not seen
on this side o’ the ‘door’.  Last night, Lady Fate had ordained the
treacherous mortal to be shown the way to Castle MacLarrin.  So be
it.  But first loyalty to Hades decreed Cianna to be sent to warn
Dezenial, regardless Fate’s fury over her deceit.  As far as she was
concerned, where had Fate been when her wee Robby died in her arms during those
horrific Clearances?  Hades had wrapped her bairn in ermine, personally
cradling his lifeless body during her son’s final journey.  In return,
Hades had instructed Aggie that one day, his own son would need help—mortal
realm help.  “Hurry, Cianna,” the ancient pagan whispered. 
“Please get Dezenial . . . for all of our sakes.”
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“These won’t be ready until next
week?”


“Nay, milady.  I ‘ave ta’ send
them on down ta’ the city—Inverness.”


“Okay.  Why don’t we make it
two weeks?  That way, no one has to rush on my account in this
weather.”  Provides the perfect excuse to escape Urkani again,
Emily mused.


Allysyn’s smile ignited her
face.  “Tha’ would be verra fine, milady.  Mi’ da volunteers with the
other men ta’ plow the village.  They’ll be at it for several days.” 
She leaned over the counter, and dropped her voice.  “Snow seems ta’ fall
hardest just after they shovel and sweep.  They shake their fists at the
sky, curse, warm their innards with whisky, and begin again.  Fer’ years,
he’s been at this.”  She laughed, shook her head, and scooped up the
numerous film envelopes Emily had finished filling out.  “Have a look
around.  Ye’ might see somethin’ ye’ like before returnin’ to yer’ side o’
the door.  Allen, your order of pens arrived yesterday.”


Allen dipped his face closer to
Emily’s ear.  “Don’t have much.  Buy something.  It’s how they
make their living, winters slowing down tourists and profits.”


“Ghosts ordering pens?” Emily
whispered back.  She moved away and started browsing various winter gloves
and knit scarves.  Urkani had slipped her modern money, several hundred
pounds, relaying that Broc had offered for her to buy whatever essentials she
needed.  These plaid wool scarves were lovely.


“By chance, did Aedan travel wi’
ye’?”


“No, just O’Shay,” Emily answered
with a smile.


Visibly disappointed, Allysyn
lifted her light burden of boxed envelopes and turned away.  “I’ll get
yer’ pens, Allen.”


Hide, Keer’dra, now!


Thought I was rid of you.


Cease your commentary. 
Hide.  I command you to obey!


La, la, la, I can’t hear you.
La, la, la.


KEER’DRA!


Emily’s hand flung up before she
could catch herself; before remembering ferocious shouting was in her head, not
her physical reality.  Allen gave her a curious look.


“Um, maybe we should leave,” she
suggested.


“We’ve only just arrived.  I
promised Prince Aunsgar—Henry’s coming.”


“Here now, we ‘ave customers and
the girl’s—Allen?”  A brawny man exploded from the curtained
backroom.  Gah, he could double as Barney Rubble!


Allen offered a slight nod, and
rocked back on his heels.  “Henry.”


“Och, ye’ ken mi’ Allysyn. 
She’ll be wrapping yer’ pens, bagging ‘em all pretty like,” he shook his
balding head.  “What can we do fer the laird today?”


Emily tried being covert versus
straight out staring.  How this man sired willowy, beautiful Allysyn was
beyond what she could wrap her head around.  Almost, she laughed.


“O’Shay!”  The man smacked the
countertop.  Emily jerked.  “I see ye’ travel wi’ a bonny
companion.”  He winked at Emily.  “Come up ‘ere, ye’ scurvy weasel.”


“He was a sailor, decades,” Allen
muttered.


“Think we can get him to say ‘ahoy,
matey’?”


Allen deadpanned.  


O’Shay jump upon the high counter,
distracting them both.  The cat stared down at the treat Henry had
offered.  Settling on rear haunches, staring stupefied at the small
vittle, O’Shay cocked his head as if indeed curious about Henry’s offering.


 “ ‘Tis no’ verra courteous
ta’ turn yer’ nose up at an offer of food,” Henry boomed at the red tom.


O’Shay hissed.


“O’Shay!  I’m so sorry!” 
Emily glared at the animal.  “You’re rude, O’Shay!”  Embarrassed, she
gathered the feline. “I’m afraid he’s spoiled; therefore, ruined.”


“An adequate description of the
creature.  He’s also been sniffin’ around mi’ Allysyn.”


O’Shay hissed, this time swatting
at the man.


“Oh my God!  I’m so—“


“Ye’ yellow-bellied sea rat!” 
Henry bustled his thick frame from behind the counter.  Floor planks
creaked and Emily could feel them vibrate under her feet as the man lumbered
towards them.  O’Shay rocket-launched off Emily, running out the still
open glass door from a customer having just left.  “Come back ‘ere!” 
Henry stood at the entrance, shaking his fist.


“I’ll go find him.”  Emily
sighed, pressing her sweater to absorb sprouting blood where O’Shay’s claws had
gouged her.  “Give me a minute, Allen.  He’s pretty good about coming
right to me.”  She made her way to the door.  “Damn cat.  All I
need is to chase through town, looking the idiot in front of strangers.”


“I’d leave ‘im ta’ freeze,” Henry
snapped loudly, obviously still yelling at the nowhere-to-be-seen cat.


“I’ve sure he merely sniffs
around your Allysyn because he’s mooching food.  I have to find my
cat.”  Emily’s glare had the desired effect as she squeezed past the man.


Cold, late noon wind smacked her
blind.  She needed sun.  Texas sun.  Snow was all fine
and good, at first.  It quickly became a royal pain in the—


“O’Shay!”  


I should be like Brits.  A
grin lit her face, what cats were referred to here versus back home. 
“Here, pussy, pussy, pussy!”  She couldn’t hold back giggling.  Nor
was she going to repeat that.  “Just too awful,” she whispered to herself.


 Red tail flicked before
darting past a stranger huddled in a red phone booth, the man’s car still
running, exhaust fumes turning the snow black.  “O’Shay!  You get
back here right now, or I’m leaving you here!”


The man turned to glance her.


“Sorry,” Emily muttered,
embarrassed she’d been caught yelling.


Recognition delayed.


The man’s was lightning fast.


Leather-gloved hand clamped hard
across her mouth.  Strong arm squeezed around her waist, forcing out the
last of her air.  “Move, and I’ll snap your neck,” Peter hissed in her
ear.  “Get in the car, Emily.”


Yowling erupted at their
feet.  Emily’s muted screams were to no avail.  She flung her arms,
and even tried bashing her head back against his mouth.  Nothing broke his
stranglehold, her lip now split by her own teeth.


Abruptly, Peter hollered out in
pain.  O’Shay wrapped around his ankle, sinking canines into flesh. 
Peter kicked furiously.  O’Shay dangled, midair, welded to the man’s
calf.  With his other foot, Peter kicked the cat.  It had the desired
effect.  Barracuda jaws released their hold.  Peter commenced
dragging Emily backwards, towards his rental.  “Get in, or I put a hole
through your back.”


Emily froze.  Something hard
jabbed her spine.


“How the hell did you get a gun
into this country?”


“Know a few people.”


“How did you find me?”  She
struggled against being shoved down into the vehicle.  This time, the gun
pressed against the base of her skull.


“You’ll drive.”


Feline screams and yowls
erupted.  Darkness quickly airbrushed the skies as if evil forces closed
in.  Fitting. 


Peter yelped.


“O’Shay,” Emily yelled, terrified
Peter would harm the cat.


“That’s your cat?” 
Peter swiveled the gun around, aiming at the enraged furball.  “Why am I
not surprised?”


“O’Shay!  Get back! 
Scat!” Emily stomped in front of the animal.  Sprayed with snow, rabid
feline bounded backwards.  And arched.  The beast’s puffed tail
swished side-to-side.  Awful keening emitted from deep within its
chest.  Pupils dilated into black marbles.


“It’s almost comical.  A cat
defending a human.  Touching.”  Peter pivoted, motioning with his
weapon for Emily to turn around as well and get into the car.


“Seems your friends in the store
want to play the hero.  Get in the damn car, Emily, or I shoot them.”


She couldn’t move.  She stared
beyond Peter’s shoulder.


“Get.in.the.car, Emily, or I swear,
I’ll kill you right here.  Your stupid cat will be fine.  In fact,
why don’t I just end his miserable life?” Peter swung around, gun raised. 
“Jesus Christ!”


A naked man charged.


“Aedan?” Emily squeaked.


BOOM!  


Emily screamed.  


Aedan slipped to his knees. 
His hand splayed his stomach, sieving blood.  Suddenly, black barrel of
death pressed against Emily’s brow, burning her skin.


“Get in the fucking car, Emily.”


She submitted.


Rear door slammed.  “Drive.
Now!”


“There are people coming out. 
They’ll be hit.”  He’d shot Aedan.  O’Shay was Aedan.  Aedan
was bleeding.  O’Shay watched her bathe.  Aedan ran from the hall,
Broc’s men tearing after him.


“As usual, you’ve caused a
catastrophe.  I said DRIVE!”  The  gun pressed against the back
of her skull.  Emily’s bladder threatened to empty.  


He’d shot Aedan.


“Plow through them.  I don’t
care. Get us out of here.”  His voice slithered six feet lower.  “Or
I roll down the window and shoot them.”


Emily laid on the horn. 
Bodies leapt out of her way.  BMW accelerated down narrow cobbled roads,
fishtailing on ice.  Peter shot Aedan, her mantra repeated.  Aedan
was O’Shay—had been.  No doubt, he was now dead.
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Innya made a face.  “Centuries
pass, and still you fight like a woman!”


“Aye, ‘tis a woman I fight, so I
give ye’ the highroad.  I canna raise arms against ye’ like I would a
mohn.”  Garreck offered a slight bow.  


Chivalry nearly decapitated him. 



Murmurs rippled through the bailey
as Innya fiercely battled, proving Garreck had erred in his assumptions. 
Broc chuckled.  These two had spent centuries exchanging barbs.  He
was reminded of how Urkani and Aurelia had used to quarrel in much the same
manner.  And now, how many times had he and his men stepped between Urkani
and Emily’s hair raising arguments?  S’blood, the lass was ruthless when
plotting devilry against Urkani.  Twice, the Elven commander had been
forced ta’ leap from his horse or be tossed.  Her inability to cease
laughing at him nearly resulted in her impalement from the furious Elf, had
Garreck not interceded.  


Garreck.


Humor vanquished.  Emily and
Garreck were quite chummy of late.  Broc did not like how it made him
feel.  As if sensing sudden ill thoughts, Garreck’s attention swung to his
laird.  Broc waved for them to continue.  


“Chances you offer are cause for
you to lose, Garreck.”  Innya said, not even winded from their mock
battle.  “In battle, you do not allow adversaries such opportunity, even
if they be female.”  Faking a spin, Innya lunged at Garreck’s chest.


“S’blood!  She nearly skewered
ye’!”  Kavan laughed, shouting down from his watchtower.  “Mi’lord,
Elves arrive.”  


A few minutes later, his face
appeared again.  Fear snatched his boyish grin.  “They be armed!”


Fey horns bellowed in the far distance. 
Motion ceased.  Attention swiveled towards the forest.  Those horns
were laden with magicks—only used from the modern side o’ the door. 
Something had happened!  Broc pushed away from the wall he’d lazed
against.  “Emily’s down there!”  


Aunsgar strode with determination
into Broc’s lists, an entourage of Elven warriors dressed in full battle
regalia following suit.  


“Evil surrounds Emily.”  He
and his retinue came to a halt.


“Allen nears,” Garreck warned.


Everyone looked to the ancient
Forest Lord who in turn stared somewhere behind Broc.  Broc spun just as
Allen shimmered into view.  The scholar lunged, grabbing at Broc’s sleeve.


“A man grabbed Emily.  A
gun.  Aedan’s been shot.  I think he’s dying.  His stomach
empties of blood.”


Broc grabbed Allen’s throat and
bared his teeth.  “Where’s Princess Emily?”


“Man . . . has her.”


“What mohn?”


“Short, dark hair.  Expensive
clothes. Black fancy car.  He forces her to drive.  She’s bringing
him . . . here.  Aedan—“


Broc shoved Allen from him. 
With two fingers, he sounded a shrill whistle.  The piercing stopped after
long sounding and was promptly followed by Garreck’s ox horn.  Deep blasts
constricted air.  Answering horns wailed from numerous turrets throughout
the miles of castle compound.


Air crackled.  Blood of enemy
would spill this eve.  Short dark hair? Not Lumynari white?  Who
is this mysterious enemy?  Broc held out his arm before any witnessed
the bird of prey.  As guardsmen and warriors battle-readied themselves,
the peregrine glided towards Broc, landed, her talons gripping his leather
bracer.  “Lady Falcon, your son is in the modern’s realm.  He’s been
shot.”


The bird riotously chirped. 
Broc held up his other hand.  Falcon settled.  “Can you tend
him?”  Sharp chirps answered.  “Urkani, she’ll need your herbs. 
And your magicks combined with her own.”


Without waste of motion, the Elf
approached Lady Falcon, stringing a tiny leather satchel to her leg. 
Muttering, he looked into the falcon’s black eyes, passing his knowledge to
combine with her ancient Fey abilities.  Peregrine bobbed her head several
times, then majestically spread her wings as Broc thrust his arm to accelerate
her liftoff.  Piercing chirps cascaded down to them, the falcon flapping
frantically towards her fallen son.


“Aunsgar, I would have you request
Sister Wind to surround the wings of Mae—“


“It has been done.”


Broc watched the falcon suddenly
caught up in a wind current, the bird soaring towards the forest.


“What do you see, Aunsgar?”


“Lady Emily drives quickly. 
Her fear chokes me.  I do not recognize this enemy.”


“Lumynari influence?  What
trickery do our ancient enemies devise?  She’s a modern, no knowledge ta’
battle—“


“Her captor is human, though
potentially just as deadly.”  Aunsgar tilted his head, staring at a distance
none could see.  “Lumynari do not surround her.  It is just she and
her . . . assailant.  She knows him.”


Broc’s teeth clenched. 
“Peter.  None other knew she was in Scotland.”


“The fiancé’?”


“I’ve only snippets of comments
she’s made, but a foul bastard ta’ be sure.”  He looked to his men. 
“We canna chase down a modern’s automobile, but we can be ready when this new
evil arrives.”  They spurred at his call to arms.  “Dressed and armed
of our world, no’ Emily’s.”  The laird glanced down at his wool trousers,
then back up at his clan.  “But, the kill is mine.”  His glare
dared their denial.


They were Forest Lords, once feared
by Celts, Saxons, and Romans—especially Romans, who could do naught else but
construct a seventy-three mile wall of false bravado.  And before that,
they guarded Brwenwind Forest from marauding Wild Men and Lumynari.


Today, they rescued a wee lass who
had captured their hearts with her temper, biting sarcasm, and hysterical
giggling—usually following an awful prank at the laird’s expense.  


Today, they rescued their
queen.
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“Keeping it stupid-simple, explain
why you failed to contact my father.”


“The castle lacks phones.”


“Well, you certainly excel at the
‘stupid’ part of my request.  Castle.  Really.  You, Emily Nobody
Garrison have been staying at the castle?  The castle you were supposed
to take photos of so my father could sell it.  You remember my father,
don’t you?  The guy who paid your plane ticket to be here, employs you,
the guy who’s the very reason you’ve amounted to anything.  No one else
offered you a job.  Do you know how much money he’s spent on you already?”


“Yeah, guilt has a way of being
expensive.”


“Watch yourself, Emily.  I can
always start shooting parts of your pathetic body that will bleed slowly, but
cause much pain.”


“While I’m driving? Genius idea,
Peter.  We’ll crash and maybe you’ll go through the windshield.”  She
accelerated for emphases.  Screw it.  If she was about to die, she
was taking him with her!


Pain exploded on the side of her head. 
Emil screamed.  Car swerved.  Peter screamed.  Louder than her
own.  “Bitch!  Slow down, or I hit you again!”


Emily obeyed.


Pain hammered.  White spots
winked, blurred by the flood of tears.  She could barely see the road,
never mind trying to keep hold of the steering wheel with one hand, the other
pressed against where Peter had walloped her skull with his gun. 
Trembling.  Teeth chattered.  Blood flowed from between her fingers, down
her neck.  


“Don’t you ever talk down to me
again, Emily.  Understand?”


Vehemently, she nodded.  Cold. 
Ears rang.  Throbbing.  Clammy.  Shakily, she resumed the legal speed, making
sure to remain parallel with the center line in order to remain driving on the
correct side of the road.  She needed both hands.  Sight of her bloodied appendage
on the steering wheel brought on more trembling. 


They rode in silence for a half
hour.  She choked the steering wheel, her lifeline to sanity.  Her
body remained tense.  Bleeding had slowed but still dribbled down both her
back and her chest.  Her blood-covered hand now stuck to the steering
wheel in a sickening way.  A superhighway of information whizzed by faster
than she could grasp.  Aedan.  Dead.  He’d given his life
defending her.  Aedan.  O’Shay.  Berserk reaction to the cat’s
exploits.  


Crying commenced.


“Stop sniveling.  It swells
your face and makes you look most unbecoming.  Roll up the window. 
Your ugly hair is blowing all over the car.  I thought my mother told you
to cut that mass?”


“As if it were ever her right to tell
me what to do with my hair; my body.   Let her boss around your new—“


Peter laughed.  “Yes, my new
wife.  Margot very much enjoyed your dress, though it was better off than
on.”


Emily concentrated on the road
versus his smarmy face in the review mirror.


Hair suddenly yanked, the car
swerved in the direction her head was being towed.  She slammed the
brakes.  Car squealed to a halt.  Peter lurched.  His fist-hold
on her hair tightened.  Gun pressed so deeply into her cheek, the barrel
threatened to dislodge her molars.


“No reaction?” Peter snarled. 
“No babbling the unfairness of it all?”


Emily’s stomach balled up like
paper in a giant’s fist.  Feign car trouble and take off running? 
He runs seventeen miles.  Daily.  He’d catch me.  He has a
gun.  Can’t outrun bullets.


His mouth pressed against her
temple.  She recoiled both from his nearness and the stench of his
aftershave.  “That virginity of yours is a thing of the past.  It’s
mine.  Compensation for making my life hell.  I got you that job with
my father’s firm.  That alone makes you indebted to me.”  Peter
shoved her away and leaned back, leather interior creaking.  “Too bad I
can’t somehow keep you on the side. Tied up, of course.  Tape over your
mouth—right this car and get moving before someone comes up behind us and
wonders what’s going on.  You talk too much when nervous.  Mouth
taped.  Eyes taped—nah, just easier to kill you and be done with it.”  He
smiled, a demon about to feast.  “Enjoy this scenic drive.  It’s
going to be your last.  Wonder how many drivers will pass by, never
realizing your carcass lays out there, amongst all this land going to
waste?  They really need to build up.  All this potential and they
don’t bother with it.”  He tsk-tisked.  “I see your head is bleeding. 
Does it hurt?  Wait until you see what I’m going to do to your
face.”  His own face contorted.  Emily cringed, watching him in her
review mirror more than she watched the road.  Spittle ran down the corner
of his mouth.


“I suggest you get us to this
mysterious castle, posthaste.  My fingers itch to slap you again.”


Tears sogged her shirt as she
pushed down on the accelerator.  Black ice be damned.  With luck, the
car would spin out of control, killing them both.  Almost, hysterical
giggling bubbled up.  Her ears were ringing.  Heart pounded. 
Crazed fear provoked her to drive the car down an embankment, ending her agony
once and for all.  


She chickened out.


“We’re coming to a bumpy road,
Peter.  You might wanna take your gun off my head.  If we hit
something hard enough, and in this snow the rocks can’t be seen—“


“Then you lose your head.” His lips
stretched, his version of a grin.  “Better drive carefully, huh?”


*  
*   *   *   *


 


Headlights blazed against a wall of
reddish stone.  Each rock had been placed together with puzzle-like
precision, the great structure curtaining miles and miles of Castle MacLarrin’s
perimeter.  “Who the hell built this?  And why?” 
Peter gawked, his eyes crawling up, and up, and up the forty-foot high curtain
wall.  


Emily gave a quick silent prayer of
thanks.  Being one who could get lost walking from her house to the end of
the street, God only knew how she’d found her way back and through the
‘door’ Allen had shown her on their drive down to the village.  Maybe
that’s what’s really going on, Allen’s here, invisible, guiding the steering
wheel.  Yeah, right.  If Allen were here, I’d like to think he’d have
shown himself, scaring Peter to death—literally. Nope.  She was
alone.  Just like all the times she’d cowered during Millie’s various brutalities.


Peter gawked.  “Looks like no
gate—stupid to build a wall and not have a gate.  Drive through.”


“Can’t.  This particular
entrance is an illusion.  The tunnel narrows.  Designed to trick the
enemy into assuming their entire infantry could pass through.  At one
point, you’re forced to walk single file.  It enabled the inhabitants to
better pick off their foe, one at a time before they exited into the lower
bailey.”


“And now, you’re a fucking tour
guide?”


Emily muted.


“Why aren’t there floodlights?” 
He snorted, then waved his gun while opening his door.  “You first. 
Wouldn’t want you to throw the car into reverse, leaving me here.”


Eyes locked on Peter, Emily stepped
from the vehicle.  She weaved, white dots dancing again.  Nausea filled
her.  She felt lopsided.  Gingerly, she touched where he’d bashed her
head.  Caked blood.  Tears welled.  I’m so screwed. 
She knew her vertigo was a very bad sign of just how hard he’d whacked her
head.


“Quiet.  Too quiet,” Peter
mumbled, looking above them.  The crest of the wall was an imposing
darkness against a starry night.  “You lead, I’ll follow.”  He
lunged, grabbing Emily’s hair, yanking her against him.  “Make no mistake,
Emily, I’ll shoot you, but not to kill.  Not at first.  I want to
make sure you suffer for at least a while.  I don’t like you.”  He
laughed.  “Pretty obvious, eh?  I want to savor your pain.” 
Brutally, he shoved her, and again, smacked the gun across her head. 
Nonchalantly, he stared down at her where she writhed in the dirt. 
“Exactly where you belong.”  He kicked her.  “As much as I enjoy you
groveling,” he kicked her again, “get up!  A body can survive several
gunshot wounds.  Where would you like the first one?  I’ll let you
pick.  Hand?  Foot?  Hands.  Yes, I think I’ll shoot off
your hands.”  He swooped down and fisted her hair so fast, she didn’t even
have time to flinch, let alone, shrink away from him.  Yanking her up, he
slammed her against the hood.  “Not like you’ll need them again. 
Show me your hands, Emily.  I’ll give you break for a few minutes before I
blow off the other one.”


“No, Peter, please.”


“No, Peter, please,” he
whined.  He swung the gun.  She deflected the blow.  Her scream
of agony blasted across the darkened vale.  In the car’s headlights, she
viewed her pinky now at an unnatural angle.  Again, her hair was
fisted.  Peter shook her head.  She kicked out.  He slapped her,
spun her around, shoved her face-down on the hood.  She tasted blood; felt
more of it on her forehead.


“Put your hand in front of the
headlight so I see what I’m shooting! You don’t want me to miss and I
accidentally shoot you dead, do you?”


“No!”  Think. 
“You’ll shoot the engine.” Blood rivered into her eyes.  He was going to
shoot off her hands.  Then, her feet.  Peter’s silence frightened her
more than his threats.


Hissing burst from inky blackness.


Peter aimed his gun at his
darkness.  “What was that?”  


Emily used her cuff to mop
blood.  So cold.


“I said, what was that?”


“I don’t know.”  The front of
her head had to be split in two.  “Don’t care.”  Red hands. 
Macabre finger painter.  Blood gushed.  Imploding.  Her head was
imploding.  Sinister hissing echoed again, this time from behind. 
Peter frantically waved his gun.  His back to her, Emily considered
slipping—


“Think you’re going to escape me?”


Emily buckled.  He nearly
collapsed with her.  Snow cradled her.  Hot.  She burned. 
Snow.  Nice, cold, snow.  Headlights quadrupled.  Painful orbs
of light.  She closed her eyes, no longer caring how many times Peter shot
her.  Blessedly, coherency was slipping.


Growling.


Peter stepped away, pivoted, and
shot into the night.


Emily yelped, gunfire loud.


God, who is he killing this time?


A hand slithered across her
mouth.  She screamed.  No use.  Muffled.  None too gently,
she was dragged away, bucking and clawing.  Hissing in her ear. 
Foreign words.  Spicy scent wafted.  Cardamom?  Here?



“Shhhh, Keer’dra, I am here.”


Emily succumbed to the loud hum
within her skull.  From a great distance, a man screamed.  She
frowned and mumbled incoherently.  Vibrations of someone speaking. 
Screams silenced.  Emily nuzzled aching head against the chest of whomever
carried her.  She sighed deeply.  He was so warm.  No
shirt.  Spicy.  Deep inhale.  She could drown in the heavenly
scent of him.  


“Forest Lords obeyed and remained
indoors; let us take her up to them.”


“Think we’ll incite them enough to
attack?”


“You simply search for
bookends.  She needs help.  I cannot use my magicks on her.”


Emily turned her head,
frowning.  Must wake up.  Broc’s voice is . . . wrong. 
Accent soothing . . . safe, no . . .  wrong.  Familiar. 
Cardamom.  Her favorite.  When had she lit incense? 


“Drag him behind us.  I do not
wish to leave my prize to freeze, robbing me of my revenge.”


Pain burst through Emily.  She
lurched, clasping onto the one who carried her.  She moaned, her pinky
banging against a hard body.  Tears drenched his chest.  Coherency
dangled as she screamed into him, crazed with pain.


“Damn.  Her hand has been
damaged.  Inzyr, we need to stop.”


Jostling.  “Please . . . don’t
move.  Pain.”  Her moans turned to keening.


“Hold up your hand, Keer’dra.”


“No.”


Chuckling.


“Always difficult.”  


Her hand was touched.  She
flinched.  


“Did I hurt you?”


“No.”


“I will ease your pain.”  


Hot air blew across her finger. 
From far away, a stick cracked.  More hot air and strange words. 
“Does your hand still hurt?”


“Can’t . . . feel.”


“I’ve reset your finger.” 
Again, she was lifted.  She squirmed.  “Be still, Keer’dra.  I
will carry you to your Forest Lords.”


“We will follow, and by the
blessings of your father, mayhaps I will bleed a few Forest Lords and Elves
this night,” Inzyr said.


“Vaide, our backs.  Humans
attempt treachery, regardless if they agree to temporary truce.  Inzyr,
your blood may be needed to save her, so I will thank you to try and avoid your
yearning to bleed a Forest Lord or two.”


Emily opened her eyes, deep male
chuckling vibrating against her; coming from all sides.  Pain. 
Excruciating.  So dark.  “Where am . . . I?”


“Hush, Keer’dra.  We’re in the
tunnel.”


Keer’dra.  Her mental
phantom.  “You’re real?”  She tried lifting her arm to hold onto the
one who carried her.  “Broc?”  


“I am not the human you seek.”


“Please.  I’m begging
you, stop.  My back.  He kicked my back so many times . . . “ 
Emily cried into him.  “He hit me.  He hit—“ she screamed into his
chest, clinging.


“Shhhh, Keer’dra.”  His hold
tightened.  “Never will he touch you again.”  He stilled.


“Movement within the tower.”


“Keep blades pointed
downward.  They watch; they won’t dare attack.”


“As you command.”


“Why would we be killed in our own
castle?” Emily asked.


A small torch ignited, the faint
beacon bobbing closer to her.  She looked up.  Screams to awaken the
dead escaped her.  The being scowling down at her covered her mouth with
his hand.  The one carrying her grinned.  


She was being carried by none other
than her phantom lover!


He winked.  “Keer’dra?  I
am taking you up to the keep.  We will not harm you.  The human,
however, will suffer.  I promise.”  He smiled most wickedly. 
Emily’s eyes bulged.  Fangs!  She turned her head, trying to
free her mouth.   The other leaned closer.  “If I lift my hand,
do not scream.  You will encourage Elves to release their arrows and
Forest Lords to charge with their ridiculous weapons.  Blood will be
spilt.”  Mirth lit his face.  “Not any of ours, mind you.  Do I
have your word?”


Emily nodded, shook her head,
nodded again.  White brows scowled down at her.  They were a shock
against his dark skin.


“What are you?”


“Lumynari.”
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“You’re supposed to be
terrible.  Evil.  Dangerous.”  


He flashed an arresting
smile.  “You forgot savage.”


“I was working my way down the
alphabet,” Emily quipped.   She switched her attention to the one
carrying her.  “Let me walk.”  Pain thudded inside her head, each
step they took, regardless how he seemed to glide.  “My back.  My
head.  God, I’m in pain.  Why do you . . . call me ‘Keer’dra’?”


“I have always called you my
soul, and no, I will carry you.  Your body makes a good shield against
Aunsgar’s arrows.”


“Oh, well, in that case . .
.”  Her eyes fluttered.  “My head.”  An icky wetness saturated
her scalp again.  “Bleeding.”


He stopped and eased down until he
was crouching.  “I will ease your soul.”


“It’s my . . . finger and . . .
head that ache.  Soul’s already . . . damned.  Millie says so.”


“Luckily, that bitch will never
again utter her lies,” another voice stated.


“You knew my . . . aunt?”  She
inhaled deeply, and tried damn hard not to be obvious in her quest to breathe
him in.  If she could wallow in his scent . . . deeper, she inhaled. 



What she failed to realize was that
what she wallowed in—Dezenial found this highly amusing—was the scent of
his blood, her soul recognizing its mate.


It became one of the most difficult
treks of Dezenial’s life, Daemon and Lumynari heritage battling against
claiming his woman.  To take her away, make her his—again, this is what he
wanted above anything.  But, he’d made a vow . . .


The more she breathed in his scent,
the more she healed.  The torment of his decision burned him like Hades’
fires.  “Better?”


Ever so slight, she nodded. 
Cradling her against him, he stood.


“How does he know my aunt?”


“Because he’s the one who removed
her tongue.”


Emily offered a limp salute. 
“Give him a . . . bonus.”


“She does not fear you,” a gravelly
voice said.


“Do I need to be afraid . . . of
you?  Trust me, I could act the part very well.”  Her face felt
tight, like those pricey department store facial masks that lied about the ease
of peeling off when dried.  An occasional whisper in their guttural
language distracted her from her agony.


They exited the lengthy
tunnel.  Not one window offered warm glow of orange.  Hearths remained
snuffed; occupants hidden.  Broc must have gotten word down here to the lower
bailey for the residents to remain indoors, yet guarded.  Or so, judging by the
ominous quiet, she assumed.  Emily envisioned Pratty cowering, the vile woman
eyeballing her windows, just sure she was going to die this night.  Almost,
Emily asked if they could give the woman a good scare.


She could feel laughter vibrate
against her.  “I’m sure we can make a quick detour, Keer’dra, if this is your
desire.”


“Can’t be . . . that kind of a . .
. person.”


Flapping wings penetrated her dim
awareness, the sound of them large.  A gust whooshed across her, just as
something vast passed overhead.  Incoherency had to be knocking around her
senses, because she could have sworn she’d just seen, by light of the moon, a
man fly—


“The light,” her rescuer
snarled.  The torch snuffed.  Sulfur filled Emily’s nose.  She
sneezed.  


“Maybe I should go first, introduce
you—“


“You will be silent,
Keer’dra.  Their light does not harm us as it does my brethren, but in the
darkness, your ridiculous caretakers are weakened.”


Emily’s very heavy head dropped
against his broad shoulder.  “You smell good.”  Her senses
lulled.  She felt herself squeezed tighter against his body.  “Your
name . . . tell me.  I can’t keep calling you Phantom Lover.”  Why
can’t I remember what Urkani called him? And who quietly laughed from behind
them?


“Names aren’t important.”


“You’re not Drakar, are you?”


Shadows ceased as one.  Even
her hero abruptly halted.  “How do you come by this name?”  His voice
brooked no argument.  No vestiges of sympathy remained, his voice suddenly
harsh.  Fear gripped Emily.  She sensed coiled power.  His chest
rumbled.  


Woman’s intuition clanged and
clonged: this was not a being to ignore. 


“Visions, according to
Aunsgar.  I’m plagued with them since arriving in this Godforsaken
realm.”  Tears spilled.  “One bullshit incident after another, and
now, Peter threatens to shoot off my hands.”  She couldn’t hold back the
choked sobbing.  Nor the uncontrollable quaking suddenly seizing her small
frame.  Burying her face into the Lumynari’s chest, her free arm wrapping
more tightly around his back, his steady heartbeat soothed her pain and
humiliation.  And fear.  Never, had she felt so safe as she
did this second, right here, right now.  “Are we . . . almost there?”


“We cross the main bailey
now.  I have promised you, the human will never harm you again.  Nor
will Drakar.  Hush now, we must hear the arrows so we can hide behind your
flesh.”


Emily smacked his chest.  And
howled.  She’d forgotten about her broken pinky.


“Give me your hand.”


“No. Don’t touch it.  You said
you fixed it.”


“Hold your hand up to my mouth,
Keer’dra.”


“No.  You’ll eat it.”


Stifled choking sounded from behind
them.


“When will you ever obey?”


“When will Hell freeze over?”


“Keer’dra.”


“I do not obey men.”


“I am not a man.  I am
Lumynari, a Shadow Master, the son of Hades and Shadow.”


“Do you always offer a resume?”


His voice turned to a growl. 
“Lift your hand in front of my face so I may ease your pain.”


“If this is a trick . . . and I
pull back a stump . . . I’m snapping off your fangs.  And no, the Tooth
Fairy won’t visit.”


Raucous laughter this time. 
She tried seeing behind her; her head pounded too much to give it true
effort.  Against her better judgment, she complied and, ever so slowly,
raised her hand to his mouth.  His murmuring voice touched her deep
within.  Again, she inhaled the spicy scent of him.  It was becoming
her aphrodisiac.  If I lick him, will he taste as good as he smells?


He made no attempt to hide that he
was watching her, reading her mind, his sensuous mouth quirking in a partial
grin.  Holding her gaze, he blew hot air on her pinky.  She shuddered. 
She’d die before revealing her toes curled.  “My lips hurt too.”  Her
eyes widened, realizing she’d mumbled this out loud.  She dove her face
into his chest, but not before seeing the sexiest smile and arched luminous
brow.  “It doesn’t hurt anymore,” she mumbled against him.  “Tired.”


“Rest against me, little one, I
will be your strength for now.  We’re almost there.  We travel the
old fashioned way, versus using magicks.  For your sake, not ours.”


“I’m okay with the magic carpet, if
you prefer floating.”


“Magic carpets don’t exist,
Keer’dra.”


“Oh, oookaaay, son of Hades.”


“Imp.”


They stayed to the shadows,
darkness they’re companion.  Even Emily sensed rippling fear to their backs,
the lower bailey having been vacated some ten minutes earlier as the one
carrying her made his way towards the keep by way of the winding cobbled
roads.  An iron gate was pulled open, hinges well oiled, or so Emily remembered
watching with detachment, the task be executed as she’d conversed with
Finnegan.  Made more sense to keep it squeaking; better able to stop someone
from sneaking around.  Finnegan had laughed and knuckled rubbed her head—then sputtered
an apology, shocked at himself for taking such liberties.  Strange thoughts
for a time like this.


“Your mind wanders in order to
shield you against pain and shock, Keer’dra.”


  She opened her eyes long
enough to see a guard trying his best to look brave.  


Dezenial heard the hammer of the
guard’s heart, smelled fear-sweat as it oozed through his battle-ready
attire.  Shadow Master fought back a grin when Vaide hissed at the guard,
the man losing his bladder.  


“Play nice, Vaide.”


“As you command, my liege.”


Dezenial smirked.  


They circled the large fountain,
void of water, and came around to the sweeping half-moon stone steps.  Castle
doors imploded.  Several faces appeared, arsenal docked with arrows and
bolts.


“Down your weaponry, Prince Aunsgar
of Mt. Grwenwood.  I return your queen without issue.  Unless you
deem otherwise?”


“Impossible for your kind to know
such a word,” Urkani stated.  His arrow aimed for the Lumynari’s head.


“Urkani. He saved me.  Move
aside.  I . . . command it,” Emily weakly called out.


“You command it, Keer’dra?”


“Hush before I command your
beheading.”


Laughter.  “You still fail to
possess fear in the face of surrounding danger.”


“Are you dangerous?”


A sensuous light passed between
them.  “Not to you, Keer’dra.”


But before Emily could think
coherently again, they were stepping into Broc’s great hall.


“Lights,” another Lumynari hissed
loudly.  “Too many.”


“Better to see your treachery.”


“I’m in pain here, Urkani!” 
Emily turned her head into the warm chest, candlelight suddenly too
bright.  “I don’t feel well.  Just do your Lumynari thing and kill
him so we can stop moving.”


“Almost, I’m tempted to take you up
on your suggestion, but you two are bonded more than you currently understand.”


Emily groaned.  “Oh, God, not
more riddles, not now.”


“So much a contradiction to her
previous lives,” Inzyr stated in Balkorian.


Dezenial glared at Urkani. 
“Her life ebbs while you debate.”  His tone became feral.  “Shall I
take her, or do you snuff some of the burning light for my brethren?”


Save for a small handful of
torches, all candelabras were extinguished.  The great hall fell into deep
shadow.  Emily felt herself laid upon softness.


“Lady Emily?”  Garreck’s face
appeared in her line of sight.  Worry lines marred his brow. 
Abruptly, he reared.  “Colin!  Medical, now!”


“He beat me.”  She clutched
Garreck’s hand within her one good one.  His face swam.  She looked
away, feeling more ill. Broc was kneeling beside her.  “My back, stomach .
. . he kicked me so many times.”  How was it she felt so much pain in this
moment, but nothing had throbbed and screamed when she’d been carried?


“I will kill you for this!” Broc
bellowed, lunging towards the tall Shadow Master.  Reignsfeugh and
Finnegan grabbed the laird, spinning him away as, without delay, Lumynari
unsheathed sadistic looking blades.


“I would not waste my time beating
a human woman.  We have more colorful ways to amuse ourselves with
them.  This was done by your kind.”  Eyes ignited into red
flames, and, as Dezenial spoke, Peter was dumped at his feet.  He
thoroughly enjoyed the human cowering at the sight of his blazing eyes. 
Male power dominated, each seeking to possess the upper hand of the
moment.  


None paid attention to the woman
they thought to protect.


Fear engulfed Emily. Thick fog of
terror swept away reason and reality.  She had to hang on, fight back the
lure to pass out from pain.  Why did she hurt more now?  When she was
carried, her head throbbed, but now, it was tenfold.  Where was
Peter?  Hiding.  Crouching in shadows with his gun.  If they
turned their backs, dropped their gaze, he would come running.  At
her.  With his gun.  To shoot off her hands.  Body part by body
part.


“He’ll kill me!  Broc! 
He’s gonna kill me!  Shoot off my hands, he’s going to start with my hands!” 
Thrashing, she wrestled against Colin’s hold.


“No one’s going ta’ touch ye! 
Emily!  Look, lass!  The mohn canna’ get ta’ ye’!”


Emily’s warbling vision followed
the length of Broc’s arm.  Dezenial kicked and Peter rolled several times,
cocooned in rope from neck to ankles.  


“He’s mine,” Broc growled,
springing from Emily’s side again.  Lumynari closed in, blocking him from
his target.  “You protect him?”  Broc drew his sword.


“Lugh’s blood, look at the wee
lass. I’ll kill ‘im.  There’s enough of him ta’ go around fer’ all o’ us,”
Kavan stated.  “I say we pike his head like days of auld!  Gut him
for birds ta’ feast upon!”


“He belongs to me,” Dezenial
announced in low tones.  “I have watched through his eyes for some
time.  His intent was to kill Princess Emily.  Slowly.  After
days and days of rape and torture.”


Aunsgar dropped down next to
Emily.  “I have never seen a woman suffer such an attack to her face,” he
whispered in Elvish.  “Had she been with you, this would not have
transpired.”  He looked back at Dezenial.  “She is bound to you,
yet you return her here, to our custody.  Why?”


Awkwardly, Emily sat up. 
There didn’t seem to be an area of her head free of pain.  But in a moment
oblivious to all, she was incognizant of her wounds, of words being spoken over
her in Elvish.


“Milady, lie back.  You must
be tended,” Colin pleaded.


“You shielded me.”  She
stared, unflinching at the dark being standing proudly, facing off with Broc
and Aunsgar.  “Run, run child to the end of the forest.  The other
will protect you.  Never fear me, little Emily.”  Emily gave her
head a gentle shake and scrunched her eyes against dizziness.  “You were
there the day my parents were killed.”  Another memory slammed.  Her
gaze snapped open, holding his.  “Drakar!”  He nape tightened. 
“I see him,” she gasped.  “It’s his weapon.”  She winced, turning her
head away sharply to avoid visions only she could see.  “He cut off their
heads.”  Her stomach roiled from the image, seared now for all time in her
mind.  


“Her eyes.  Do you see her
eyes?” a Lumynari whispered.


“Hide yer’ swords,” Finnegan
warned.


Dezenial’s gaze narrowed. “They
were fostering you, and for that, they were slaughtered.  Drakar’s hunt
for you continues, even after three millennia.  We thought you safe amongst
the light-dwellers.”


“But who did you have me run
to?  I was no more than four, yet you sent me into a forest no small
child—“


“Do you not feel kindred amongst
the forest . . . amongst the shadows?”  Dezenial murmured.


You are in my mind.  Always
have been.  The forest, it always called to me.  And, the moon. 
The night is my solace. 


He nodded, letting her know he’d
heard her thoughts.  “I covered your memory, hoping to protect you from
horrors you witnessed that long ago day.”  His azure eyes mirrored inner
pain.  He could heal her, fulfill the longing in her heart, her
soul.  But for himself, there existed no freedom from desolate pain of
denying the feel of her flesh, binding of her soul to his.


Slowly she shook her head, privy to
his inner thoughts; suspecting he did not realize this.  She cast her gaze
downward.  Soul pain awakened. 


“Milady, you must allow me
to tend to your wounds,” Colin pleaded, but Emily held up a shaky hand.


“I will ask but once, Dezenial, who
did I run to?”


A dark sentinel eyed Emily
curiously.  “She knows your name.”


“Yes,” Dezenial smiled.  “Her
memory returns.”  His eyes twinkled.  “And, her power.”  He
nudged his chin towards her.  “Your eyes glow molten amber.”  He
called attention to her eyes for Inzyr’s sake.  The Lumynari was actually
grinning.  “Typical arrogance,” Dezenial muttered in Balkorian.  “You
never disappoint, assassin.”


Aunsgar stepped in front of Emily,
as did his elite guards surrounding their queen.  “You have saved her, for
that you will be granted unchallenged passage through the gate and leave these
grounds.”  He switched from English to Elvish.  “Since you desire to
leave her in our custody, your time now grows short of my gratitude.”


“What happens to Peter?” 
Emily whispered.


As if on cue, Peter screamed from
behind his gag.


“Do you grant him pity?” 
Dezenial asked, majestically walking around the Elves in order to better see
her.


Emily watched as a Lumynari reached
down and tore the gag from Peter’s face.  Surrounding voices claimed her
eyes glowed.  Like Dezenial’s had?  Really?  She couldn’t help
being a bit pleased by the notion that, if her eyes glowed, it would terrify
the shit out of Peter.  


He’d shot Aedan.  Immediately,
her little bit of glee curdled into profound sorrow.  He’d shot
Aedan.  Beat her.  Kicked her.  Aedan was dead.  No more
O’Shay-antics.  She looked down at Peter, her upper lip curling.  “Do
what you will.  It matters not to me.”


Peter’s eyes bulged.  “You
whore!  Bitch!  I should have killed you the first time I
choked you!  Look at you—pathetic!”  He barked laughter.  “No
one but these animals will screw you—“


Dezenial’s fist shot into Peter’s
mouth and yanked forth his tongue.  Inzyr sliced it free.  Emily
turned from the gore and Peter’s guttural shrieks.  The vile man moaned,
writhed, blood and shattered teeth littering Maeve’s polished flagstones. 
Bile rose.  Dezenial clutched Peter’s throat, lifting him until his
twitching feet dangled high above the pool of blood.  Just as suddenly,
the powerful Lumynari half turned and with a force none but a few of his
brethren were privy to, threw his prisoner.  Peter soared across the vast
hall, his body crashing out the wide double doors still standing open.  To
Emily, it had looked as if Peter had been shot from a canon.  


“See that he lives.  If not,
restore him.  His torture begins this night.  I will not be
denied.”  A flick of his dark hand, the human’s foul blood vanished from
both his flesh, and the flagstone floor.  “He will wish for death. 
This is all I will share of what is in store for him, Keer’dra.  You will
be avenged for his assault.”  An odd look came over him.  “For his
cruelty to your heart.”  Dezenial then aimed a lethal smirk at
Aunsgar.  “Too often, humans assume themselves to be purveyors of fear;
therefore, schooling this Peter with the true meaning of evil will be most
satisfying. None touch what belongs to me, and remain unpunished.” 
Dark massive shoulder shrugged with cold indifference.  Chiseled raw
masculinity, from his high cheekbones, strong jaw, down to hands she was
certain could kill with little effort . . . or caress with blissful heat. 
Mental shake.  No good.  Didn’t work.  White glowing hair
cascaded to narrow waist, very tight black leggings clung to his thighs like
second skin.  One temple boasted several thin braids cascading down to his
chest she had yet to peel her eyes from.  Tiny bones dangled from the ends
of each braid.  Morbid souvenirs?  No matter.  He’s the most
exotic male I’ve ever seen.  Much, much, much better than her dream of him
. . . and his mouth.  Why do I feel such an urge to run to him, cling
forever, never, ever letting go—


His gaze snapped to hers, his smile
erotic.


Take me from here.


Ever so slight, he shook his head.


Pain constricted her heart. 
Raw, primitive grief overwhelmed her.  With his silent denial, it was as
if air no longer filled her lungs.  Light no longer existed. 
Darkness consumed.  Peripherals faded.  As did the murmur of
voices.  


He frowned.


Her mind became languid. 
There existed nothing for her.  


Azure eyes looked on with
concern.  He took a step closer.


She dropped her lashes quickly to
hide the hurt.  “Broc?”  To hell with you.  Another male;
another betrayal.  Go screw yourself.  


“Aye, love?”  His gaze bore
into the Lumynari, daring the Shadow Master to react to his words.  The
laird was rewarded with Dezenial’s scowl.


“Help me.  The pain.  All
this blood.  I’m covered in it.  Medicine, maybe a warm bath?”


“Aye, milady.  Garreck? 
Carry the princess to her chambers.  Colin, follow and see to her needs. 
I’ve a door ta’ see our guests exiting—“


Piercing shrills erupted from
outside.


“Danu!  ‘Tis the Lady
Falcon.  Canna’ be good.”  Warriors gave a wide berth as the falcon
flew in, her talons clutching a very limp and bleeding O’Shay.  Dropped
gently upon the floor, the bird landed a foot or two away and proceeded to
twist a sort of macabre dance of hopping, wings outstretched.  Feathers
contorted.  Reignsfeugh snatched one of the numerous plaids from the
drying hooks, and threw it across the bird as the wee beast fell upon its back.


From under the plaid, a shape grew
and grew until Maeve inhaled deeply, then reached up to grapple Reignsfeugh’s
forearm, seeking his strength.  “Mi’ Aedan.  He won’t survive the
night.  I wanted him ta’ breathe his last here . . . family.”  Sobs
stole her voice.  She tucked the plaid around her, and accepted the Celt’s
assistance to stand.  


Collectively, their audience of
Lumynari retreated several paces away from the Fey priestess.  Warily,
they kept close watch.


“Laddie, wake up.  Yer’
home.  Make the change.  I carried ye’ home as promised.  Let me
look into yer’ eyes, Aedan.”  Maeve tenderly stroked the cat.  Soft
mewling and the cat’s hindquarters kicked several times.  Fur rippled. 
Mewling grew louder.  “I need a plaid.  ‘Tis cold against the floor
for the lad.”


Several were suddenly provided.


“Put me down, Garreck,”  Emily
commanded.  The need to get to Aedan was overpowering.


“Milady, you need to be seen
to.  Your head, it bleeds again.  There’s nothing any o’ us can do
for Aedan.  Right now, ye’ look worse than the first time I found
ye’.  We canna’ lose you too.”


She turned a fierce gaze up at
him.  She felt him sway and nearly lose his hold on her. 
“Put-me-down,” she enunciated, her eyes burning orbs.  Complying, he stepped
back, grappling hilt of his ancient sword.  Lady Emily’s hair erupted into
white flames.  Her eyes were now amber beacons in the near dark
hall.  


Garreck freed his weapon. 
Only a Lumynari priestess possessed power of flame-hair.


None noticed the assassin, Inzyr,
proudly smiling—save for Dezenial.  Almost, the Shadow Master rolled his
eyes over the assassin’s reaction.


Emily stumbled towards Aedan. 
Broc reared, he too grappling hilt of his sword.  Aunsgar stopped
him.  Aedan was covered with a plaid, its center already blood
soaked.  She pulled back the plaid—her hand was grasped, immobilizing her.


“ ‘Tis no’ something ye’ want to
see,” Maeve warned, seemingly indifferent to the change in Emily.  “He is
dy—milord!  Her hands!”  Maeve yelled out.  “They burn!” 



“Speak the words, Emily.  Feel
the heat flow through you.  Pass it along into his wound,” Dezenial softly
commanded, not wanting to frighten her of her own power.  “Do not fear
your power.  It remembers you, though you know not of it.  Hurry,
Keer’dra, or he’ll pass.”


Broc looked to Aunsgar, fury on the
brink of exploding.  How dare the Lumynari bastard verbally caress
her!  Promises be damned!  But the Elven prince gave a slight
nod, yielding to the Shadow Master.  In that moment, Broc desired nothing
more than to rip Aunsgar’s royal throat into morsels of wolf-feed.


Emily’s hands seared.  She
shook them to ease the fire coursing from wrist to fingertips.  Words
filled her head, swirling until compelled to speak them aloud.


“Place your hand upon his wound,”
Aunsgar ordered.


Emily shook her head, tucking her
hands deep under her arms.  Dezenial glided closer.  “The burning
will cease when placed upon his wound.”  He caressed her slim shoulders,
offering strength.  “The more you fight it, the more you’ll burn. 
And he will die, Emily.  You are his only hope.”


As if Aedan’s innards were ice-cold
water, Emily plunged her hands upon the area that had once been a taught
abdomen.  Glowing engulfed his wound, spreading across his ribs to
encompass his entire torso.  Words in her head expelled from her mouth
before she realized she spoke.  Louder and louder, she chanted, a chorus
of male voices joining her din.  An ancient ritual from a world far from
any they’d conceived, the chant strengthened, power flowing through her, and
into Aedan.  


Forest Lords gaped.


Lumynari sank to their knees, heads
bowed.  Several Elves did likewise.


Dezenial supported her petite
frame.  Inzyr observed, spellbound.


Male chorusing crawled down from
balconies, swirling and dissipating.  


Everything stopped.  


For long moments, silence sounded
louder than the chanting had.  Emily slumped.  Dezenial caught her
and scooped her up into his powerful arms.


“Keer’dra,” he whispered against
her brow.  She was too weak to even raise her eyelids.  With much
regret, he turned to Garreck, the Forest Lord quickly accepting her into his
outstretched arms.  Almost, Dezenial changed his mind, but never must he
allow her into his world.  Her death, a fourth time, would be his end.
 “Wipe the scowl from your face, human, I do not enjoy returning her to
you.”  He turned to Aunsgar.  “I cannot take her into my world. 
Tides turn.  Treachery abounds, more than ever in either of our
pasts.  We take our leave.  Unthreatened passage?” He grinned most
wickedly, obviously mocking Aunsgar’s earlier offer.  No greater joy would
come than a small skirmish allowing him to bleed a few Forest Lords.


“Safe passage.”  Aunsgar
couldn’t hide his own smirk, hand tightening on his hilt.  


Dezenial chuckled.  Several men
shuddered from the chill of it.  “Don’t worry, mountain Elf, your precious
Outlanders won’t lose ability to fill their lungs with air this eve.  You
do, however, have guards eager to kill from your watch towers.”


“They will not be foolish enough to
start a war.”


“Halt!”  Broc commanded.


Slowly, Dezenial turned.  “I
grow weary of your assumptions that you deal with a simpleton.”


“How is it you are here, in my
mountains?”


“Your mountains?  I
have always been here.”  He looked to where Garreck ascended the stairs
with Emily, then back to the Outlander.  “Wherever Emily is, I am not
far.”


“Impossible for you to be
here.”  Broc closed the distance between them.  “We are cursed, but
not even Lumynari live this long.”


White brow arched.  “As son of
both the goddess Shadow and the god of Underworld, Hades, I will outlive even
your pathetic immortality, human.”  Dezenial was amused by the Elves
losing their ability to hide their shock.  Never had they really
understood who and what he was.  “Be grateful I am who I am, otherwise
Emily would have been slaughtered in her fourth winter of this life;
furthermore, human, should you ever again kiss her, I will peel your
face down to your knees.  Doubt me?  You were sworn to guardianship. 
Fulfill your duty.”  He gazed lovingly across the expanse separating him
from Emily.  “As if she was ever yours at all.”  His longing, no
matter the mere seconds on his face, did not go unnoticed.  


Wave after wave of shock slapped
against Aunsgar.  Dezenial a god?  Why had Pendaran kept this
from him?  Why had the Elders denied her from Dezenial if such a claim
were true?  He would need to ponder and reflect upon this strange
night.  He knew Urkani felt it as well, his commander openly displaying an
expression of confusion.  


Broc took a step closer.  “Who
did Emily run to when you saved her that long ago day?”


Dezenial’s lip curled.  “I
will not mention him by name.”


Aunsgar stiffened.


Broc looked from the Elf, back to
the Shadow Master.  “I will no’ ask again.”


Dezenial turned, offered Aunsgar a
regal nod before he and his small retinue walked several paces away . . . and
vanished.


No one moved.  


Broc found his voice first. 
“Canna speak whose name?”


Aunsgar nodded to several of his
guards, waiting until they slipped out into the night before answering the
laird.  “Pendaran.”


Ancient Forest Lord loudly expelled
his breath, fingers violently raking his hair back off his forehead—a sure sign
the laird’s nerves stretched taught.  Emily’s battered face drew his
attention.  Luminous white hair soaked with blood—her blood.  Tawny
skin now sallow.  Held lovingly at the top of the stairs by whom
else—Garreck, the captain waiting as Corbin and Urkani caught up with him. 
Broc’s attention slipped to Aedan.  Save for encrusted blood, he was
sitting up as if having just awakened from a nap.  Maeve clutched her son
and sobbed, Aedan patting her, mumbling comfort.


Emily had restored the shield
master’s life.  With her hands.  Broc returned his glare to
Aunsgar.  “Glowing hands,” as if the prince had read his
observations.  “Unlike Aurelia, she didn’t hesitate to use the magic
within her to save one of my own.”


Aunsgar too looked from Emily to
Aedan and back again.


“You and I have much to discuss,”
Broc said, an ancient rage consuming him.  “I think I’ve been kept
unapprised about a great many things.”  He spun around, not waiting for
Aunsgar to acquiesce.  “Follow me, Aunsgar.  We’ve need of your
magicks—again!  You can explain those ancient voices that filled mi’ hall
as we assist in healing your queen.”
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“Isn’t this how we met?” 
Emily found herself mummy-tucked into a massive four-poster bed.  


Broc’s smile warmed her. 
“Aye, but ye’ willna’ be running amuck, attempting ta’ skewer mi’ face.”


“Give it an hour or two.”


His laughter filled the chamber. 
He’d had time to contemplate much.  Especially that Emily had saved Aedan’s
life.  Hadn’t hesitated.  Hadn’t sought permissions.  


“I don’t think there’s an inch of
my body free of pain.”  Her eyes fluttered, their weight unbearable to
hold open.


Broc squeezed her hand.  “I
have coffee.  Maeve will skin mi’ arse, if she finds out.”


She felt soft giggles bubble up.


“She swears ye’ need ta’ start wi’
tea. I won’t tell, if ye’d don’t.”  He leaned closer.  “Even sneaked
ye’ a wee bit o’ scotch.  Mi’ foynest secret stash.  Had Allen bring
it from Milngavie.  Aged forty years, your realm.  Boggles mi’ mind,
‘til I’ve ‘ad a few shots.”  He shrugged.  “Then, it’s shits and no
brains.”


Emily laughed, which turned into
moans.  She reached up, trailing her face.  Knots lined her
cheekbones.  Her fingers traced higher.  Broc grabbed her wrist.


“Don’t, lass, it isna’ good. 
You’ll only upset yourself.”


“I want to see.”


“Can’t.”


Her eyes widened.  “Can’t?”


“I’ve had all the mirrors removed
from the room—“


Gleam in her eye warned him.


“From the castle.  Every one
of them, smashed.


“Smashed?”


“Aye.”


“Seven years bad luck for each
broken, ye’ ken?”


He arched a brow at her Gaelic and
brogue.  “Canna’ be any worse than livin’ for three thousand years, now
can it?”


Exhausted, she nodded slowly. 
“You have a point.”  She lifted her hand, examining the bandage
encompassing her hand and half her arm.  “All this for a pinky?”


“Colin’s handiwork.  He’s like
an auld woman and a small child.  Clucking over you, and excited ta’ use
knowledge he brings back from Inverness.  Your realm, no’ ours.”  He
waggled his dark brows.  “In this realm, we would ‘ave used leeches.”


“Put those things anywhere near me,
and I’ll choke the brogue outa ye’.”


“Indeed.”


“Couldn’t Aunsgar have done one of
his hocus-pocus thingies, and fix all this?”


Broc’s eyes were suddenly red and
watering.  


“Broc?”


“Lass, a week has passed since your
abduction.  You’ve slept . . . lost so much blood.”  He looked away,
biting his lower lip several times.  He looked down at her again. 
And gave in to his inner agony.  He dropped his head against her shoulder,
his hand squeezing her hip.


Shock enveloped her.  Broc’s
shoulders trembled.  She dug around for something to say, but came up
empty.  Instead, she cupped his head, pressing him close, her cheek
nuzzling the top of his head; his warm hair.  “I’m okay.  Aches and
pains, but I’m here, safe with all of you.”


“He could have killed you,
Emily.”  Slowly, he raised up and gazed down at her.  Unashamedly,
tears continued to flow.  “I canna lose ye’ again.”


“I’m not Aurelia, and Dezenial
would never kill me.  Don’t ask me how I know.”


“I speak of that wastrel, Peter,
and I doona want ye’ ta’ be Aurelia!”


Emily flinched.


He settled, patting her in apology
for his outburst.  “A part of you is her.  Regardless how much ye’
deny it.  But who ye’ are now,” he wiped his face.  “I ‘ave fallen
under the spell of a madwoman from some God awful hellhole called Texas.”


Emily grinned.  “It is pretty
damn hot there.”


“Aye, so I gathered from the wee
bit o’ clothing ye’ brought when ye’ first arrived.”  His sheepish smiled
endeared her.  Again, he swiped his face, this time using his sleeve.


“You might as well say it. 
You mean from the tiny panties and bra I was wearing.”


“I was being a gentleman.”


“Right.  Bathed me in the
nude, I’m unconscious—Aedan.”  Her eyes smarted.


“Ye’ speak o’ baths and you think
of Aedan?”


“O’Shay.  He took a bullet for
me.”  Her lips and chin quivered.  She covered her face and
sobbed.  Broc stared at her, clearly baffled.  “Aedan.  He was
there. I’d taken him, thinking he was O’Shay.  He changed right before
Peter shot him.  He was trying to protect me.”


“Lass, do ye’ no’ remember?”


“Of course I remember,” she
sobbed.  “I saw it!”


Abruptly, Laird MacLarrin
stood.  He crossed the chamber in long, smart strides and threw open the
massive oak door.  “O’Shay!  Get yer’ arse in here!  Lady Emily
‘as need of her mouser!”


“What?” Emily tried sitting up. And
flopped back, too weak.


“Ye’ healed him”


Emily squinted, about to argue when
a very large red cat bounded up on the bed.  More tears sprouted. 
“O’Shay!”  Red mouser trotted closer and was immediately dragged into a
cocooning embrace.  Repeatedly kissing his furred faced, schmoozeling and
crooning unintelligible words into his neck, she hugged him close to her bosom.


“Lass, ye’ ken he’s Aedan. 
Yer’ holdin’ him against—“


 She kissed the cat’s forehead
several times, nuzzling and rubbing her forehead against O’Shay’s as if a cat
herself.  O’Shay purred loudly.  Lying back down, she pulled the cat
with her, tucking him under the blankets where she held him tightly against her
as her eyelids closed.


“Lady Emily.  Ye’ canna be
serious ta’ allow that fur ball ta’ sleep in mi’ bed, and against you in such a
way—“


“He stays.”


A deep sigh escaped
him.   Running fingers through his hair—a nervous habit Emily had
weeks earlier commented on.  “Aye.”  He nodded, though he glared down
at the beast.  “Perhaps it will calm Maeve for a time if her son finally
rests instead of pacing outside yer’ door.  Watch over her, mouser.” 
He turned to take his leave. “As ye’ ‘ave always done, Aedan.”


Emily sighed.  O’Shay’s purr
served as her lullaby.  “Dezenial left me.  He speaks in my mind, saves
my life, and leaves.”  She sighed, slumber taking her away to shores of
deep dreams, enabling the other within her to rise.  The voice muttering
was no longer Emily’s.  Instead, a thick accent replaced Emily’s Texan
lilt.  Nor was it speaking Emily’s language.  Red tom raised his
head, green eyes studying the female, most curious how she could sound so much
like Aurelia.


“Your laird fails to hide his
contempt towards Emily.  I wonder his reaction if he knew his precious
Na’Dryn conspired with the Lumynari to kill me and Broc, her ultimate goal, to
become Lady of Castle MacLarrin?  What would he say if he were to find out
that the babe in her womb was not his, nor the lover he caught her with, but
the Lumynari warrior who used her to gain inside knowledge to my whereabouts?”


O’Shay lunged from the bed.


[bookmark: _Toc371762617]*   *   *   *   *


 


She was no more prepared to defend
against Drakar and his evil than when she’d been a toddler of four. 
Emily.  Her voice was Zaiyne’s, her visage, Aurelia.  Dezenial
grinned.  But, her courage and sarcasm were all her own. 
Zaiyne.  “Find me.” Her dying words.  She’d known she’d live
again.  Neither knew where or when. He’d failed to realize King Breton’s
daughter was his returned beloved.  “I have found you this time,
though not knowingly, not at first.”


Screaming her entry into the world,
none had been able to silence her bloodcurdling wails.  Refusing to
withstand the assault to his hearing one minute longer, he’d snatched the
newborn from her father’s arms.  Shocking to the few allowed to be
present, little Emily silenced, nuzzled her tiny face against him, her body
shuddering before turning those amber eyes up at him.  Infants, he had
passing knowledge of, lacked ability to focus in their first few days.


Emily scowled up at him as if appalled
he’d taken his sweet time plucking her from her father.  It was that
precise moment he claimed her.  She sighed deeply, resumed nuzzling her
face against his chest, and slept.  Her father, in his usual arrogant
fashion, nodded.  “As it should be,” was all he’d said before tending his
dying mate.


Regrettably, their world was no
place for an Im’pyur.  Emily would be sacrificed, too young to defend
herself.  His own enemies, forever devising plots to bring him down, would
pounce at the prospect of causing him anguish by kidnapping her, annihilating
her mind . . . perhaps even one day encouraging her to lead a death squad
against him.  The irony would be laughed at for centuries.  No. 
Better the land dwellers beyond the forest rim raise her until he could claim
her as mate.  Then, he would mentor her in the ways of weaponry, magicks,
and teach her abilities far exceeding what Lumynari’s knew.  Even then,
Dezenial had known, should the spirit of his beloved return, he’d resigned
himself to never again allow her into his world where she would be sacrificed
because of who he was.


Placing the child with land
dwellers, those who basked in the sun, had all-too-soon failed to offer Emily
the sanctuary he had sought for her.  Rumors had begun to plague until his
personal guards brought confirmation that shook him to his core: the child
summoned flame from her hands, moved objects with her mind . . . and spoke in a
language none could decipher.  The Daemon guard he’d sent repeated the
child’s words to his master, having committed them to memory.


Quemorian.


Zaiyne-Aurelia had returned. 
No wonder she’d ceased wailing when he’d held her.  Souls
intertwined.  Hers had recognized his in an instant, even as a newborn.


And Drakar’s armies were not even
minutes away from attack.  Regrettably, Dezenial had been left no other
recourse but to reveal his true self in order to reach little Emily in
time.  


Pendaran had arrived as well. 
Dezenial sighed deeply, memories of that long ago day still troubling
him.  And now, Emily’s life was in danger, again.  


And all he could concentrate on
were her lush curves, tawny silky skin, and a mouth he didn’t know whether to
shred or kiss into obedience.


*  
*   *   *   *


 


Foreboding.  Emily swept heavy
blankets from her barely clad body and rose.  Her head lurched.  She
remained sitting for long moments, her feet dangling over the side of the high
bed.  At long last, the room righted.  Clothing.  Hot bath the
previous night, drying in front of a crackling fire Broc had been kind enough
to keep burning high until her thick tresses dried, it was still a far cry from
a true outing.  Not to mention her need for solitude from so many
hovering, terrified she was on the verge of cracking.  I am not
porcelain.  I’m from Texas!  If they knew what a markswoman I
am with a .45 semiautomatic, their plaids would shred.  My shooting can
put their swordplay to shame.  She chuckled.  She loved her
Forest Lords, their peculiarities, their mothering, but right now, she needed
fresh air.  


Peter.


Her heart seized.  She pushed
the memory away, but it gave way to Dezenial.  Laugh, or cry?  He was
so beautiful, deadly, strong, safe.  And had walked out of her life. 
Emily donned the sweater borrowed from Aedan, jeans purchased by Allen and
boots fashioned especially for her from Aunsgar.  More than ready for an
outing, and to clear her mind, she didn’t care if a blizzard was blowing. 
Glancing herself in the antique vanity, she was still amazed no visible marks
remained from Peter’s attack.  She highly suspected it had something to do
with those teas Urkani hounded her to drink several times per day, the
commander hovering with arms folded until she finished.  Once, during a
rather heated battle with Allen about Britain governing Scotland, Urkani had
continuously interrupted, reminding her to drink.  “What’s in this tea,
Elf?”


“None of the poisons your noxious
coffee possesses.”


Emily counted how many hours it had
been since Urkani’s last visit to her chambers and realized she’d better hustle
if she was to avoid him.  He’d stop her from vacating her birdcage. 
Striding past a large hanging tapestry covering an entire wall, she
paused.  There had been a flutter.  Well, certainly proved castles
were drafty.  Still . . . she peered in gloomy corners, the room full of
shadow, now that the hearth had died down to embers.  Was her guardian
here, even now, camouflaged in shadow?  Emily paused, closed her eyes and
simply felt the room.  No.  The aura was all wrong.  The room was merely cast
in shadow due to lack of light.  Nothing more.  Another ripple passed across
the pond of ornate needlework.  Where most tapestries throughout Broc’s
castle depicted medieval scenes, this was woven threads of rich male colors of
black, gold, burgundy, and contrasted with silvery blue.  


Flutter.


Emily took a step back. 
Ghosts?  Like the one in her mind?  No longer besieged with the rich
timbre of Dezenial’s voice, she stifled back tightening of throat, fought
against searing pain squeezing her heart and the smarting of her eyes.  He’s
gone.  Left.  Body and spirit.  Vacated, just like the few
others I dared allow in. He saved my life, and for that, I’ll be ever
grateful.  He took Peter.  Galling.  Left me, but took the pig.


Peter’s voice stampeded her memory,
mocking cold laughter—Emily turned away, throwing up an arm before realizing it
was only her imagination swinging his fist towards her face.  She frowned
at the full length mirror, slowly lowering her meager defense.  Fog
swirled within the glass.  Shackles pinned Peter’s arms high above his
head in a darkened room made of what looked like granite.  His back was
shredded.  Lumynari abruptly blocked her view, his words making Peter’s
image cloud.  Shadow warrior swung around, and glared.


“You!”


“You’ve no business here,
Keer’dra.  Away!”  His hand flung out leaving her to stare at her
shocked reflection.  Eyes pricked.  Heart rate accelerated.  What
the hell did I just see?  More to the point, how did I see that?
Aunsgar.  He’ll know.


This time, fluttering tapestry
snapped.  So did Emily’s attention.  Broc’s chambers.  Dark
woods, darker corners no matter the scattered candles.  Only clue daylight
existed was Urkani accompanying her breakfast tray hours earlier.


“My . . . lady.”  Barely
heard, a male voice beckoned.  Emily whirled around, attention
encompassing as much as she could all at once, trying damn hard to see who
whispered.  Tapestry.  Something about . . . I’ve lost my mind. 
I possess absolutely no sense whatsoever.  She took a cautious step
closer.  I’m now the idiot in a B-movie.  Facing the intricate
design created by nothing more than colorful threads, Emily half expected it to
suddenly lung and fold around her, suffocating . . . waaaay toooo many late
night horror flicks.  In another life.  Far, far away from
here.  Deep inhale.  Possibly, her last.  Okay, now I’m just
being melodramatic.


Emily violently swept aside the
tapestry.  No ghouls.  No goblins.  No orcs, ghosts, headless
horsemen, and definitely no Michael, Freddy, or Jason.  Kinda takes the
fun out.  Her humor was short-lived.  Well, now what? 
Definitely a small door. Not even discreetly hidden.  No sconce to pull
down.  No loose stones to push. Tapping her bottom lip, she opted to try
the iron handle.  “Pfff, I’m an idiot,” she admonished, the thick little
door opening with well-oiled ease and a soft whoosh of air.  Emily stooped
and stepped through.


And was dumbfounded.


Before her, there yawned cathedral
high beams arched over a catacomb of corridors and alcoves, all of which
continued until darkness engulf wherever it was they ended.  “Oh, I’ve
sooo outdone Alice.  Forget falling down a rabbit hole, bloody Twilight
Zone beckons!”
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Torches were docked in sconces at
each alcove’s entrance.  As she neared, they would light up with blue
smokeless flame.  Pandora must be a distant relation because, I’m so
opening this box and exploring!  Besides, she’d stupidly pulled the
door shut and couldn’t for the life of her find how to open the darn
thing.  Seems some brainiac had the genius idea to neglect putting a
handle on this side of the door. Bummer.  Emily was compelled to take
the alcove immediately on her left, though she stared for several long moments
at the row of others; however, this one seemed to call to her.  Heart
thudding enough to excite a rapper, she freed a torch and began the wide spiraling
descent of flagstones stairs.  And remembered to watch for the certain
steps intentionally a bit higher than the others.  Once upon a time, Aedan
had explained, uneven steps were used to trip their enemy.  Yeah, what
enemy knew about these secret passageways?


Her body morphed a shadow upon the
curved wall.  She bent over a bit and held out her arm, her free hand
curved like a claw.  Her shadow looked like a witch about to offer an
apple.  Her chuckling echoed.  Enough playing.  She
hurried along, though steepness increased until she was nearly jumping down to
the next step.  Was this the way to Broc’s promised dungeons?  A
medieval escape route? Then again, maybe nothing more than what Broc had told
her.  After centuries of various battles and watching entire tribes be
vanquished, merely for being a different philosophy than their conquerors, his
two desires had been to retreat from history, and build onto his castle,
turning it into a massive fortress, cloaked with the illusion of
splendor.  He and his men had spent hundreds of years building, enlisting
the help of able bodies from various villages, as well as the village on the
modern side of the door.  Their position as gatekeepers had been carried
on through generations.  Back in the day, Broc had protected them from
marauders, and later, Highland Clearances. Now, they protected him from
moderns.  Broc also provided a large scale of employment to a village that
would otherwise have gone bankrupt, tourism only reaching this far during
summer months, winter months snowed in and closed off from civilization. 
It was during the summers that the village stood guard over various entrances
into Broc’s realm.  These past several summers had seen an influx of
backpackers, hikers, as well as ‘dodgy blokes who think ta’ take advantage of
Highland hospitality,’ Broc had warned.  Thus far, none had accidentally
found their way into Broc’s realm, but they were on high alert during the
summers, forever fearing such an event was merely on the horizon.  “What
will you do?” she’d asked.  “Should someone find their way here?”


“Pike their head, burn their body,
go through their pack, see if there’s anything worth keepin’.  A Cadbury
would be nice, but no’ the kind wi’ raisins.”  Reignsfeugh had guffawed
over her expression, reaching over to close her mouth.  Bastards. 
The memory caused a slight laugh to escape her, bouncing off the cold stone
walls.  She still plotted on how to get even.  Chill air swept over
her.  The deeper she traveled the colder it became.  Just how far had
she gone?  Almost, she missed a dark wood door.  Okay, I’ve
reached the end.  Gah, nearly walked into the damn thing. 
Raising the torch higher, she located an iron ringed door handle, but unlike
Broc’s door, this was crisscrossed with bands of rusted iron.  She turned
and looked back the way she came, then above.  Under the great hall? 
Maybe.  Deep down, but who knew how many floors were under the great hall
before reaching dungeon level.  She hadn’t really had a chance to run off
and explore.  Aedan had told her there were Roman baths somewhere in the
lower levels, but she’d thought him to be exaggerating.  Finding all these
tunnels, now she wasn’t so sure.  Furthering her intrigue was the fact
that the tunnels seemed to be free of dirt, cobwebs, bugs, spiders—she grimaced
over this last realization.  It should be musty down here.  Filthy. 
Forgotten.  Uh huh.  These were still in high use.  A
quicker way to travel throughout the vast compound? She returned her scrutiny
to the mystery door.  Pushing down slowly, praying no alarm would sound,
she pulled.  And pushed.  It budged.  She teased it a bit more,
pushing harder.  Cold air rushed in.  Outside!  She peered out
the bit of opening she’d created, assuming snowdrifts barricaded the door from
opening more.  Brambles?  No snow.  Weird.  Just
overgrown foliage.  Winter dead.  Emily pushed the door
harder, using her hand and her foot to push aside overgrowth barring her, but
the torch in her hand was too cumbersome. Stepping back, she searched for a
sconce.  Several protruded, and clutched their own torches.  Broc
seemed to be on the up and up when it came to stocking his secret passageways. 
She’d have to educate him on the merits of creepy ambiance.  Maybe they
could have Halloween down here?  That’s how she could get her
payback—scare the holy shit out of the Forest Lords.  She’d dress up as
Predator.  Maybe get one of the guys to dress up as Alien.  ‘Course,
as short as I am, my attempt to look like Predator will come across more as a
gremlin.  A huge grin lit her face, imagined male screams filling her
head.  


Emily went to work clearing the
doorway as best she could.  Needing no more than a space large enough for
her to slip through, she tugged at dried ropes of vine.  “Too bad I can’t
just wave my hand and have all this slither back and allow me passage.”


Déjà vu submerged her sense of
balance, her mind taking a sharp curve like a forced U-turn.  Oak door
doubled as her makeshift kickstand, vertigo tilting the small round room. 
Blue flames stretched.  In her mind’s eye, she could see her hand waving
over thistle, really more a clump of snow on a stem.  A very tall stem. 
Pushing through the dizziness, weird hallucinations replayed during her
self-appointed task.  Several breathers later, the little strength she’d
regained during her convalescence now waned.  Her head threatened to swim
to a new shore.  But it was worth it.


Emily stepped through the a
makeshift hole she’d cleared . . . into a life-size snow globe.


Overhead, a canopy of ice, snow and
waffle weaved vines camouflaged her and the garden from view.  Nothing
bloomed in this cold winter, yet nothing was truly dead either.  Time stood
still here.  Had Broc forgotten about this place?  A peaceful
wonderland of icicles, untouched snow creating a wall of sorts around its
perimeter, and rows upon rows of roses waiting for summer sun. They were as
tall as she.  Well, not that I’m all that tall. Still . . . who would
allow such a beautiful place to become this overgrown?  A stone bench,
algae green and gray, had been strategically placed to enjoy shade from the
massive oak, currently balding from the cold.  A short gate, rod iron,
hung partially open, its hinge having rusted loose.  It offered a walk
through more overgrown vegetation.  A machete would be needed to hack
through that madness.  Emily peered, but that’s about all she could do.


The rose garden, though in its
winter camouflage, pulled her.  Again, she looked above, wondering how the
snow didn’t come piling down.  A hothouse of sorts?  For the life of her, she
couldn’t see glass or plastic.  Plus, if that had been the case, there
wouldn’t be areas of snow in here, and it would be warmer, right?  A
shrug.  She strolled the length of the frozen dirt path, avoided the ice
patches, and marveled how the canopy overhead created a snow dome.  


A magical sanctuary.  


When these flowers were in full
bloom, it had to be an amazing sight to behold.  Not to mention the heavy
scent of all these roses.  She reached for a dried bloom.


And snatched her hand back.  


Visions assailed. In her mind’s
eye, her hand swirled over snow-covered blooms.  But those were shorter,
no higher than her knees.  Emily walked around until she found a plant of
the same height.  She didn’t care how ridiculous it felt, she imitated her
vision.  As the flat of her palm swirled air over the withered flower,
words filled her head.  Like before.  Emily yelped.  Memory of
her hands glowing.  Echoing chants in Broc’s hall.  Her hands pressed
hard against Aedan’s wound.  Emily studied her palms, flipped her hands
over, noticed a torn cuticle, and flipped her hands over again and again. 
“What the hell?”  


Unintelligible words returned. 
Hesitantly, she repeated the swirling, palm down.  And imitated, out loud,
as best she could, the garbled nonsense she heard in her mind.


Emily’s sharp inhale would have
made Forest Lords grab their swords.


Dead bloom erupted into a small
blaze.  Crackling blue fire sizzled down the length of its stem where it
snuffed into a tiny plume of smoke.  She toed the area where the stem had
been rooted.  With words, she’d caused a plant to catch fire. 
Impossible.  Blue fire. Freaky.


Gotta do that again!


Three more stems blazed before
Emily convinced herself, and her nostrils, that she possessed strange
power.  She waved the air in front of her, relocating where the stench of
burnt plants wasn’t as prominent.  She flung her hand towards the door. 
It didn’t budge.  Yeah, that would have been a bit much.  I’d have
thrown my head back and howled until someone arrived to take me away. 
Well, this was fun.  Enlightening.  About four-hundred more
alcoves to investigate.


“Milady.”


Emily shrieked, choked down fright,
grasping her throat.  A quick scan.  She remained alone. 
“Shit-hell-damn, Allen, if this is you, I’m gonna make Garreck chain—“


Several stems vibrated.  Earthquake? 
Scotland had earthquakes?


“Milady, I am here.  Buried.”


Commonsense screamed run! 
Curiosity shackled her.  Braving a few steps closer, the roses
stilled.  Emily did likewise.  “Okay, now what?”  Someone
played jokes. Somewhere, Forest Lords covered their mouths, and laughed
conspiratorially.  At her expense.  Oh yeah, this gig is up.


Moving pictures jetted around her
mind as if on a zip line.


She wielded a sword. 
Pivoting, fighting an invisible foe.  And oblivious to the brilliant
silver glow emanating from the blade in her grasp.  It was as if the blade
were burning silver fire!  Aunsgar and Broc were in the barn.  She
wrinkled her nose, horse dung obviously fresh.  Weird, in a vision,
she retained sense of smell.  Broc and Aunsgar stood like two males about
to trod their own death march.  Between them, on the ground, lay an overly
long iron box.  They were awaiting her.  She approached, furious and
betrayed.  Ornate artwork done in silver and inlaid with large rubies was
adhered to the lid.  The artwork, Emily noted, look very similar to
designs carved into various pieces of furniture adorning Aungar’s receiving
solar.  Emily observed herself placing the magnificent sword within the
box.  She stepped back, seething.  Aunsgar gave a slight nod. 
Broc kicked the hinged lid, making it slam shut.  Emily flinched. 
The laird hoisted the box onto his shoulder.  With an expression shot to
her of such contempt, he stomped away.  Vision cleared, and Emily found
herself in the snow-garden, minus the gagging barn odors.


And minus one incensed, disgusted
Laird Broc MacLarrin.


Reincarnation is how moderns
refer to it as, Broc had explained during her healing.  


Yeah, well something’s going on.
Problem is, each time I see one of these mini-mental video playbacks of Broc,
there’s a rage that builds until I want to rip his face off.  Why? 
Okay, so he and Aurelia broke up.  He replaced her with a shrew. 
Said shrew became physically and mentally abusive towards Aurelia.  So,
why didn’t the chic use her powers and either obliterate Na’Dryn, or, at the
very least, vacate Broc’s keep and travel elsewhere ‘til she found peace and
happiness?  Seems to me, this Aurelia was too obedient.  Granted it
was a different time, but with the powers she supposedly had, it wasn’t like
she really had to put up with the ignorance of mortals in that era. And, for
Broc’s part, he sure didn’t treat her like royalty.  More like one of his
pigs in the sty.  Emotional battles of long ago weren’t her problem
today in the  here and now.  


Aurelia was dead. Broc remained. 


And still holds onto much of his
anger.  If he hasn’t gotten over his Aurelia-issues in thirty-six hundred
years, then he never will. Not my problem.  With a final glance at
roses now askew, Emily started to make her way back to the door.  


“Please, my lady, do not leave me
here.  I beg of you.”


“If you can call to me, can’t you
dig your own way out?”


“No, it must be from you.  Only
you.”


“Says he, the corpse looking for a
bride.”


Chuckling.


Emily smirked.  “Obviously,
you’re six feet under.  And, obviously, I’ve taken leave of my damn
mind to be having this conversation.  Start giving clues as to how I’m to
free you, or I book.”


“Book?  You have become
parchment?”


Emily’s mouth scrunched, her lids
lowering to half-mast.  “Yes, and the first page clearly states: avoid
voices lacking a body and visibility.”


More chuckling.  “I see you’ve
retained your wit.”


“Oh, I’m just loaded with it.”


“I am here, having awaited you.”


A slow nod.  “Oookay.” 
God forbid it couldn’t have been a hot babe having awaited her.  Oh no, she
had to get the iron box, coffin-deep in the ground.  Lucky, lucky
me.  “Box, rise.”


Nothing.


Save for an exasperated sigh.


“I could leave, you know. 
Leave and never come back.  Then, where will you be?  Oh, I know, right
here, still buried!”


“You will have need of me in the
very near future, which is why Xyn has mandated it is time for our reunion.”


“Xyn?”


“Yes.”


“And, who would Xyn be?”


“Your Elder.”


“Oh, okay.”  Emily
shook her head and rolled her eyes.  “There’s been a mix-up.  I’m not
Aurelia.”


“This time.”


“Why is it, throughout this castle,
all males assume I enjoy riddles?”


Chuckling again.  Deep and
scratchy.


“What, exactly, are
you?”  She peered closer.  “I’m not digging you out.  These
thorns are vampire-huge.  I’ll be bled dry before I even make it past the
first foot of digging.


“I am a Realm Guard, milady, and your
shield.”


“They call ‘em maxi-pads now.”


Silence.


Apparently, female humor was lost
on him—it.  Flowers vibrated again.  Emily trotted
backwards.  


“Call to me.”


“Call you what?  Rise, oh
Realm Guard.”  She even raised her hand, waggling her fingers.


“You mock me.”


“Trust me, the only one looking the
idiot right now is me,” Emily stated and pinched the bridge of her nose,
thinking for a minute.  “Maybe the box imprisoning you simply needs to be
dug up.  Thing is, I don’t think Broc’s gonna be jumping for joy that I’ve
found you.”


“I thirst.”


She dropped her hand.  “What,
you want me to water the garden, now?”


“Ah, like before, your humor never
depletes.”


Emily glared.  “Could it be
you were put in the ground due to wretched sarcasm?”


“I was put here out of fear.”


“Fear of what?  You’re a
sword—holy shit!  A talking sword!  Well, yeah, I can see why
the locals back then would have flipped-the-fuck out.”


“I do not understand your words.”


“They’re foul.  Never mind.”


“Call to me, milady.  The hour
grows dire.”


Emily looked above.  Where had
the morning gone?  “You mean dark?”


“I mean, dire.”


“Testy.”


“I beg your pardon?”


“Rise, sword.”


Again, nothing.


“That will hardly suffice.”


“It might help,” Emily fumed, “if
you tell me what to say, you son of a bitch!”  Emily stomped away.  Who
needs this shit?  “I’m tired.  Ciao!”


“My Lady, there will not be a
‘later’.  Darkness descends and with it, Drakar prevails.”


That got her attention.  “What
do you know of Drakar?”


“I have waited time without end for
your return.”


“I’m not Aurelia.”


“You have her temper, but you speak
with your fury whereas, the princess hid her emotions.  Mayhaps, if she
had allowed herself the luxury of anger, she would have survived her
enemies.  I wonder, however, if you will be able to rule—“


“I swear, blade, when you are
free—“


Ground rumbled.  Rose bushes
collided and toppled.  “What the hell did I say?”


A long, filthy box shook free from
the garden grave.  A box the exact duplicate of her vision.  She
plopped down on her rear.  Expecting it to be much heavier, she kicked it
free from thorny rose bushes.  Too much force.  It bounced along the
dirt, teetered on its side, and fell over with a thud.  “Pandora’s
box.  I quite possibly am going to free evil upon the world.”


“Ah, Pandora.  A beauty. 
Evil already existed.  She was merely the pawn.  I am hardly
evil.  A Defender against it, my pledge has been to you.”


“You’re growing on me.”


“Impossible.  I am here, in
this dark prison.”


“Great, he’s literal.”  She
reached over and attempted to open her prize.  “Yay.  It’s glued shut
from too many years buried.  Now what?”  Emily glanced behind
her.  Her nape prickled.  I have been gone quite some time. 
“Better think quickly.  My jailors will be looking for me soon, if not,
already.”


“Perhaps you could recall
incantations taught to you before being gifted my presence in your life?”


“You were a gift?”  No
answer.  “It’s a different era now.  People chanting spells are
locked away in white jackets.”


“Magic is forbidden?”


“More like scoffed at.  Hasn’t
existed for centuries.  Unless you count pulling a rabbit from a hat as
magic.”  She seriously doubted that was the kind he implied.


“How do you obtain possessions?”


“Uh, we buy them.”


“Barbaric.”


“This, from something living in a
box.”


“Did you not set flame to flower?”


“What, you want me to torch
you?  And how would you know?  You were underground.”


“How did I know you were amongst us
again, and how did I call to you?”  Feudal silence followed.  The
sword caved first.  “No,” it sighed.  “I do not desire to be
torched.  I am sure you will think of something else in order to free me
from imprisonment.”


Emily jumped up and kicked the
box.  Hard.  It tumbled over and over.


“I had not thought of that,” the
voice rattled.  “Clever.”


Disgusted, Emily walked towards the
contraption.  Kicking it had felt good.  “Amazing.  You can
talk, but you can’t free yourself.”


No answer.  Emily hunkered
down, contemplating.  “This logo looks Elvish—not that I’m an expert, but
some of Aunsgar’s furniture has similar features.” Blowing and brushing off
dirt, Emily traced the beautiful silver swirls.  “Strange.  How long
did you say you were buried?”


“Eternity.”


“Narrow the scope.  Eternity
is endless.”  Distracted, she continued feeling the maze of loops and
swirls.


“The current year, milady?”


“Two-thousand thirteen.”


Garbling and choking spewed. 
“Certainly took your time returning, did you not?”


Emily retracted her hand.  “I
don’t recall it being my choice.”


“It is not my intent to anger you.”


“The silver on this lid should be
tarnished, yet remains shiny-new.”


“Mined by dwarves.”


“Oh, of course.  What was I
thinking?”


A sigh of resignation.  “Long
ago, silver was mined by dwarves, only the best sold and traded to Elves. 
Elves, they still exist?”


“A few.”


“What they fashion from silver
always remains exquisite.”


Stalemate silence enveloped
them.  “Well, blade, we’ve ourselves a real pickle right now.  I
can’t exactly leave you here, like this, locked up.”  Preoccupied again
with plots on how to open the damn thing, without asking Broc, Emily traced the
silver design, this time not letting up her finger until she had followed along
its entirety.  


Rubies began to glow.


“Ah, you have found the key.”


Emily bolted.  Something
whooshed past her head and thudded into the door she was mere feet from
reaching.


A sword, black leather hilt and
shining silver blade etched with markings resembling Ogham Maeve had begun
teaching her, stuck out from the door.


“You, milady, shant leave again
without my hilt grasped in your hand.”
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Emily stopped so abruptly, she
teetered, flapping her arms to stop her fall.  The blade pulsated.


“Take my hilt.”


“No.”


“Take my hilt, my lady, and get me
out of this door.”


“Get yourself out.  I’m not
touching you.”


“Claim me, and ready for battle.”


“I so don’t think so.” 
She reached around it.  It arced and twanged.  Wisely, she retreated.
 


“You must take my hilt, and become
one with me like days of old.”


“Stuck, aren’t you?”


“Never.”


Unladylike snorts escaped her nose,
though she quickly covered her mouth, trying to squelch the eruption of
laughter.


“I was not honed in the blue fires
to be mocked—“


Emily roared.  And doubled
over, slapping her leg several times, laughter taking over.  Its sigh of
disgust did her in.  Long, long moments passed.  Each time it
quivered, her giggling renewed.


“I’ll wait.”


“Prisoner in a box for centuries,
then wedge yourself into a door, and you’re supposed to help me?”  More
snorfing coupled with tears of mirth.  “What . . . do they . . . call
you?  Sir Sticks A Lot? Sir Not So Sharp?”


“Blade.”


She sobered.  “So, when I said
your name, though not realizing that’s what you’re actually called . . . ”


“I was set free.  Somewhat.”


“How is it you speak?”


“Once, I protected the
Elders.  I was chosen for the honorary task of protecting The Keeper from
within this sword.”


“I’ve heard a few things about
Elders.  What’s a keeper?”


“The Elders are more ancient than
any life residing upon this planet.  We came from far away.”


“And this keeper?  I think
someone played a nasty trick on you, convincing you this was somehow honorary.”


“My lady.  A great competition
of strength, hunting, and mental abilities was conducted amongst we Realm
Guards.  To be chosen as protector of The Keeper, there existed no higher
honor.”


“And you won.  Typical
men.  What did you have to do, run fast, live off the land for a few days?
Kill lions with your bare hands?” She waggled her hands.


“I was dragged by a team of horses
for several weeks to test my endurance.  I was then dropped from a ship
and made to find shore with not more than a dagger for self-defense and
hunting.  I promise you, my lady, you do not want to know what creatures
resided in the sea in a time that far surpasses this era you’ve revealed I now
reside in.”


“You were dragged . . . by horses?”


“Strength.  Pain.  Mental
endurance.”


“How many of you did this to
yourselves?”


“Eight hundred.”


She balked.


“It is a small number.  I am
most apologetic.”


“That wasn’t why my mouth dropped
open.  It’s a rather large amount of men being dragged about.  All
this for this position you spoke of.  If you’re in that box over there,
what happened to this Keeper?”


“I was deceived into believing my
presence endangered her life.”


“I saw my hands placing you in that
box, Blade.”


Silence.


“Aurelia was this Keeper, correct?”


“The Keeper.  Yes.”


Emily’s skin puckered. 
Something tickled her mind.  “What does a Keeper do?” she whispered.


“She holds the power of The Elders
in the palm of her hand.  She is queen over all beings residing within the
kingdom.  To humans, she is myth.”


“You make it sound as if she is a
goddess, or something.”


“Power bestowed in The Keeper
through years of teachings and trainings makes her exactly that.  She is a
goddess.  She is immortal. Her life, however, is forever besieged with
danger by those plotting to seize her power by way of her soul.”  Blade
quivered again.


“It is the highest honor to be
placed within this sword, to be ready for battle, to defend The Keeper. 
When the steps are performed, we are forged.  Nothing penetrates the
barrier surrounding the Keeper.  Those who think otherwise lose their
lives.”


“So, once upon a time, you were a
man, then placed in this sword, and voila!  Here you are.  And,
we meet again.  My luck just keeps getting better—not!”


“I had a male form similar to your
Outlander, I will concede that, but as for being human, I was not.”


“My Outlander?”


“Broc,” the name hissed out like
poison.


“Oh, the laird.  Like you,
he’s still around too.”


“Impossible.  I was laid to
rest into the ground over three thousand years ago.  Not even Elves live
such lengthy lives.”


“Oh, you’re in for several
surprises then.  Broc  lives, as does Aunsgar.”


“And what is the Outlander to you
in this life that you find yourself amongst us?”


“A bastard.  Jailor. 
Protector.  Friend.  Worst enemy. Yup, that about sums it up. 
Just depends upon the hour.”


“Full circle.”


“Excuse me?”


“Life is three circles.  You
have near completed your first.  The Outlanders thought they were so
clever as to create the three circle theory in their religion.”  Blade
chuckled.  “Every aspect of their beliefs was taught to them from the
Elders.”


“How long is your imprisonment in
that blade?”


“I am not a prisoner.”


“You can leave the sword and resume
your human form?”


“Not until you command it.”


Emily snorted.  “I didn’t even
know how to command you out of the ground, let alone out of the box.  I
don’t know any spells, Blade.”


“They are simply dormant.”


“And you would know this, how?”


“Take my hilt, and begin the
reawakening.”


“Think I rather like sleeping, but
thanks.”  


“It was never in your nature to
have fear”


“Guess what?  In this
life, massive fear.  I could bottle the stuff.”


“Aurelia would never have succumbed
to such an emotion.”


“Well, like I keep telling
everyone, I’m not Aurelia!”


“We have a visitor.”


“What?”  Emily stilled. 
“The stairs.  I told you I’d been down here too long,” she
whisper-hissed.  “They’re probably flipping out!”


“Above us.”


Emily automatically crouched and
looked above.  At first, the canopy of snow revealed nothing.  Then
she heard it.  Footsteps.  Crunching.  Walking on the ‘dome’ she
found herself under.  Muffled voices.  She strained to hear.


“He can sense something
amiss.  He senses me, but does not yet realize.”


“Who?”


“Prince Aunsgar.  Perception I
have been freed will be upon him soon.  I look forward to feeding from his
blood.”  Blade quivered, but still remained wedged.


“Feeding off his blood implies
you’re going to kill him. So not gonna happen.”


“In battle, it is how I gather
strength; what nourishes me.”


“So, basically, my first theory was
spot on, you’re a vampire?  Great.  Perfect.  Swell.”


“I do not recognize this
‘vampire’.”


“Bloodsucker.”


“Something of the sort.”


“And, what’s your problem with
Aunsgar?”


“He created the spell imprisoning
me in that . . . what was your term?”


“Box. Coffin.”  Emily
shrugged.


“Several more gather.  The
prince becomes agitated.  His intuition strengthens.”


“We must hide you.”


“I refuse re-imprisonment!”


“I wouldn’t do that to you. 
You were a fool to have allowed yourself to have been placed in there in the
first place.  Don’t you ever allow anyone else to convince you to do
something simply because it might keep me safe.  If your job is really to
protect me, you better start listening to whatever sixth sense you possess, not
some damn threat someone makes you.”


“It is for me to obey your
command.”


Emily gave a shake of her
head.  “Yeah, okay.  Whatever.  Was it painful, when they
changed you or whatever they did to place you in that weapon?”


“Only when I had to kill those whom
I’d assumed were comrades, their treachery no longer hidden with my new found
powers.”


“Were there many?”


“Yes.  To serve you, there was
no higher honor.  Many would slay any who stood in their way for such a
position.  That act alone proved their unworthiness.”


“Jeeze.  I am uber glad I
didn’t live during those times.”


“But, you did.”


Emily waved her hand.  “You
know what I mean.  If I free you, you are forbidden to kill anyone
residing in or around this castle.  Understood?”


“Should any attack you, my lady, it
will no longer be your command to make.”


“Oh, and you’ll force me to start
swinging you at my enemies?”


Raspy chuckling.  “You have
much to re-learn.  No, my hilt does not have to rest within your grasp in
order for me to defend you.”


“Seriously?”  Okay, it did
fly past her head of its own accord.  Something else clicked.  “What
do you know about Lumynari?”


“You lack knowledge of them as
well?”


“I’m not standing here, testing
you.”


“I am not so sure if I appreciate
this sarcasm you use in place of a simple answer.”


“Adjust.”


“Very well.  Lumynari are
Shadow Masters—death warriors existing leagues below where we stand, as well as
other locations throughout this world.  Caves, deep shadows beyond the
forest line, and in your worst nightmares, these are the places they enjoy
gathering.  Whatever your fears, this is what they use against you in
their arena of amusement.  They bask in it.”


“Yes, I’ve been told that
much.  Dezenial, what of him?”


“Ah, so, he still weaves throughout
your life?”


“What the hell does that
mean?  Who is he, Blade?”


“You are upset.”


“I have powerful issues with
riddles and half-truths.”


“You always have.  Prince
Dezenial—“


“Prince?”


“Yes.  He is the son of both
Hades and Shadow.  She was once a beautiful goddess to behold before
madness made her the evil entity she is today.  Before, she was kind,
gentle, and most pleasing to the eye.”


“You said that already.”


“Do you at least know of Aunsgar’s
twin?”


“Hades.  Mythological
Hades?”  Emily pinched the bridge of her nose.  “Twin? Yeah, Garreck
filled me in a bit.”


“Aunsgar’s twin crossed over and
joined the Lumynari.  Following a royal path where her magicks came with
rules and consequences, she enjoyed the black arts and destruction wrought by
such evil.  Arda, Aunsgar’s twin, was your grandmother.  Forgive me, Aurelia’s
grandmother.  Aurelia’s own mother was Lumynari.”


“And Drakar?” Emily whispered.


“How do you come by these names,
but lack knowledge as to whom they were?”


“Are.  They still exist.”


“Yes, Dezenial would.  He’s a
god.  I think you keep secrets.  Very well.  Drakar was
Aurelia’s half-brother, hundreds of years her senior.  His father
was a wood Elf prisoner, given to Lady Dulinia by her mother, Princess Ardra,
for breeding purposes.  Drakar is still alive, and still very much hunting
The Keeper.”


“Jeeze.  I think Aurelia got
seriously screwed by everyone.”


“If I correctly understand what
your words possibly mean, yes, she did.  As for Ardra, she had turned on
her own, and was not above enticing travelers into thinking she still belonged
to the mountain realm.”  Blade quivered.  “We are about to be
discovered.”  On cue, muffled running and crunching of snow could be heard
above them.  Emily charged the sword, wrapped her hands around the black
hilt and yanked him free of the door.


Heat surged from hilt, through her
hand and down her arm.  White light engulfed her body.


“Close your eyes, Lady Emily. 
We must re-forge the bond.”


Emily complied.  She swayed as
the weapon grew to blinding brilliance, penetrating her closed lids. 
Vibrating in sync with the strange weapon, her ears hummed as if standing upon
electric currents, and the voices . . . so many male voices weaved within her
mind, whispering, chanting, speaking, their words garbled, yet she understood all
they said.  At times, their voices became one, harmonizing.  And
then, it was over.  Humming in her mind, vibrating of her body, light of
blade all faded.  Gone.  Emily dared open her eyes.  She swayed,
caught herself against the door and gave herself a moment to regain
balance.  “Do I even wanna known?”


“I do not know of this expression
you speak.”


“What . . . did you do?”


“The voices you heard were our
Elders.  I have searched your mind.  You require much training in
order to re-master your ability with my blade and its power.”


“Yippee.  You and Urkani can
join forces in my torture.”


“Ah, but unlike Urkani, I will
slice the throat of your enemy long before the Elf realizes your life is in
danger.”


“You are never to touch
Dezenial.”  What made her blurt that out?


“Our Elders will wish otherwise.”


“Touch him, and I’ll have the
smithy melt you down.”


Blade chuckled.  Abruptly, he
silenced.  “Outlanders join Elves.  The air crackles with alarm.”


“I’ll place you under my bed.”


“Once, I was given a place of
dignity—“


“In a box? Buried?”


“I concede to your thoughtfulness
regarding my new resting area.”


“Thought you might.  Well,
come on then.  No way am I going to make it back up all those stairs
before they realize I’m no longer in my room, let alone, in bed.”


“It will not be wise to carry a
torch.  In their search, they will see the flame’s glow long before you
realize they’re upon us.”


“Except, you don’t have to
worry about breaking a leg while traveling in the dark.”


Blade illuminated, but in such a
manner as to light the way without casting out too far ahead.  


“Okay, points for you.”


“I promise not to gloat,” Blade
hissed in his odd voice.  “Just quench my thirst, and soon.  It has
been a very long time since I’ve had anything to drink.”


“I’m sure we can find ale.”


“Blood, Lady Emily, blood is what I
require.”


“But, of course.  Pfff.”


“Halt your ascension, my
lady.  No longer do we dwell alone.”  Blade extinguished.


“Can you tell who it is?”


“A what would be more
appropriate.  A furred beast of four legs.”


Emily grimaced.  “Rats?”


“Mouser.”


“Aedan.”


“Lord Aedan?”


“I don’t know about any ‘lord’
madness, but, yes, one and the same.”


“He is even older than Prince
Aunsgar and your Outlander.”


“You will enlighten me when this is
over.  Aedan looks to be in his twenties.”


“The beast comes this way.”


“Know how to scare away a cat that
can change into a man?”


“Lord Aedan has mastered his
gifts.”


“Why do you refer to him as ‘lord’,
but for Broc, you drip contempt and refer to him as Outlander, which, I
know for a fact, he hates being called.”


“The son of a Fey king, Lord Aedan
far outranks any of the mortals.”


“Fey?  As in fairy?  None
of that stuff is true.  King?”


“Hmmmm.  You converse with a
sword and have obviously witnessed Lord Aedan change from mouser to man, yet doubt
something as simple as the existence of Fey.  Curious.”


“Better think of something fast or
Aedan’s gonna be here, and they’re not going to jump for joy over your
resurrection.”


“Too weak.”


“How do I strengthen you?”


“Blood.”


“I had to ask.  What, you want
me to slip my throat?”


“Your finger will do well enough.”


“Get us out of this and then I’ll
feed you.”


“I will have to leave you in
darkness, my lady.”


She squeezed his hilt.  “You
better not hurt Aedan, Blade, or I’ll make good my threat, and melt you down.”


“Impossible without Elvish blue
fires—“


Emily swirled her hand over his
hilt.  Leather caught fire.  Before damaging, she blew the tiny flame
out.


“The beast will simply be
redirected.”


“Glad we’re of an accord.” 
Emily swept strands of hair out of her face.  “What now, throw you like a
spear?”


“Banish the thought!  I
possess ability to stand.”


Snorting, Emily released her
hold.  “Blade, I really hate the dark.”


“Close your eyes.  If you keep
them open, your head will feel as if it swells.  Do not move.  You
have yet to master your senses.  I will return.”


“Seems there’s a whole lot I’ve
failed to master, especially patience.”


Silence and solitude.  Never a
problem.  Except when coupled with pitch black.  What a large
presence Blade commanded, not appreciated until he was gone.  She analyzed
some of his revelations until echoing screams made her flinch, scattering her
thoughts.  Not too far from where she remained rooted, O’Shay mewled then
hissed.  Seconds of silence passed, then the unmistakable sounds of feet
running atop stones followed by cursing.  Emily grinned.  Aedan
obviously assumed she had stumbled and screamed, by the sound effects Blade was
creating.  


Time passed.  Pitch
black.  Alone.  What the hell?  Where was Blade?  Walls
pressed in.  Opening her eyes, she looked down behind her.  Nothing
but an abyss.  Shuffling her foot in front of her, she felt for the next
step.  Steadying herself against the roughened stone innards of the
castle, she dared take the first step.  Unannounced, silver light bloomed.



“I commanded you not to move.”


“Yeah, well, my report cards used
to say: does not follow directions.  Besides, you’re male.  I have a
very difficult time obeying your gender.  Sorry.”


“Some things fail to change.”


“Get me out of this tunnel,
Blade.  I’m serious about the dark.  I’m about to bring down every
stone by screaming my head off.”


“Lord Aedan hunts in the
nude.  Mayhaps the dark is a good thing?”


“Oh, look who’s acquired a sense of
humor.  Get.me.outa.here!”


They began to move along.


“Of all the beasts, he opts to
change into a feline.”


Emily grinned.  “His mother is
a falcon.”


“I never did understand the Fey.”


At last, the top of the winding
stone stairs came into view.  Emily doubled over, gulping.  “I think
it would be better if you remain hidden in this alcove.”


“The naked human returns.”


“Place yourself under this stone
bench.  None will see you.  I don’t think it’s safe for you in Broc’s
chamber, which is where I’m housed right now.”


“You swore oath to a feeding.”


Emily snorted. “Aren’t I being
searched for?”


“I could distract him again, more
permanently?”


“You are very difficult.”


“It is from milady that I acquire
such skill.”


“Shut up, Blade.  Will it
hurt?”


“Put out your hand, Lady Emily,
and, no, I would never permit you to suffer pain at my expense.”


Hesitantly, Emily complied. 
Blade remained softly illuminated, turned on his side and skimmed her index
finger.  Resting his tip against her finger, the sound of lapping
commenced.


“If I wake up in the dead of night
with the uncontrollable urge to suck blood from someone’s neck, I’m hammering
your edges until blunt.”


Lapping ceased.  “Why would
you have a desire to commit such a vile act as to drink from a human’s neck?”


“You are the epitome of an
oxymoron.”


“I am sated.  For the
moment.  Thank you.”


Emily swiped her hand across her
jeans.  “I have to get back.  I’m about to tell doozy amounts of lies
and you’re to blame.”


“I stand ready for punishment.”


“Hide, Blade.  Oh, and Blade?”


“Yes, milady?”


“Attack none.  Even if they
enter my chamber through this secret passage, do you understand?”


“I will not forfeit my duty to
protect you.  In that, I answer to The Elders.  But, I will be wary
of who enters your chamber before I see fit to slice their neck.”


Emily stared at the sword for long
moments.  He held many answers, of this, she was sure.  “We’ll have
to continue our history lessons.”


“Yes.  You have much to
reacquaint yourself with before the next battle.”


“Battle?”


“These tunnels fill rapidly with
humans and Elves.  We will speak of it another time.”
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“Emily!”


“I’m here!”


As if thrown, Broc erupted onto the
terrace. He did not seem heartened by the sight of her reclining on a very
modern sun lounger, her arms folded, warding off the cold.


“Must have dozed.  Why are you
shouting?  Has something happened?”


His eyes darkened, brows drawing
together.  “We could not find you.”


“But, I’ve been right here.”


“So it would seem.”


“You look pissed.”


“Clothed and not in bed where I
left you.”


She stood, hunched and rubbed her
arms vigorously.  “I needed fresh air.  Cabin fever.  Only, I
think I’ve been out here too long.  Freezing.”


“I will take you riding, on the
morrow.”


“Horses are not what I had in
mind.” She made to move past him.


“What happened to your trews?”


“Trews?”  Following his gaze,
she looked down, brushing at her seat.  Dirt showered the floor. 
“Shit!”


“Aye.”


“I don’t know, Broc.  Guess I
grabbed a filthy pair, anxious to get out of that bed.  It’s been a long
time since anyone has allowed me any further than the restroom—garderobe—and
even longer since I’ve been allowed to dress in anything other than the massive
shirt of yours.  It was rather dark in there, just candlelight, because
you have this thing about electricity, and I just wanted air—“


Broc moved swiftly, placing a
forefinger across her lips.  “You’re nervous, milady.  Tell me.”


“I was asleep.  You barged in,
yelling.  Kind of a freakish way to wake up, somebody screaming as if
there’s a fire.”  Her eyes lacked their usual flash of defiance. 
They darted everywhere but upon his face.  His gaze narrowed, black orbs
glittering.


“I’m also hungry for something
other than broth.  I’m liable to eat the cat!”


“I will allow you to accompany me
to the hall for dining.”


Emily curtseyed.  “I am forever
in your debt, milord.”


He snorted at her sarcasm.


“I would like to change into clean
clothes, if you don’t mind.”


“Yes, and you may wish to discover
a brush to free your hair of those twigs,” Broc said, pivoting upon booted heel
and storming back into her chamber.  She had the grace to flinch when oak
door slammed in the wake of his exit.
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“I’ve been informed the lass has
been found?”


“Call off the hunting party.”


Garreck mulled over his laird’s
temper.  “One would assume to find you pleased she was simply in
chambers.”


“Aye, that would be the case, if
trees and such grew atop the terrace she lounged on.”


“Mi’lord?”


“She claimed ta’ be napping on the
terrace.”


“ ‘Tis a bit cold for that.”


“Weather is the least of my
concerns.”


“Chess, milord?”


Without warning, Broc halted. 
Garreck plowed into him.  “I am not playing games,” Broc disentangled
himself from his captain, “of questions and answers.  Lady Emily’s hair is
filled with twigs and brambles.”


“From the terrace?”


“From the terrace.”


“But, nothing grows upon the
terrace, save for mold—I think intentionally to incite Maeve.”


Broc’s dark brows narrowed. 
“It would seem the woman has a penchant for lying.”


“Maeve?”


“Emily, fool!”


“Ah.”


“Ah?” Broc flung an arm out in
disgust. “What is this ‘ah’?”


“Ah, you have entered a new
level of your, uh, guardianship over the lass.  Ah, at last.  Ah,
when a woman holds her secrets, you find you are verra much endowed with her
life, no longer on the outside looking in.”  Garreck grinned. 
“Hence, her need ta’ lie.  A bit of pretending indifference always loosens
their tongues.” 


“I’m thinking a sword to throat
will still yours!”


Garreck’s lips trembled with the
need to smile.


Broc loudly exhaled. 
“Clearly, I’m dealing with a bog-brained twit.”  He slowed his
speech.  “She claimed to have fallen asleep whilst breathing fresh air
upon the terrace, yet her hair is filled with brambles.  So, where was
she?  Why the need to lie?  How did she arrive anywhere that twigs
could tangle in her hair, if she didn’t pass any of us in mi’ hall?”  Broc
moved until he was nearly nose-to-nose with Garreck.  “I checked that
terrace several times.”  His teeth clenched.  “In my fear, I checked several
times.”  Broc spun away with such rage, Garreck waited until his laird
had gained several paces lead before following down the long corridor. 
Why would Lady Emily lie about something as trivial as taking a stroll
outdoors?  And how had she slipped past them?  Garreck
stopped.  Hair filled with twigs would be no easy accomplishment with the
entire countryside blanketed under several feet of snow.


Realization rocked him. 
Garreck broke into a run.  “Mi’lord!”
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She would apologize for keeping
secrets.  She’d level with him about Blade.  A valid reason must
exist for the sword to have been buried.  Maybe it was best for her not to
second guess in areas far exceeding her knowledge.  All she wanted was
peace to remain between them, and maybe, just maybe, he would relent and see to
helping her eventual return to Texas. Home.  She’d had enough of this
adventure.


Several back stairwells routed to
various sections of the castle including Broc’s library.  No doubt he was
there, downing scotch, as was his way whenever they disagreed.  At this
rate, he’d be a raging alcoholic.  His door slightly ajar, his voice now a
familiar monotone, she smiled at being able to predict where he’d be.


“Every day that I look upon her
face, I see the eyes of mi’ dead clan lookin’ back.”


Emily stilled, unable to push open
the door; unable to enter his library.


“She’s forever beggin’ ta’ return
to her home.  Send her on her way.  Rid us of the nightmare before it
begins.  Again, milord.”


Reignsfeugh?  That’s what he
thought of her as?  A nightmare?


“Four more sentries are dead. 
Mutilated.  Not much of them ta’ even offer the eastern winds.”


More deaths?  What the
hell?  Shouldn’t authorities be called?  Did any exist here?


“Aurelia turned her back on mi’
people.  By her own confession, they’d been rough on her and for that,
they deserved ta’ die?  Where was her great magic when the very people
offering her shelter were slaughtered?  Perhaps she consorted with the
Lumynari devil even then!”


“It warrants thinkin’ upon.”


“You’re patronizing me.”


“Lady Emily is a modern. 
She’s no’ even half aware of who and what Aurelia was.  As for Na’Dryn, I
saw wi’ mi’ own eyes the cruelties they rather enjoyed doling out to yer’ wife
when you were away.  Aurelia was verra kind to me when none other
dared.  Remember, it was a time when I was still looked upon as a wild
man, no’ part of yer’ clan.  Aye, I patronize ye’, hoping ye’ will see the
ridiculousness of yer’ accusations.”


“Perhaps ye’ warmed her bed as I
warmed Na’Dryn’s?”


“Perhaps ye’ would care ta’ step
out into the lists that I might show ye’ a thing or two ‘bout respect?  A
thing or two we Celts are still known for, even in Emily’s realm!”


“I canna keep her here.  If
she’s well enough ta’ lie about her whereabouts, then she’s well enough ta’
leave mi’ keep.”


“Pendaran will have your
head.  Hell, mohn, all of us will perish from that one’s wrath.”


Something slammed wood.  Emily
jumped.  


“Think you, I give a damn what
trickery that wizard will mete out this time?  For all Pendaran’s power,
he arrived to take Aurelia’s corpse.  Corpse, Celt.  They
dinna arrive ta’ save her, they waited until she was dead.  Where were
these Elders when Aunsgar’s sister attempted ta’ take Aurelia’s soul? 
Hmmm?  She dedicated thirteen years o’ her youth to them.  When most
maids marry, ‘ave bairns, Aurelia did not.  You were yet ta’ join
us.  You do not ken the trials I spied that wee lass being put
through.  And you ken their appreciation? She was sent home under the
guise her training complete only ta’ arrive in time ta’ face her mother’s
sword, and her father’s demise.  Aurelia killed her mother in
self-defense, but was too late to save her father.  That very day, she lit
his burial pyre, and sent his ashes to Danu.  Did they save her from
Drakar, her half-brother?  Did they save any of us from Drakar?”


“The lass possesses uncanny ability
again.  But nary a sign of Pendaran or the Elders, if they even
exist.  None has seen them since our banishment.”


“None have spied Pendaran since
Aurelia’s passing either, Celt, yet here he is, in this photo, posing for the
wench!”


Long silence passed.  Emily
reflected on what she’d heard.  Whomever these Elders were, they sounded
like a group of assholes.  The sound of a lid spinning off a bottle
reached Emily.  Liquid poured.  A male sigh followed.  What Broc
said next, she wished she’d come down the main stairwell, joining the others in
their meal.  Sometimes, ignorance really was bliss.


“Whether she be Aurelia, or Emily,
she is a whore and the cause of mi’ people ta’ die, just as she was three
millennia ago.”


“Doona allow Garreck ta’ hear ye’
speak in anger.”


Neither man realized that, outside
the very aged door, a woman’s lip trembled over ultimate insult. 
Whore.  Peter had said as much as well.  Whore.  


The word repeated over and over in
her mind.


“Too quick ta’ be her hero and
escort, I can only conclude he’s sampled the traitor’s wares as well. 
Lugh’s blood, we ‘ave our very own Lancelot.”


Reignsfeugh gave a short
laugh.  “Ye’ hardly resemble Arthur.”


“Nay, and she is hardly the lady of
the castle, now is she?  Pack her up, send for Allen, I wish her gone from
mi’ sight by fall of this night.  Let the bitch destroy someone else’s
life and clan.  These photos prove she conspires ta’ bring down upon us
our doom and I willna’ suffer treasonous whores.”


“I think your words harsh and
spoken in light of old angers and accountability, but if the lass’ departure is
what ye’ seek, aye, I will assist her.  Stay yourself from her
person.  Ye’ may badmouth the lady in private, but I’m no’ at liberty ta’
turn a deaf ear if ye’ insult her directly.  I will raise mi’ sword
against ye’.”


“Aye, Celt, I’ve never doubted ye’
wait fer a chance ta’ stick yer’ knife in mi’ gut.”


“Drink your misery alone, Forest
Lord, I have a lady ta’ prepare for departure and a Sassenach spirit ta’
endure.  Ye’ make a grievous mistake, as ye’ did thirty-six hundred years
ago, but ‘tis yer’ clan ta’ destroy, no’ mine.”


“Stay yer’ quickness ta’ do my
bidding.  The scheming bitch requests ta’ dine.  I’ll no’ have it
said Broc MacLarrin lacks etiquette.”


Chairs scraped.  It was all
Emily could do to galvanize down the hall, slipping into a darkened alcove
without a moment to spare.  


A very long time passed, crying and
humiliated over Broc’s words.  Her name echoed throughout, several calling
out to her.  There was no way she’d ever show her face to any of them
again.  What did it say about her if even ancient warriors loathed her as
much as Peter, a modern man, had?  First her aunt, then Peter, and now,
Broc.  Not even a whisper from Dezenial since her ‘rescue’.  Discarded. 
What had she done to the Fates to deserve such hatred from each significant
person in her life?


She dried her eyes.


Can’t stay here.  Broc may
have closed off the way one reaches here by car after the Peter-Incident, but I
know there’s a way Allysyn and the others still get here, since they show up
nearly every day.  


First thing, though she wondered
the wisdom of it, was to see these photos Broc had mentioned.  He’d said
they proved she conspired with another to bring down his clan.  She’d
taken landscape shots and then snapshots of the hams around her, each loon
striking a pose of exaggerated manliness every time her borrowed camera swung
their way.  Usually, she ended up laughing too hard and knew the pictures
were probably going to come out blurred, due to much doubling over and laughing
until her sides ached.  Gah, medieval they may be, but they sure loved to
show off.  


Except when on duty up in the
towers or the wall-walks.


They took sentry duty very
seriously.  Then, they’d come down, having exchanged their watch with the
next shift.  They’d share ribald tales of days gone by while she taught
them a game of Quarters.  Colin’s cello oft times played in the
background, and on several occasions, Reignsfeugh added in the sounds of his
bagpipes.  These were the photos she couldn’t wait to view, men on the
watchtowers; life in the great hall.  Allysyn had said it would be two
weeks before they were ready.  And then, Peter’s attack.  In all
honesty, she’d completely forgotten about her hobby.  Bless-his-heart,
Allen must have brought them for her.  Or Allysyn, being that she’d
recently begun helping Maeve with castle-chores.  


Emily pushed open the door to what
was now dubbed ‘The Pout Room’.  She made a face over the days earlier
argument she’d had with Broc.  She’d referred to him as Sir Pout. 
Reignsfeugh had teased, along with Kavan, about making a nameplate for his
library door.  Lord Cretin.  


Emily’s heart iced over, pushing
the memory away.  


After what she’d just overheard,
nothing about these men warmed her.


A cursory glance up and down the
corridor, she slipped further in and pushed his door closed.  Upon his
massive desk, her photos were categorized into three columns.  The first
consisted of Forest Lords captured in various stages of their everyday
life.  Even in the face of ugly, Emily caught herself grinning. 
Aedan was being chased by Kavan.  Having filled Kavan’s helmet with
watered down waffle batter, Kavan resembled more a statue having come to life
chasing after Aedan, than a seasoned warrior.  The next pile consisted of
landscapes.  Snow.  Trees covered with snow.  The castle. 
Views from atop various wall-walks.  Emily moved to the next pile.


So far, not one shit piece of
proof necessitating me being labeled a whore.  


Shuffling the final column of
photos into a singular pile, she picked them up and began sifting through
each.  One-by-one, if she didn’t see anything telling, she flung the photo
like mini Frisbees.  A shadowed photo of Kavan up in the battlements gave
her pause.  She stared for several moments, impressed with her accidental
perfect shot.  She’d have to have this one enlarged, and framed.  Pfff. 
Nope.  Not now.  


She’d vacate exactly how she
arrived: with nothing more than the clothes on her back.  Minus the blood.


Emily glanced the next photo, but
was drawn back to her handiwork of how Kavan and the setting sun—


Emily jerked back to the next photo
in the line-up.


She launched from where she’d
leaned against Broc’s desk.


Hyperventilate or start
screaming??!!


What the hell was Peter’s
chauffeur doing here?!  How did she not see him when she’d snapped
the shutter?  She’d intended to capture the double doors leading
into the keep.  They’d been done like an architectural frieze, a scene
depicting horses.  Life-size.  Running through water towards whomever was
about to lift the knocker—strategically placed to look like a nose ring in the
lead horse’s flared nostrils—hell, even the water seemed alive, waves ready to
flow down and flood over the wide half-moon stone stairs.  Awestruck,
she’d stared at it for a long time.  So, as soon as she’d learned of Broc
owning a Minolta, it had been top of her list to capture the craftsmanship.  And,
she’d made damn sure no one was around, not wanting a body to be in this
particular photo!


Arrogantly, the chauffeur leaned
against those double doors, arms folded and smirked straight at her lens! 
Straight-at-her-lens!  Intentionally posing!  How did I miss
this?  How could I have not seen him?  This is not a face one fails
to notice. This is a face that stops traffic.  Makes women drool.  Bastard!  Long
black hair.  Black breeches.  Black billowing shirt.  Sword at
his waist. And as casually standing there, like he belongs—


His casual demeanor meant Broc must
obviously know him.  Know him.  Photos slipped from her
trembling hands.  Know him.  Know him.  Over and
over, her mind repeated the obvious.  This entire stinkin’ journey, from
boarding the plane—had even her auto accident been planned?  Cripes, she’d
nearly been killed!  Emily scooped the rest of the photos from the desk
and flung them.


Every single event leading her to
this moment had been prearranged.  A puppet.  


And I’ll bet Broc’s chafed ass
is caused by thinking this guy controls my strings.


Hot, deep anger uncoiled from deep
within her and consumed.  Emily hit mental rewind.


She’d walked in on Peter and his
real fiancé, though neither had realized she was present.  The driver
had convinced her to take Chase up on his offer to enjoy a few days in Scotland
while at the same time, taking photos of a castle he’d been offered to sell. ‘Nothing
like an all-expenses paid vacation, of sorts, to make a girl feel better’,
he’d said.  ‘Heal your heart, lass, just as the boss offered.’ 



Sham.  Games. 
Manipulations.  Everyone wanted something from her—and for her to be
Aurelia.  None cared about the one thing she wanted: to belong. To
actually matter to someone. 


Emily snatched the photo
from the floor, glowering down at it once again.  And she knew, oh how she
knew, this was who Broc accused her of bedding down with; of plotting
against Clan MacLarrin.  Her nostrils flared.  Plotting what,
Broc?  I’m from Texas.  Several weeks ago, I didn’t know shit about
you.  Now, suddenly, I’m scheming, conniving, oh, and a whore.  Rat
bastard.


She looked down at the photo
again.  And suffered an uncanny feeling she’d known this imposter from
somewhere having nothing to do with her life in Texas.  Gah.  I’ve
been here too long.  Next, I’ll see nymphs.  And the tooth fairy. 
Broc didn’t even bother coming to me and asking questions.  Just made
his judgments.  Like he did, long, long ago about Aurelia.  And
we know how well that ended.  


She slammed out of Broc’s library,
not giving two-shits that the door crashed against stone wall, alerting Forest
Lords and ghosts.  Lethal right now, she truly hoped their laird would be
dumb enough to show his face.  She’d have her answers.  And then
she’d have her plane ticket.  One couldn’t play games if all the players
weren’t present, and she knew she was no longer going to be a part of
this cuckold.  Whore.  Yeah, show your face, Broc.  Dare you.


At that moment, her heart laced up
its frayed folds.  Males were never to be trusted.  One betrayed her,
then beat her.  Another set her up.  Still another called her whore. 
And then, there was the one who deserted her.  No matter hateful words or
deceptions by others, his desertion cut deepest.   But for
now, Broc and his posse of ingrates needed to be eradicated from her
vicinity.  One rolled ‘R’ and she knew, without a shadow of doubt, she’d
spend the rest of her life dressed in prison orange while maniacally grinning
that Broc lay dismembered.  


Her heart hammered in cadence with
her temper as she slammed Broc’s chamber door closed and dropped the bar. 
She’d expected to find her secret door locked.  Evidently, they’d not
thought her clever enough to have discovered the damn thing.  Bummer for
them.


“Blade?”


“Milady?”


Emily squealed and twisted around.
 “Cripes, you scared me.” She straightened, feeling silly.  “Thought
you were to remain hidden?”


“It would seem these tunnels took
over my sound judgment.  I felt better to study their various paths, in
the event an escape became necessary.”


“One is needed now.”


“We are under attack?”  Blade
shimmered.  “Take my hilt, close your eyes, I will reacquaint you with the
steps that place you and I as—“


“Pipe down, cupcake.  No,
we’re not under attack.”  She glanced the now closed secret door, then
back at the hovering sword.  A bit unnerving, this conversing with an
inanimate object, or so to speak.  “I want information, Blade.” 
She whipped out the photo from her back pocket, and unfolded it.  “Do you
recognize this man?  Who is he, if you do?  Do not underestimate my
fury right now by handing me some bullshit lie.”


Blade’s point came around until
floating just above the photo, his hilt over her shoulder.  Abruptly, he
zipped away from her as if unseen hands yanked his hilt.  “How is it
possible you imprison him in that parchment?  I have grossly
underestimated your power.  You will suffer severe consequences for
harming him—“


“Imprisoned?  Oh.”  Emily
shook her head.  “No, no, no.  This is a picture.  In your day,
they used to paint.  Now, we use a small machine called a camera. 
This is merely his portrait.”  She scrutinized the closed door
again.  Malevolent foreboding tapped her shoulder.  Fear tightened
the nape of her neck.  She rolled her shoulders to loosen the odd
sensation.  Probably picking up on Broc’s rage.  His search. 
And whatever ghosts had not revealed themselves to her.  Still, it
was uncanny how, instead of feeling cold indifference, she felt . . .
terror.  Primal.


Blade hesitated mere seconds before
coming around again to resume his scrutiny of her photo.  “It is a very
good rendition.”


“Who is it?”


“One should not utter his name
aloud.”


“Why, is he evil?”


Blade remained mute.


“Blade?  I promise you, now is
not the time for secrets and half-truths.  I especially have zero
tolerance for twenty questions.  Last time, who-is-this-bastard?”


“Pendaran,” the weapon
whispered.  “Rage seeps from you, flooding my senses.”


“I have heard this name, the night
Peter attacked me.”


“You were attacked?”


“I’ll share details later. 
Who exactly is this man?”


“What is he, should be your
question, Princess Emily.”


Emily glared.


Blade sighed.  “I will explain
all, but for now, should you not be concerned that the Outlander searches for
you, and is most fervent in his quest?”


“He’s down in his hall, scarfing
while sending one of his goons to fetch the whore.”


“I’m not sure why you choose such a
foul word, but you would be wrong concerning his whereabouts.  The
Outlander storms the chamber you just vacated.  Interesting.  His
rage matches your own.”  Blade floated closer.  “If what you imply is
true, I will kill him for his treacherous words.”


“I get first kill, so back
off.  I’m finished with the hero types, so save yourself the
trouble.”  Maybe Broc returned to his Pout Room and discovered photos
strewn all over the place.  Yeah, bet he’s really freaking out now. 
“I’m leaving.”


“Where would your journey take
you?”


“Home.”


“We return to Quemori?”


Emily stopped.  “Where?”


“Did you not say Urkani teaches you
history?”


“He never mentioned Quemori. 
Wait.  Yes, once.  It’s a forbidden language.”


“Aurelia’s kingdom.”


“And why would I be going there?”


“It is ultimately where you will
end.”


“As in die?  We call it
Heaven now.”  Emily swiveled her gaze towards the dark alcove.  Hair
on her nape prickled, the fine down on her arms standing at attention. 
Her skin puckered.  All this because Broc was having a hissy-fit?  No. 
Something else.  Something off kilter.  


Fear grappled her.  She felt
heavy, drunk, almost.


“I do not know of this Heaven. 
Seems a strange thing, to hover in skies amongst the stars and galaxies when
you have passed from this life.  As for Quemori, the kingdom would much
rather you arrive alive versus burning atop your funeral pyre.”


“Burning?”


“Has this changed as well?”


“If I understand your meaning,
yes.  We bury our dead.”


“Why would you do such a thing?”


“I don’t know, Blade, just seems we
shuffle our feet and follow.  Is it true Aurelia trained with these
supposed Elders?”


“Thirteen years.  Pendaran was
her mentor for weaponry and endurance.  Xyn taught her magicks and how to
control such power.”


“Xyn?”


“Over all Elders and Pendaran’s
father.”


“Family man.  Cozy.  Why didn’t
the Elders protect Aurelia’s father from Drakar?  For that matter, Aurelia
herself and Broc’s clan?”


“Lady Emily, I was not present when
Aurelia’s final hour came to pass.  I do know it is part of the reason Xyn
and the others left our home world.  Ability to choose one’s path is of
the very essence of life.”


“A chicken shit excuse to remain
oblivious when one of your own is about to be murdered.”


“I do apologize for not
understanding many of your words.”


“You’ll get used to them.”


“My lady, I will not always reside
in this Elvish metal.  Has Urkani taught you nothing of who you
are?”


“He seemed fixated on my physical
abilities.”


“It is uncanny how you are the twin
of dear Aurelia, yet—“


“I am not Aurelia,” Emily
snapped.  “I’ve learned more of what the people were like, the laws of the
time and their language.  Then there’s sword training, God help me, knife
tossing, which is more like tossing a sword, the size of that damn dagger—“


“Your chamber has been entered.”


“You already told me that.”


“Once, you could see through
walls.”


Emily smirked.  “Once, you
resided in a box.”


“Prince Aunsgar joins your
Outlander.”


“He’s hardly mine.”


“I detect it is he that you wish to
escape?”


Emily pressed her lips together.


“We will change the direction of
this discussion.”


“And he’s wise.  Order
now, and we’ll even through in the scabbard, no additional costs.”  Emily
rolled her eyes, then moved away and peered down a very dark corridor. 
“During your scouting around, did you happen to see a way out of this mausoleum?”


“Several, though a few have
obviously been long forgotten.”


“Then one of those would be our
best bet.  What is he doing now?”


“Searching.”


“For?”


“Do you test my ability?  I
can see him.  I cannot see into his mind.”


“Think they’ll figure out I’m right
on the other side of the room?”


“Aunsgar scrutinizes the
tapest—he’s moving it aside now!”


Emily took off running.  “We
have to get out of here!


“I discovered a secret room,” Blade
announced, keeping up with her.


Emily stopped.  “More secret
than these tunnels?”


“Oh, I imagine it is a place they
have forgotten.  Take my hilt, Lady Emily, allow me to be your light and
to guide you.  I have been forged to protect you, and only you.  You
must get over your fear of me.”


“I’m so not afraid of you.”


“Grasp my hilt.”  Blade
swiveled around, expecting his mistress to comply.


“God, I’m going to regret
this.”  Boldly, Emily latched onto the black hilt.


“I wish to breathe, milady.”


“You breathe?”


“I drink and speak.”


“Would you like to discover
excreting on yourself as well?”


Blade vibrated.  “I will work
on my sarcasm.  Garreck has entered your chambers.  He speaks
rapidly, pointing to his hair and the tapestry.  Aunsgar rushes from the
room!”


Emily chuckled.  “They’ve
figured out the twigs in my hair came from the hidden garden where I found
you.  Shit. Get a move on, Blade. We’ve run out of time.”
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Blade surged, rounded a bend and
dove into a dark, chilly alcove.  Again, there were stairs, this time
ascending.  Emily groaned.  All the cardiovascular exercise she’d
procrastinated against in the past year would be completed in a single
day.  “Blade, I can’t see.”


“I told you to trust me.  If
you would but close your eyes, you would no longer need your feet.”


“I can’t fly, fool.”


“I can carry you.”


“Are you kidding me?”


“Kidding?  Ah, to jest. 
No, milady, I do not jest in a time of running and hiding.”


“I run because of the pace you have
set.”


“But, of course.”


“What’s that noise?”  Emily
released Blade and grabbed her knees where she bent over, mouth hanging
open.  Air.


“You pant like banthooins climbing
Mt. Grwenwood to hide from the hunt.  Perchance that is what fills your
hearing?”


“What did you just compare me to?”


“You are out of practice.”


Emily swiped her forehead. 
“Are any of them following yet?”


“The Outlanders have entered the
tunnels. Broc glowers.  He is no fool.  He feels your presence.”


“Why do you keep calling him an
Outlander?”


“They were savages, once upon a
time.”


“Well, they’re Forest Lords now,
or, Picts, if you listen to our idiot historians.”  Doubled-over, gasping
for air, Emily straightened and leaned against the rough wall.  She looked
down, the way they’d come.  An abyss.


“Carrying you, we will make better
time.”


Emily waved her hand.  “Sure .
. . whatever you say.”  She clutched his hilt and closed her eyes. 
Immediately weightless, she was pulled upward, floating.  It was like
being in a dream.  Somehow, Blade pulled her forward at whizzing speeds,
never crashing her into walls, nor lowering her enough that her boots scuffed
stairs.  She could feel the stairwell curving, and still they surged
forward.  What the hell had Broc been thinking when he’d built this
castle?  All these tunnels.  Hideouts?


They stopped.  Gently, she was
lowered to her feet.  He illuminated very softly, allowing her
light.  “Where are we?”


“Several paces from a door. 
It will take some maneuvering, but you will be able to get it open.”


“A sword dying to get into a
room.  Who knew?”


“You will be grateful of my
capacity to have instincts and to be able to act upon them.”


“Yes, such as breaking and
entering.  Awesome, Blade.”


“Let us get inside.  The
furred one has joined the search.”


“Search?”


“What humans do when they misplace
something.”


“I’m hardly lost.”  Emily
stopped herself from stomping towards the iron door.  No need to have
Blade’s ego swell by making it obvious he’s annoying.  “Think they’ll
really find us, way up here?”  Cold air skittered towards her, whispering
a foulness she could both smell and taste.


“What is that?”


Blade swiveled around.  “I
sense nothing other than those filling these peculiar tunnels.  Never have
I been in a castle that boasts such architecture.  Even here, in this room
there will be another door leading to another tunnel.”


“Bad vibes, Blade.  Something
doesn’t feel right.  I’m learning the hard way to listen to the little
voices in my head.”


“What do they tell you, these voices?”


“Well, first they mention my having
conversations with a sword are a sure sign I’ve lost my frickin’ mind. 
And secondly, that something other than Broc hunts for me.”


Several moments passed in
silence.  “We are alone.”


“Maybe it’s ghosts.”


“I would sense them,” Blade stated.


“Really?”


“I far exceed your human
abilities.”


“I can see why they put you in a
box.”


A ringed knocker with an iron plate
imitated a doorknob.  Opening jerkily, Emily gave several brutal shoves
before it groaned open enough for the two of them to slip inside.  “I
don’t like the dark, Blade.” She waved the air in front of her.  “Nor the
stench of closed-forever rooms.  This mustiness is making my nose hairs
curl.”


Blade’s light bloomed. 
“Hurry, milady, and close the door and then I will shine brighter for you to
see by.”


It required the same jerking
motions to close the old door.  A wooden beam stood ready to drop across
it, keeping intruders out.  What exactly had this room been? 
Grunting, lifting it and eyeing Blade for his lack of help, she succeeding in
dropping the heavy beam into the grasp of two protruding iron hooks. 
Pushing down, it seemed the aged iron would hold, though the rotted beam might
prove a failure.  Task complete, she turned to examine her new
surroundings. Round tower room.  Not much larger than her bedroom back
home.  Home.  Twinges of melancholy extinguished her rage and left
her deeply saddened.  That duplex seemed so stinkin’ far away as if to no
longer exist.  If she hadn’t had the foresight to always pay six months in
advance . . . her belongings would, by now, be out in the street.  Still,
she was positive she’d return to no utilities, everything shut off due to her
not being around to make payments.  HOA fees were paid in advance, gah,
her refrigerator would be filled with rotten—


“You must find the amulet, then we
will continue this suicide mission of yours.”


“Your support is daunting. 
What amulet?”


“In the trunk, milady.  Open
the trunk.”


Emily turned in a slow
circle.  Dozens of various sized trunks lay askew.  “Which one?”


“You decide.”


“I don’t have time for this.”


“I will wait.”


“You missed my point.”


“Feel, Lady Emily.  You use
your eyes too much.  What if you lacked sight?  Lumynari are
notorious for burning out their prisoners’ eyes.”


“What the bloody hell do Lumynari
have to do with this?”


“You will battle them.”


She almost plopped down, right
there, on the God-only-knew-what-covered-the-filthy-floor.  “How do you
know this?”  Her voice sounded tiny, even to her own ears.


Blade’s tone gentled.  “As I
could sense your return and your presence, do you not think those having hunted
you for centuries will also know you’ve returned?”


“Well, shit.  Looks like
Butthead Broc might have been on to something.”


“They fear revealing too much will
overwhelm you.  In this, they have failed you more than you can
realize.  You should have been fully trained.  Instead, they’ve
succeeded in leaving you as helpless as a newborn bairn.”


“In all fairness, Blade, I wouldn’t
have believed a word of it, not at first.  I’m still trying to wrap my
head around the fact that I’m conversing with a sword.”


“The trunk, milady?”


Nervously, she ran her hands
through her hair.  “Okay. How am I supposed to figure out which of these
has this bauble you want?”


Silence.


Exasperated, Emily closed her eyes
and held out her hands.  “Marco.”


“Marco?”


“A game played when I was
kid.  In the pool.”


“This new world I find myself in is
very complex.”


Emily’s brilliant amber eyes
snapped open, glowing, though she didn’t realize such an occurrence
transpired.  “Maybe I could just wave my hand and set them all on fire.”


“With us locked in here?  And
so many wooden trunks?  I think this is a well thought out plan. 
Execute it immediately.”


“You better pray to your precious
elder that I don’t suddenly remember incantations that will free you from that
sword.”


“I am utterly apprehensive of what
you will do to my person.”


Emily stormed the sword, snatched
its hilt and squeezed hard, throttling it back and forth.  Garbled noises
and grunts emitted from the choking weapon. It reminded Emily of how dice
sounded when rattled in a backgammon cup.


She shook Blade harder.


Surge of power encompassed
her.  She vibrated.  “Are you electrocuting . . . me?”


“If you would ease your attempt to
rattle me . . . we are as one, Princess . . . Emily.”


Her vision blurred.  Abruptly,
it cleared.  And heightened.  “It’s as if these walls are
windows.  I can see through them!”  The door they’d jerked open was
actually housed in a small alcove.  It boasted one piece of furniture, a
stone bench.  For a warden?  Because, who would be up here?  And
who would be sitting outside, waiting?  Emily visually ran the gamut of
their interior.  And there, as Blade had said, was a small door she
assumed to be their escape.  They would have to crawl to get through
it.  Beyond, they would still be on all fours, stone ceiling too
low.  One day, she’d have to ask the idiot what he’d been thinking when
designing this place.  Another door was at their destination’s end, quite
a distance, it too not full size.  Squinting, she tried seeing
beyond.  No use.  “Can you see what’s beyond the door we’ll obviously
be crawling towards?”


“No.  And that is most odd.”


“I agree. Why would they make a
door so small?  I don’t see any torches either.  How is it I can see
like this?”


“We-are-as-one,” he drawled with
distinct mockery.


Emily throttled him again. Annoyed,
she released her grip and turned her attention to the trunks he seemed
determined she go through.  Most were empty.  Others contained
papers, odd coins, and rotted fabrics.  Odd that the papers were fine, but
the fabrics were a complete loss.  A particular trunk drew her
interest.  Plain exterior, inside was another tiny box.


“Illuminate a bit brighter.  I
think I found what you’re looking for.”  Dragging the trunk over a rug no
longer really able to make such a claim, she hefted her prize towards the
center of the room and coughed against the dust she raised.  “Why would an
amulet be so important for me to find?”


“Trust that I only serve to take
care of you.”


She shrugged to hide her
confusion.  “Broc made the same claim.”


“Did we not just run up a maze of
stairs from the Outlander?”


“I wonder how long before I’m
running from you.”  She waved her hand.  “How are we for visitors?”


They gather in the hidden garden.
Ah,” Blade chuckled.  “Your Forest Lord has discovered my
resurrection.  We should have hidden the box I was laid in.”


“Screw him.”  A tickle of
memory teased the edges of her mind.  She stilled.  Varied shades of
green forest stretched until falling off in the far horizon.  Squeezing
eyes shut, opening them slowly, tilting her head . . . nothing worked.  As
if viewing in the flesh, thickly clustered very green forested land spread down
below from a high bluff she stood upon.  This wasn’t some fantastic
historical romance she’d delved up from the used bookstore she haunted ever payday. 
She could smell the rippling meadows, feel the cool breeze both
on her skin and sifting through her long hair.  Broc sauntered towards
her, grinning.  Fisted in each hand, rabbits.  Cooking smoke wafted
across her face, blurring her vision a bit.  He kissed her brow—


“My lady?”


Emily flinched. 
“Sorry.”  She knuckle-dried sudden onslaught of tears stinging her
eyes.  “Visions.”  She was witnessing Broc as a youth, his body more
of teenage lithe, not the lived in strength he now possessed.  She and the
Forest Lord had shared something special going all the way back to their
youth.  So, what had happened to make him turn so ugly against her? 
Mental shake.  Against Aurelia?


“It is overwhelming for one not
born into the knowledge of what will be.  Aurelia was.  But for you,
difficult choices lay ahead.  In that, you are the more fortunate of the
two.  Choices were not a luxury Aurelia was granted to enjoy.  They
were her destiny.  Her duty.  For you, it is more a matter of a
journey to completion, or turning away and leading an ordinary life in your own
time.”


“You make it sound as if I will let
everyone down, if I so choose to walk away from this madness.  And let’s
clarify something real quick, nothing will ever again be simple in my
life.  Not after this experience.”


“You could never let anyone
down.  Should you walk away, this is the course that is meant to be.”


“How lucky you are to remain calm.”


“I assure you, my lady, it is not a
gift.  It was part of my training.  Patience is learned.”


Emily deflated, overwhelmed by the
myriad of emotions.  Here I am, me, me, me, and this guy gave up normal
life to be imprisoned in a weapon so he could protect Aurelia.  And now,
me. Crazy.  Heroic.


“Remember, I am not a human man,
such as you are acquainted with.”


Emily gasped.  “You read my
mind?”


“We are forged.  It is why
when you grasp my hilt, you see with my ability, just as I see into your mind.”


Emily envisioned holding up her
middle finger.


“Judging my your facial expression,
am I to presume the image in your mind is to mean something most unpleasant?”


“Get out of my head, Blade. 
You might not like what you see.”


“As you command.”


Chills marched across her
flesh.  Fear fluttered.  “You sure we’re alone?”


Blade rotated, his point stopping
several times along the stonewalls.  “I sense nothing.”  He turned
his point towards her.  “But I do sense you perceiving something.”


“Maybe just old stones and drafts.”


“If you are comfortable with that
theory, my lady.”


Emily lifted the small chest, no
bigger than her palm, yet remarkably heavy.  Inside was laden with deep
purple fabric like heavy tapestry.  And in perfect condition.  Colors
still vibrant.  Folding back the tiny edges, Emily spied a beautiful
silver chain.  “Looks almost like chainmail.”


“Powerful magic, Lady Emily.”


She glanced her partner in crime
before delicately grasping the chain, pulling it free of its coffin. 
“What the hell?”


“You feel the magic it contains?”


Emily’s eyes watered.


“You remember?”


“I should.  Your Pendaran gave
me one identical to this before dropping me off at the airport.”


“Strange words, your speech
contains.  What would Pendaran have to do with this?  It was a gift
from your father—I have blundered again and request your sympathies. 
Aurelia, it was a gift from Aurelia’s sire.”


“Explain, computer.”


“Computer?”


“Humor.  Just tell me.”


“King Breton was high Elf.  He
fashioned that amulet upon your birth for you to wear always.  It keeps
evil at bay.”


“Funny, when I was wearing its
twin, the one your Pendaran—“


“He does not belong to me.”


Emily shrugged.  “I wasn’t
exactly safe.  I had a ghost run me off the road, nearly killing me. 
They claim,” she snorted, “I suffered a broken neck.”  Emily rolled her
eyes.  Placing the amulet back in the tiny chest, she settled the small
box back into the larger trunk.  “One does not simply sleep off a broken
neck.”


“Great magic is interweaved with
your aura.  Much light surrounds you, but I am unable to discern how.”


“Yeah, so I’ve been told.”


“You should wear the amulet.”


“Not mine to wear.”


I’m not Aurelia.  Fed up
with everyone holding their breath, waiting for me to suddenly rear my head,
exclaim I’m the long awaited queen, and step right into a role I’ve no idea how
to fulfill.
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“I sense a heaviness within you,
Lady Emily.  Why do you deny who you are?”


“In my time, reincarnation is
shunned and laughed at.”


“I see.  Do they burn you for
believing?”


“Like witches?”


“Yes.”


“No, just roll their eyes and avoid
you.  And we no longer burn witches, if there really are any.”


“Shunned.  I see.  No
better than burning, not really.  Once, my lady, your powers were revered,
never laughed at.  I assure you, when you come into your full awakening,
you will not be shunned, but embraced.”


“You make it sound so wonderful,
but I have to be honest, Blade, it can’t be all that if Aunsgar and Broc become
hush-hush towards my questions.”


“Their knowledge of your true power
has its limits, though I suspect Aunsgar thinks to be protecting you.”


“Like how he protected Aurelia by
burying you?”


“I concede your observation has
grand merit.”


“I wonder how history would have
played out, had you been around when Lumynari attacked the keep that day. 
The bodies, the children, Aedan’s wounded—oh, shit, there’s a warrior, crazed,
coming at Maeve.  He’d going to kill her!  Where’s Ardra?  I know she’s here! 
Must . . . save Maeve.  She was kind when Na’Dryn—Blade!”


“You are awakening.”


“I can see everything as if I’m
standing right there.  I even know names!”  Emily rubbed her arms,
deeply chilled.  “So, that’s what Lumynari look like?  They seem more
abhorrent than Dezenial did.  These visions . . . it’s as if I’ve just left the
theater after seeing some farfetched movie.”


“I do not understand this
‘movie’.  Tell me what you see.  I was not present.”


“I’ve pierced one of those shadow
warriors—“


“Shadow Master. 
They’re not to be trifled with.”


“Well, my sword has just opened up
his windpipe.  Eeeewww!”  Suddenly, she arched, pain in her back
searing.  “I’m lying down.  Pain.  Hurts to breathe.”


“Where is the Outlander? 
Aunsgar?”


“Broc seethes.”  She
frowned.  “No one moves.  They’re oddly still.  As if someone
hit pause.”


“Pause?”


“Like statues.”


“Great magic.  If Ardra is
present, it is no wonder.”


“Lumynari are everywhere, hundreds
of them.”  Emily gasped.  Leaning down over her, cradling her, a face
haunting her every moment.  Heartache amplified.  “Dezenial.” 
Whispering his name brought tears.  “He whispers words I can’t decipher.”


“Take my hilt that I may share your
vision.”


Emily complied.


“He calls upon ancient magicks to
ease your pain.”


The scene began to mist over.


“This must be the moment you
crossed over into Otherworld.”


Emily released Blade. 
“Otherworld?”


“An in-between of sorts until such
time as Aurelia’s rebirthing.” 


“Blade?”


“Aye, mi' lady?”


“I am not Aurelia.”


“That is where you are wrong. 
You are one and the same.  You may be Emily in the here and now, with new
traits adapted and learned from this age you find yourself in, but know this,
High Queen of Quemori, within you lies dormant a power such as none in your
time are obviously exposed to.  From what you’ve told me, it would seem
your kind now shuns their past  as well as the bards telling of great
victories, kingdoms lost, and legends.”


“We no longer have bards.”  High
Queen?  What the hell?


“Who recounts your histories?”


“Historians. 
Archeologists.  Books.  Internet.”


“It is my hope we commence lessons
of this present era in a very near future.”  He sighed.  “The Elders,
even in Aurelia’s time, were becoming nothing more than legend.  It was
why a Keeper was needed.  The Elders knew their time was ending, that they
would need to remain dormant in order to remain safe.”


“Safe?  If they’re all
powerful, then what could possibly harm them?”


“Hunters from our home world. 
We are not from here.”


“Yeah, that was glossed over when
things were briefly explained before.”


“We are from further away than
merely looking up into your stars.”


Emily’s hand shot up, staying
Blade’s tale.  “Brain overload.  Another time.  For now, I think
we need to get a move on.”


“Yes, I was about to ask if you
wished to continue your escape.”


Emily’s chin jutted in
defiance.  “I’m not running.  I’m simply exploring my options.”


“You may wish to broaden your
exploration, and hope for better options.  We are about to have
company.”


“Blade, you said they were
outdoors.  You said they wouldn’t—“


“That was before Aunsgar began
tracking you.”


“Tracking—“


“Elvish eyesight is uncanny when it
comes to tracking their quarry.”


Emily turned and stared at the
door.  “Lucky me.”


“He stalks the stairwell as we
speak.  He is followed by several Elves. I assure you, Aunsgar’s mood is
not for taking the noon meal with.”


Emily grinned.  “You mean,
he’s actually angry?  This might be worth sticking around to
witness.  They never seem to have much in the way of emotions.”


“May I suggest we make haste?”


“That bad, huh?”


“Worse than you can know.”


Emily lunged, grabbed Blade’s hilt
and observed through his strange power of sight.  Aunsgar and a dozen or
so men and Elves surged the stairs, Broc amongst them.  Rage upon his
face—he clutched his sword!  “Is he coming to find me, or to remove my
head?”


“He is Outlander.  The latter
would be his preference, when enraged.  A foul breed they be.  I
warned Pendaran that he erred in his decision to grant Forest Lords
guardianship over you.  The Lumynari prince was better suited for you, but
in their world—“


Emily squeezed the hilt as tightly
as humanly possible.


“I recant long tales best saved for
another time.”


“Aye, Blade.  Tell me, why
would a man be so enraged when seeking the castle whore, that he hunts her down
with drawn sword?”


“Perhaps he fears you . . . did I
hear you correctly?  Why would you disgrace yourself with such a
benevolent title?”


Pounding upon the wood door made
Emily yelp.  Muffled shouting erupted from the other side.  She could
make out the word ‘door’ and her name.  It wasn’t hard to surmise their
request.


“May we leave?”


“Definitely,” Emily stated. 
Several tugs were required before she and Blade could slip out through the rot-swollen
door.  “I’m not going to be able to hold you and crawl.  Can you see
through that opposite door?”


“I remain blind to its
holdings.  I am sorry, my lady.”


“Crawling along on this stone is
murder to my knees.”


“Shall I carry you?”


“No.”  Emily searched either
side of the crawl space.  She reached out, but felt no wall.  “Blade,
can you make it brighter in here?”  She glanced behind her, but the small
door they’d escaped through was completely invisible in this near pitch black she
found herself in.


“I would not suggest it.  I do
wholeheartedly propose you to station your hands in front of you for balance
and brace.”


Emily stilled.  Something was very
wrong.  “Blade, I command you make it brighter in here!”


Blade’s voice was coolly
disapproving.  “Very well.”  Silvery light radiated from the
sword.  “Keep moving, milady.”


Emily ignored him.  She didn’t
like what she was feeling.  Daring to confirm her suspicions, she looked
over the edge of where she crawled—and dropped down upon her chest, flattening
her body, hugging the crawl space.  


On either side of her yawned a
great chasm.  She was on a makeshift stone bridge, and could very possibly
plunge to her death!  “What the hell was I thinking?  What the hell
was Broc thinking when he built this? Are you trying to get me
killed?”


Blade hovered directly over
her.  “You must crawl.  Just do not look down.  Simple
enough.  Once, you would have danced across something like this.”


“Very . . . funny.”


“Take my hilt.”


Emily refused to move.  Even
blinking might spill her over the side.  “I will lay here and let Broc
rescue me.”


“I will not allow the
Outlander to find you like this!  I have respected your wishes and strayed
from your mind, but not before hearing through you his contempt and vile
words.  You are not meant for him.  You never were.  Now, take
my hilt!”  Blade shimmied under her fingers.  Relieved, she wrapped
each one around his black leather hilt.  And squeezed for dear life. 
Immediately, she was lifted, face down, and floated across like a corpse in
water.  


“Remind me to ask how you do this.”


“Do not let go,” he warned.


“Hadn’t planned on it.”


Behind them, the distinct crash of
door splintering echoed.


“Oh boy.  You better hope our
next door opens.”


Cacophony of shouting ruptured from
the chamber they’d luckily vacated long, long moments earlier.


“You can stand here.  There
seems to be a very wide ledge.”


“Not on your life.”


“The tunnel sweeps upward. You will
be safe enough.”


Emily shook her head.  “I’ll
fall to my death.”


“Well, not exactly.”


“What? Oh, you mean I’ll just step
into my next life? Don’t feel much like experiencing the pain of leaving this
one.”


“I cannot open doors.  We will
require use of your hands.”


Emily grimaced.  “Oh, well,
got me there.”  A cursory glance and then, “There lacks a door handle.”


“Elvish inscription.”


“I can barely speak their language
let alone read it.”  She studied the loopy letters.  “Sure is pretty,
the way they write.”  On her knees, she scuttled closer.  With her
finger, she traced looping silver language of the Elves.  Sheepishly, she
smiled up at Blade.  “Worked when I set you—“


Clicks and popping sounds erupted
finalizing with a great sound of suction; the small door popped open a mere two
inches.


“It would seem you are a key for a
great many things, not just an iron box.”


“Lucky me.  Shall we visit
Fort Knox?”


“I am not familiar with that
country.”


“Not a country.  A place where
we keep gold. Lots of gold.”


“I like gold.”


Emily pushed hard, nearly
whiplashing the door.  “Oops.  Thought it was gonna be difficult like
the other one.”  Damn thing nearly batter-rammed her.


“Allow me entrance first, my
lady.”  Blade slipped in beside Emily.  Behind her, echoes of the
door being kicked followed by shouts and curses sounded extra loud in this odd
chamber of death defying height.  Chill and gripping fear
returned—tenfold.


“Screw this,” she muttered and
scrambled in after Blade.


Emily rooted on a small ledge she’d
stepped out onto.  She knew she looked ridiculous, her mouth hanging open,
but it couldn’t be helped.  Shelves overflowed with thousands of
bound tomes.  But, what drew her attention most, her marvel, her fear, her
awe . . . a life-size painting.


Her likeness.


Literally.


Garbed similar to how Aunsgar
dressed, sword grasped in her hand, bright white hair cascading as far down as
her knees, Emily gaped at her twin.  “It’s me,” Emily whispered.


“Princess Aurelia.”


“No wonder everyone is—“


“Emily!”


Her lip curled.  Oh-so-slowly,
she turned.  Broc’s torch silhouetted him in the pitch black.  Cold
fury, such as she’d never felt, settled a deadly calm around her.  “Close
the door, Blade.”


“As you command.”  She jumped
down atop a table as Blade whisked past her, and gave the door a solid pounding
with his hilt.  


The door slammed shut, closing on a
life she hoped never to see again.


She reverted her attention to the
painting.  “Spooky. She and I could be twins.  To be reincarnated as,
basically, the exact duplicate of someone who has lived before . . . kinda
creepy, Blade.”


“Except, my lady, there are vast
differences between the two of you.”


“Yeah?  Like what?”


“You are kinder, gentler, and
though—“


“I think that’s one of the nicest
things anyone has ever said to me.”


“Aurelia was trained from cradle
until coffin to be a warrior, a queen, and never allowed to put herself first,
nor feel the situation.  She was expected to act, to mete out
resolutions.”


“Isolated.  Frustrated.” 
Emily stared up at her likeness before whispering, “I don’t know if I would
survive it.”


“And there is the difference I
spoke of.  You find it acceptable to have faults. Aurelia allowed herself
none.  And tolerated none in others, if they were in commanding positions
to lead.”


“Falling on our face is how we
understand what others do.  To be perfect, well, how are you going to
understand faults if you don’t allow any for yourself?”


Blade turned so that his point now
stared at Emily.  “I think, if I may be so bold as to say this aloud, I
rather like who you are in this life.”


Emily curtsied, then laughed
easily.


And that’s when bone numbing cold
assaulted her.  Fear, the kind she used to feel sometimes when living
alone and a particular corner in her house seemed darker than usual, skittered
up her spine and squeezed her nape.  “They might be gaining on us. 
We should probably go.  Where are we, any idea?  Might help to know
so we can figure out our next route.”


“Elvish chambers, to be sure. 
A Memory Room, is what they used to call these.  Only Elder Elves have
these, centuries of their histories collected and entrusted to their
care.  Elven magic surrounds us.  Perhaps this is what you sense?”


Emily gave a slow shake of her
head, eyes wandering over cathedral high bookcases fashioned to resemble tree
branches.  And all done in palest cream and silver.  It had to be the
most beautiful room she’d ever seen.  “This room is beauty,” she said in
awe.  “What I feel is darkness.  Fear.  As if we’re in a
cemetery on a moonless night.  And there’s footsteps.  Coming
closer.  It’s not Broc chasing us.  This is more . . .
predatory.”  


Numerous desks laden with unrolled
parchment and various quills and ink offered a distraction.  “Are they
crawling towards us?”


“Faster than I thought
possible.  We need to make haste.  It is never  wise to wander
through an Elvish domain.”


But Emily barely heard his
warning.  “This one looks really old.”  She was pointing to a stack
of yellowed papers, their leather and twine binding laying open.  “And I
see Broc’s name several times, though I can’t read this gibberish.”


Blade floated closer.


Emily shot a glance upward and
rubbed her arms.  “I find it odd that I can sense something rotting, yet
you can’t.”


Sword tip swung around and prodded
air at various locations.  A few minutes of this and he floated back
down.  “Aunsgar has spells cast around this room to protect it from
various forms of intrusion.”


“Guess he forgot to add humans to
his list.”


Blade chuckled.  “Just the
same, his magicks have matured quite nicely.  He’s learned much during his
punishment.”


“Punishment?”


“Elves live very long lives,
centuries upon centuries.  A few even step upon the threshold of
millennia.  None live as long as Aunsgar has.  Unless cursed.” 
Blade’s point angled so that it faced Emily.  “Aurelia slipping into
Otherworld would be cause for such a curse.”


Emily shrugged.  “Dezenial’s
alive, so?”


“He’s a god.”


“What?  No. Stop your
stories.  I don’t want to hear any of them.  Read this page.”


Blade’s scratchy voice began
narrating.  “ ‘Tis a strange, warm day for this land.  Nothing
stirs.  Perhaps Pendaran is upon us, watching to see how we fare. 
Broc masters his shape shifting, though his choice of being a steed—“


Emily wheezed.


“Are you ill?”


She waved her hand.  “Go
on.”  No bit or saddle was allowed to be used on a certain horse.  A
certain horse Garreck and Urkani had her train on.  My God!  


‘Lass, should you find yourself
in danger, this horse will know what to do.’ 


This was the same horse that had
chased her all the way back to the keep’s main entrance, when she’d thought to
make her escape. Oh, so help me, if ever I ride that horse again, I’m going to
make sure I’m wearing spurs. Hear me, Broc?  Your back is gonna resemble a
pincushion! 


Bastard would probably buck her
off.  She’d sell him to a glue factory.  Mentally, she laughed. As
for Garreck being in on the ruse, she’d burn him at the stake.  Off
with his head—no, wait, that line’s already been taken. 


Blade continued.  “The
waiting disheartens us, stifling the very air we breathe.  Oligin slips
deeper into madness, though Broc has tried many times to draw him away from the
precipice of misery.  Seven-hundred winters have plundered the land, and
still nary a sign of Aurelia.  With much grief, Lord Broc, son of Lady
Larrin, has had to come to a dreadful decision.  Beyond my magicks,
Pendaran’s curse remains outside my reach.  I warned the druid, humans
would succumb to madness from living the immortal’s life.  The execution
was swift, painless, merciful, and carried out by Broc’s own hand.  He
wanted none of his men to suffer the guilt of such a task.  I was able to
procure Oligin into a sleeping stupor before his beheading.”


Emily gasped.  “His beheading?” 
She remained motionless, not even blinking.  “How absolutely terrible for
anyone to have to end another’s life.  Mercy killing.”  She
shuddered.  And saw Broc in a different light.  Whore. Her pity
vanished.


“This is upsetting for you.”


She nodded, then rolled her hand
for him to continue.


“Broc travels the tunnels,
refusing to face any of us, claiming he sees accusations.  He fails to
realize ‘tis sadness we feel for the burden he carries.  Urkani reports
the Outlander sits in her garden, perhaps to be close to her?  Roses
fisted, he sobs when he thinks none can hear him.”


“Or was he crying over the clan he
lost?  The mistress who betrayed him by becoming pregnant by
another?  Even now, all these centuries upon centuries later, he still
reacts instead of asking questions.  He chose to believe the worst.” 
She stood.  “Well, between Broc, and this bastard Pendaran—“


“Never speak his name.”


Emily paused.  “Seriously?”


“He is the son of Xyn.” 
Blade’s voice lowered.  “He hears all.  He sees all.  To speak
his name is to call him.  The ancient peoples referred to him as
druid.  But I assure you, Lady Emily, he far exceeds the simplicity of druids.” 



Emily started making her way to an
obvious exit.  “If I’m this Keeper, why should I fear him?”


“His power far outreaches any you
have exhibited thus far.”


“Yet, he left Aurelia to die. 
At least she had power to save herself.  I have no such recourse.” 
She spun and faced Blade.  “Tell you what, however, if it had been me that
long ago ill-fated day when Lumynari attacked, the Elders be damned, I’d have
used all power in my possession to save Broc’s clan.  Humans versus these
Shadow Masters?  What kind of fair fight was there in that?  And
Princess Goody-Goody withheld her help simply for the sake of remaining
obedient to a bunch of old guys who never bothered showing up to help her. Nah,
you can keep your power.  You can keep your Elders. And you especially
can keep your adoration for this Aurelia.  I’m outa here!”


“I have said something to upset
you?”


Emily stormed to the exit she’d
spied, hoping it would lead to a normal corridor out of this crazy
labyrinth.  Broc raged against a memory, forcing her to carry the shame of
another’s failures.  “I’m going home, Blade.”


“I will guide you back to your
chamber.”


“Not that home.  Home,
home.”  I need to be surrounded by my everyday normal things.  My
normal duplex.  With the sound of normal traffic outside my bedroom
window.  Normal electricity.  Normal food.  Normal, normal,
normal.  Right now, even the God-awful heat of Texas will be a
balm.  I can quench my thirst at Starbucks.  For that alone, I’d swim
the bloody Atlantic.  Did I really just say ‘bloody’? Gah!


“You have suddenly been enlightened
of how to return to Quemori?”


“Nope, but I certainly know the way
to Texas.”  Disgusted with everyone’s need for her to be the goddess in
the portrait, Emily yanked open the door.


Her bloodcurdling scream filled the
chamber, scorched the stretch of corridor, and rattled antiquated glass windows
high up in the Elven towers of Aunsgar’s domain.


And drenched fierce, ancient Forest
Lords in pure terror.
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A room once sacred . . . private-perfect
for musing, was now nothing more than a memory crypt.  Broc stormed from
his precious library, centuries upon centuries in the making—Pout Room,
he could hear her voice echoing followed by contagious laughter.  A hand
snaked out.  Startled to see it was his own, it braced him against aged
walls of the long winding corridor.  War braids fell forward, his head
bowed, hot tears coursing shamelessly downward, splashing his boots.  A
Forest Lord crying?  Where was the pride in that?  What pride,
his conscious countered?  What pride does a mohn dare claim when he canna
protect the woman of his heart—twice?  Twice, he’d been gifted her
trust and her heart.  She’d admired him, even lusted on occasion. 
Aye, he’d seen it with his own eyes, even though in this life cycle of hers,
‘twas forbidden for him to act upon it.  


But all he’d seen in her were the
bodies of his slain clan, then and now.


She’d wanted answers.  Would
they have saved her?  How could he have forgotten about that damned
sword?  No, fool, how could you have not taken better note of her
curiosity leading her to find the damn thing?  Every mohn knew a
woman’s curiosity was a force ta’ reckon with.  Broc released his hold on
the wall, and stormed away from his inner demon.  His march brought him to
the great hall.  Ancient trestle tables . . . empty.  Meals had
become depressing.  No one wanted to laugh, spin their yarns, or drink and
wench all the while the wee lass was . . . where?  Where, where, where?!


But, he knew.  Lugh’s blood,
but he knew.  The thought of it made him stagger like a drunkard.
 His mind had already crossed the threshold of madness once.


Days and days, he’d scoured the
secret tunnels.  More days had found him probing every crag upon the twin
mountains, every cave, every nuance of shadow met with his sword.  She was
gone.  Dimness of memories, echoes of laughter, replays of anything he
could have done differently became piled rubble against his soul.  And
then, the yelling had begun.  He’d wondered who amongst them succumbed to
grief.  Animalist wailing.  Keening that caused him to ache.


It had been him.


Until Maeve had been brave enough
to approach with ancient Fey magicks, he had fallen to his knees, yelling out
the torment of his soul, the male cry of unbearable failure and loss.  Her
sweet incantation had lulled him into a deep stupor, allowing them ease from
his killing mood.  Several days had passed with him stupefied by Maeve’s
spells. Thinking she did him a favor, she’d actually sent him spiraling deeper
into madness by way of dreams.  Over and over, the black blood they’d
found on Aunsgar’s walls played in his mind.  Traces of red blood—human,
Aunsgar regretfully informed—confirmed a battle transpired in the long, unused
corridor high in the labyrinth of Elves’ towers.  How could a wee lass,
modern at that, even fall close to being associated with battle . . .
against Lumynari?  For that was their black blood splashed on the walls
and floors.


A worn bench, its scuffed corner, Emily’s
favorite spot, snagged his attention.  The ghost of her image shot up,
grabbed another bottle of poison she’d coaxed Allen to supply, a noxious brew
called tequila, while she raptly listened to their battle stories of
auld.  Broc grinned, watching her antics.  She flipped a gold
doubloon—how’d he’d roared with laughter, her expression of shock, when he’d
shared his exploits as pirate—that plopped into a glass.  He choked over
her audacity.  The lass had snatched the glass, downed its contents in one
swig, and spit out the coin with as much gusto as a mohn.  The laird shook
his head, erasing the memory, though the roar of his men cheering lingered.


The long table stood empty. 
Ghosts of memories dispelled into mists of muse.  His booted feet dragged
him from the hall of their own accord and out the front doors she forever
admired.  Even out here in the bailey, her laughter rang out, her gasps of
surprise . . . she was everywhere in his head.  She was nowhere in the
flesh.  Ragged breath expelled from him.  Every sunrise and sunset
found his men repeating their routine: alternating teams would remain behind to
guard, switching with those leaving the castle compound in search groups. 
Even the Elves were unproductive in the hunt for shadowed paths leading down to
the Lumynari realm.


Broc knew what he must do.  No
other recourse offered an option.  And he would seek this journey
alone.  They’d stopped him in the beginning . . . when his Emily had first
been taken.  They would lose their life, should they again attempt such a
feat as to waylay his quest.


She was a thorn he’d come to enjoy
the pain of.  Now, nothing remained but the wound.


She’d been prisoner of the Lumynari
for six weeks and three days.  Mental images drafted their way into his
soul.  Lumynari were notorious for keeping their female prisoners unclothed. 
Nothing was more entertaining than complete degradation.  For sport, they
wagered their prisoners against other hapless victims in battle arenas where
trolls tore the ill-fated limb from limb.  Death was not release from
Lumynari imprisonment.  Any Shadow Master worth his initiation tattoo cast
dark evil spells against the wretched prisoner so that, in death, they were
still enslaved, only now they were ghouls.  Broc shook his head, forcing
horrific images back to the shores of oblivion.  Was Emily, even now,
beyond his reach?  Worse, if there could be such a thing, was she in the
dreaded breeding camps?  Child upon child begotten until her body, no
longer able to heal from multiple birthings, finally gave out to be fed to the
dark beasties crawling in the hellish chasms of Balkore.  Broc grabbed
fistfuls of his hair, the pain keeping him from screaming; the screaming
gleefully pulling him back into the madness.


It was time.


The forbidden incantation would be
uttered from his mouth tonight, forcing the earth to open, allowing him
passage; Elvin law be damned!  


He halted, incredulously scanning
his surroundings.  When had he come up to his chambers?  Emily’s
vanilla scent still lingered.  Broc stormed out onto the terrace, chill
air clearing his senses—and stilled.  Flicker of movement in the far
distance.  Quickening of his heart confirmed it was more than a mere
winter fox foraging.  And then, glittering in a warmless sun. 
Sentry-still, he watched.  Eyes burned and teared from the intensity of
his stare.  He refused to look away, even for a second.  Fumbling
blindly through his waist satchel, he yanked free an overused pair of field
glasses.  “Great Danu!”


A body, dark against pristine white
landscape, scuttled.  The face turned, lifted a bit, and gazed straight
back at him before plunging a long deadly sword into the frozen ground. 
The sword’s illumination grew until blazing like a beacon upon a kill.  Blade! 
He’d melt down the cursed weapon, hoping Danu heard his prayers to rush the
spirit to the dark valleys of the damned—but not before confessing he’d lured
Emily to her death!
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“Three thousand years, we’ve sworn
fealty to ye’,” Garreck grumbled, watching his laird prepare for his journey.


“Aye.”


“Three thousand six hundred years,
give or take a couple of decades before the curse, we’ve followed ye’.”


“ ‘Tis a long time.”  Broc
tightened the saddled strap, half listening.  He didn’t have time for verbal
chess.


“Verra long.”


Broc grunted his assent, tightening
the baldric that strapped Elvish sword against his back.  An aged silver
and black hilt now protruded from over his left shoulder.


“I would ask ye’ to return the
loyalty to us.”


Broc dropped his hands and stared
at Garreck.  “What loyalty would ye’ ask?”  


“That we follow ye’ yet again.”


“Not this time.”  Broc
crouched down, inserting various length dirks into hidden pockets in his
boots.  


Garreck sighed with
exaggeration.  “ ‘Tis most regrettable.”


“Should I no’ return, you take
command.  I’ve spoken to the men.  They’d already resigned ta’ follow
ye’.”  Broc patted his chest, visually searching the ground. 
Locating the dirk, he sheathed it within the saddle.


“The men following my command isna’
an issue,” Garreck snorted.  He lacked ability to hide his grin. Broc
ignored the buffoon.  Slipping his foot into the stirrup, he hoisted
himself with the fluid motion of male power and grace.  Tugging the
reigns, he veered the horse away without a backward glance at his brother. 


Broc kept his head up, gaze locked
upon an endless horizon.  It pained him greatly to peripherally view faces
of those he most likely would never again break bread with.  They didn’t
wave.  They didn’t allow tears, though their heads remained bowed as he
passed.  Creaking saddle was the only noise in this depressing
silence.  Once he met up with Lumynari, his days would be numbered. 
Would he reach Emily in time before Lumynari annihilated her mind?  Before
they annihilated his mind?  He’d seen the challenge offered by way
of Blade being skewered into the ground, and he’d accepted.  Crossing his
drawbridge, he abruptly reigned in his mount.


Dressed for battle, some in tartans
he knew surely must reek of mothballs and cedar, at least a hundred men sat
atop horses.  Armed with their ancestors’ claymores, axes, and longbows,
Broc could only gawk.  These were moderns, from Emily’s
realm.  They were as inexperienced in the ways of battle as Emily had
been.  


Reignsfeugh guided his horse to
pull away from the armed regiment.  “We follow. Ye’ try an’ stop us, you’ll
fight each of us wi’ yer bare hands.”  Grey eyes challenged
obsidian.  “Swallow yer’ tethers, laddie.  We sleep as a clan, we eat
as a clan, we marry, birth, and fight as a clan.”  


Aedan nudged his horse into the
forefront.  “We die as a clan!”


Deafening cheers followed. 
Fists pumped air.  Broc’s heart clenched.  He gave a curt nod, not
trusting himself to speak.  Where he was going, he’d be a fool not
to acquiesce their help.  “What museums did ye’ rob for yer’ plaids?”


Henry sat a little straighter in
his saddle.  “We’ve never  had the chance fer’ glory and
battle.  Time ta’ no’ just tell the stories of our ancestors, beggin’ yer’
pardon, but time ta’ become a legend told to our wee ones when they come of age
ta’ understand the pride o’ the tellin’.”


“Still trying to woo Annabelle?”
Broc asked, proud he was able to refrain from laughing.


Henry’s chest swelled. 
“Aye.  The lass swooned at the sight o’ me wearin’—“


“She swooned ye’ looked a fool wi’
yer belly half hangin’ from yer’ plaid!”


Broc lost his battle and guffawed.


“As I was sayin’, lass gushed at
the sight o’ me dressed as her da’ once had fer’ battle.”


Broc’s severity returned.  “We
ride.”


Aunsgar’s horse broke through a
parting crowd, a retinue of Elves following upon magnificent white horses.


“Nay, old friend.  My quest is
more than ever dangerous for you,” Broc warned.


“You will need my eyes, and I am a
better marksman than you.”  Elvish eyes narrowed.  “And you still make
errors with magic.”


“They’re not unfixable.”


Aunsgar’s pale brow arched.


Broc spied a few village men
stealing cursory glances at one another and back to Aunsgar and his warriors.


“We’ve yet to silence the cooking
pot.”  


Chuckles muted under Broc’s glare.


“Every time Maeve places it upon
her flame, it screams.”  Aunsgar shook his head.  Mirth quirked his
mouth.


“I was tryin’ ta’ show the woman I
could handle her kitchen.”


“By using magic?”  Garreck
asked, cantering up behind his laird.  Broc half turned in his saddle and
glared at his first in command.  “ ‘Tis not hard ta’ conquer the use of
fire,” Garreck admonished.  “Bad enough we ‘ave a ghost that never shuts
up, now we ‘ave a fat cauldron bellyachin’ like a drunkard at O’Sullivans!”


“I resent tha’!” someone shouted
from the crowd of moderns.


Broc remained sober.  “I canna
have history repeat itself.”


Aunsgar’s expression turned
grave.  “I’ve left able guards to defend those who cannot defend
themselves, but I will not be left behind like a feeble old woman.”


“I think, at long last, we ‘ave
tainted you,” Reignsfeugh stated, several clansmen nodding.


Aunsgar glanced at him
questioningly.


“Next, ye’ll be roarin’ in ta’
battle naked as the wild men once did.”


Horror flitted across the Elven
prince’s face, a rare show of emotion.  It was more than the Forest Lords
could handle.  Their mirth erupted, turning into loud cheers when Broc
reached out, he and Aunsgar clasping forearms.  The prince turned
slightly, gazing over his shoulder, an almost imperceptible nod escaping
him.  Broc lifted his gaze, following Aunsgar’s.  A dozen grizzled
men, ragged black tunics covering their bodies, similar in fashion to what he’d
seen worn in Jerusalem, inclined their heads.  Mentally, Broc dismissed them. 
Who knew what the damned Elf was up to.  If auld men chose to tag along,
who was he to say nay to death in glory versus simply passing away with age?
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Dragged in, the prisoner was
mercilessly dumped like a heap of refuse.  So still he remained, she
wondered if this was their next form of torture: a rotting corpse.


Emily assumed wrong.


Guards kicked him several times and
beat him with their clubs.  Failing to elicit a reaction, they hauled him
deeper into her cell.  She remained as immobile as possible.  Maybe,
if she didn’t even blink, they’d forget her existence.  Shoulder-hoisting
their captive, they slammed him against the rocky wall.  Emily winced, her
own back heavily bruised from the same treatment four days earlier.  Had
it been four days?  He grunted, the first sound Emily heard emitted from
him.  Keeping him propped up, two Lumynaries stretched his arms out on
either side, tethering his wrists to the wall.  They stood back, laughing when
he sagged.  Despondent, the only thing alive about him seemed to be his
moon-bright hair.  


Hissing erupted above; hissing
sounding much like what had delivered her to this horrific nightmare.  The
door opened wider.  A shadow spilled across the threshold.


The priestess.  Breathtaking. 
White hair billowed, its length spilling to her waist and pulled off her face
by way of a macabre crown of silver thorns.  But Emily had learned the
hard way, beyond the façade of the bitch’s beauty, a terror not even the
scariest movie could depict sapped Emily’s inner light.  


The whip cracked.  Emily
flinched.  Then tensed, waiting for the blaze of agony.  Nothing. 
Her new cellmate, however, was not so fortunate.  His head reared, knocking
against jagged rock.  Emily winced, knowing firsthand the wallop he’d just
given himself.  Repeatedly, the whip uncoiled.  Triple whips.  Ricocheting. 
Blood soaked.  Prisoner’s chest, flayed.  


I’m next.


Snatching a torch, a squat guard
garbled in a guttural language too awful to exist.  Thrusting flame closer
to the face of the abused, he laughed while repeatedly slapping the prisoner. 


Eyes blazing red, the captive spit blood
at the jailor.


Emily screamed and launched from
her shadowed haven.  “Don’t touch him!”  She clawed a bared arm,
grappling a fistful of luminous hair, doing her best to yank the creature away
from the prisoner.


Ferocious growling erupted.


Razors sliced across her back.


Emily arched, agony siphoning air
from her lungs in a loud single whoosh.


She couldn’t even scream.  A
second searing succeeded in ripping her back apart everywhere at once. 
She clung to the captive, her backside taking his whipping.  Coherent only
of loud buzzing in her ears, she looked up into the face of her new cellmate.


He glared down at here, fangs
bared.  His fury pulsated.  


Dezenial.  


Her relief evaporated.


She was grabbed and slammed to the
dirt.  Emily exploded into flailing limbs, her fists landing hard against
flesh, her teeth sinking into whatever had the misfortune to come within
reach.  Inhumane bellows from her dream phantom vibrated against cold
stone walls.  


Coherency left her for a long time.
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“It would seem you are once again
in need of my rescuing.”


“A bang up job you’re doing,” Emily
quipped, keeping very still.


Weak laughter morphed into
coughing.


“Maybe you should save your
strength for our great escape.”


He barely mustered a slight shake
of his head.


“Dezenial?”


“Mmmm?”


“I really hate spiders.”


Hissing erupted from an
unfathomable darkness high above.  Bevy of yellow eyes peered down at
them.  “Land-dwellers, we are not fond of,” the multi-appendage
beasts said in unison. 


Emily quaked.  Pain and fear
twice caused her to scream uncontrollably.  How long each episode lasted,
she’d never be able to discern.  Each time, Dezenial’s chants had brought
her back to the shore of reality.  


“Dez?”


Another grunt.


“I think I detest being naked even
more.”


His head lifted, grinning. “I
assure you . . . I am not insulted.”


“Wretch.”  She shifted.  And
hollered.  Searing pain let her know movement was not an option.  


“Clothe you, Highness . . . in the
. . . finest silks.”


“That you force our brethren to
spin for you!”  The arachnids hissed.  “Keep them in glass cages!”


“I’d settle for a potato
sack.  Can you make them shut up?”


Dezenial gave another shake of his
head.  “Your brethren should never have begged favors from Drakar.”


Emily tried visually sifting
through the moving shadows above while awaiting their argument.  None
came.  Were they contemplating his statement?  Or plotting when to
make him their next meal?  Spinners.  Emily shuddered, and not from
the cold, hard packed dirt she huddled upon.  Half Lumynari for their
torso, two legs and a head, but where humans and Lumynaries had two arms, they
had three on each side.  It was the freakiest thing she’d ever
seen—endless screaming, when they’d first captured her, confirmed this. 
They could walk upright, or squat down and scuttle, crab-like.  Fangs
protruded from their mouths, black hair twisted into dreadlocks.  Blade
had whizzed past her, swinging, cutting, maiming, until they’d ensnared him in
their thick webbing.  Something had stung her; blessedly, she’d succumbed
to darkness. 


She’d not seen Blade since.


“When the sentry returns for you,”
Dezenial started, coughing a few times.  “You will be taken to
Drakar.  They think you are . . . finally broken.”  More
coughing.  “They will now begin starving you . . . making you
desperate.”  He jerked his head.


“What can I do?”  Emily
whispered. “There’s no way you can keep standing there, shackled, bleeding . .
.”  She’d been foolish enough to run across the slimy cold cell, throwing
her body in front of him.  What the hell had I been thinking? 
Statuesque-stillness was the only way to prevent her shredded back from pulling
and tearing more.  Even breathing became a chore, ever-so-careful not to
inhale too deeply.  


“You’re lucky to be alive.”  


She could hear his ragged breathing
worsening. 


“You are . . . special
captive.  Brave their cruelty . . . I will find you.”  He sagged.


“Dezenial!”  Emily stood,
crying out.  Flesh across her spine pulled, ripped, blood coursing down
her back.  She gagged.  Shamed by her nudity, hating even more her
modesty, she ambled over and seized his dark head.  His long white hair
was blood soaked.  “Dez?”  Lightly, she smacked his hollow
cheek.  His face swam both from her tears and dizziness. 
“Dezenial?  Come on.  Please don’t leave me.”  She looked over
her shoulder, but their guard wasn’t the least bit interested from his side of
the thick door.  Hissing erupted.  Emily flinched, whipping her gaze
upward.  Were the spider-thingies about to descend and make a meal of
them?  She imagined the smell of blood from both their open wounds had the
beasts salivating.  Again, a wave of dizziness.  Movement on his
forearm caught her attention.


“They shackled you with snakes?”


“Careful . . . Keer’dra.”


“Dezenial!”  Hot tears
flowed.  She touched his hair, his arms, careful to avoid his wounds. 
She caressed his beautiful face.


“Keer’dra.”  He smiled,
lifting his head from her hands.


Her forehead fell against his
bloodied chest.  “Dezenial,” she sniffed.  “I swear, I’m not going to
cry.  I’m . . . not.”  Tilting her face upward, she offered a weak
smile, garnering comfort from his nearness.


“My blood is now . . . smeared on
your . . . face.”


“War paint.”


His lips captured hers, gentle yet
commanding.  She didn’t question. There wasn’t enough in her to care about
anything but this moment.  For long seconds, their kiss took them away
from the torment their battered bodies suffered.  Her emotions whirled,
her knees trembling.  His tongue tasted ever so slight, teasing for
entrance she willingly granted.  The taste of him sent spirals of ecstasy
through her.  He pulled away.  Both gasped for air.  He nuzzled
her hair, ragged breathing tiptoeing between them.  Her head against his
chest, she studied his arms and wondered how he could possibly be shackled by
mere snakes.  He looked far more powerful than the glistening reptiles
currently coiled ‘round each wrist.


“Keer’dra, one bite and you are
dead within seconds.”


“You aren’t.”


“I am . . . different.  I slip
into unconsciousness.  Can’t . . . leave you.  Careful, or they will
bite you as well.  Even now, they trembled with anticipation.”


“They’re that intelligent?”


In answer, one zipped towards
her.  Screeching, she jumped back.  “You little son of bitch!” 
Her hand shot up, swirling.  The snake thrust again, fierce fangs rearing
to puncture—blue flames erupted from Emily’s palm.  Sizzling serpent
scorched their nostrils.


“Keer’dra?”


Emily spun about.  Sure as
shit, its bastard twin was springing out for her.  Ducking, she scorched
the creature.  The fanged beast would slither nevermore.


“Your temper needs taming.”


“My temper is how I like it. 
I don’t appreciate being snapped at by something better suited as a pair of
boots.”


Sizzling snakes turned the air even
more foul than it had already been.


“How long have you known . . . your
power with flame?”


Emily blew the tip of her
forefinger as if it were a smoking gun.  “An accidental boon.”


Hissing erupted from above. 
Dezenial slipped to his knees, and began rotating his shoulders.  He
pulled Emily down, her nakedness this close to him making his heightened senses
crackle.  


His hands against her bare flesh
caused chills, and an odd sensation at a time like this.  She couldn’t
help staring at his torso.  Bet my back looks similar.  Thank
God for torchlight being nearly moot.  She’d be sick if she could see his
wounds any more clearly.  


Hissing frenzied.


“What’s happening?” 
Subconsciously, she huddled closer, absorbing his radiating heat.


“They watch.”


“No kidding.  Can you do
better?”


“How far into your training are
you?”


She dared drop down her gaze to level
with Dezenial’s.  “Urkani seems to think I’m ‘passing fancy’ on knife
throwing, that I suck with bow and arrow, and it will require ‘several
centuries for me to learn even the proper way to handle a sword’.  He
claims I’m better suited for butter knives, then says a bunch of gibberish I’ve
come to suspect is Elvish cursing.”


“I meant, magicks.”


“Oh, magicks and woo-hoo stuff fell
into the category of: Best Keep This From Emily.”


“Fools.”


“Agreed.”


“Is a temper tantrum the only way
you can conjure your magicks?”


“Watch it, or I’ll show you a
tantrum that will make those whips seem like child’s play.”  Fed up, she
rose quickly and howled.  Her torn back ripped more.  She
weaved.  He grasped her calf, steading her.  


“You were a fool to step in front
of a Lumynari’s whip.”


She kept her teeth clenched against
the pain.  “Lecture me later.  How do we get outa here?”


Keys jangled.


Dezenial shot up and shoved Emily
behind him.  She howled, her back slamming against the rocky wall. 
“Keer’dra!”  He had hurt her.  No time for apologies.


Heavy door crashed open. 
Bright orange torchlight flooded their cave-like cell.  Emily squinted,
light bruising her eyes.  


The creature wasn’t tall and
stunning like Lumynaries she’d seen thus far.  He was squat, bulging, and
rumbling threats.  Dezenial remained mute.  He stalked, dwarfing the
ghastly guard.  Gouges on the creature’s face, deep and left to fester,
oozed black gunk.  Emily turned her head, rapidly swallowing back the need
to gag.  She could taste his curdling stench.  From black jerkin, the
rotting beast whipped out a menacing serrated blade.  Making slicing
motions, he crouched, moving along the perimeter of their cell.  Emily was
no fool.  The monster was edging closer and closer towards her! 
Still weak from numerous snakebites, Dezenial jumped back each time their
attacker lunged and swiped.  Gurgling wicked laughter bubbled from the
jailor.  


Emily’s eyes adjusted.  Then
enlarged.  It was none other than the little maggot who had kicked her in
the stomach, rendering her immobile.  Taking advantage of her clawing for
air, he’d dropped down, digging his knee even deeper into her stomach while
another tore and sliced her clothing from her body.  He’d thrown her
prized hiking boots over his shoulder like trophies.


Those were handmade Elvish
boots, you maggot-ass!


Again, he sliced at Dezenial.


Naked, the vile beast had groped
her.


Dezenial worked his way around,
enticing the guard away from Emily.


He had touched her intimately,
threatening in broken English all sorts of details of what he had planned for
her. He’d beaten her until snatched away by the whip mistress.


He thrashed his blade at Dezenial’s
abdomen.  Her dark hero yelled out and dropped to his knees.  Fury
and fear, a dangerous combination, consumed her.  Dezenial threw her an
odd look, holding his midsection with one hand, warding off his attacker with a
well-aimed fist.  The beast shook his head, thrusting his weapon
downward.  His aim was for Dezenial’s skull.  But the skilled
Lumynari, weak with venom poisoning, torqued backwards on his knees, barely
avoiding the deathblow.  


“You will touch him no
longer.”  Emily’s voice reverberated.


Battling foes forgot each other.
 She’d spoken in their language.


“Keer’dra?”  Impossible! 
Enslaved land-dwellers residing down here for decades still spoke the language
so terribly chopped, that many owners forbade them to speak at all. 
Emily’s fluency and cadence was spoken like the child born to it she had once
been.  Dezenial dared a glance down at his torso.  Blood flowed too
quickly.  The last of his strength would be used in healing magicks, or to
save the woman one last time.  If he saved her, he would no doubt fall
unconscious.  She would be unprotected for the duration of his being
incoherent—not that he was currently having any effect in thoroughly protecting
her.  Applying his type of magic could not transpire in front of
her.  She could never know his true identity.  None of them
could.  Irrevocable shock would chase her forever away from him. 
Never mind what his enemies would attempt.  His attention reverted to
her.  Surprise contorted his features.


“Keer’dra!”


Emily stared down her enemy. 
Eyes, unwavering, glowed molten amber.  Even her hair flamed and crackled
white fire.  She reached out, crooking her fingers, beckoning the
guard.  “Come to me.”  She smiled evilly, her voice husky, as if
offering a dalliance.


The jailor hesitated.  If Dezenial
hadn’t been so caught up in the Spinners being witness to Emily’s
power—plotting how to stop them before they could scuttle away and get word to
Drakar that The Keeper was indeed in his custody—he’d have laughed.  Like
him, the guard knew no human was beholden to such power.  


And, Emily was naked.  


He saw the jailor lick his cracked
lips.  With a roar, Dezenial used the last of his strength to lung at the
beast . . . just as the guard lunged at Emily.


Dezenial collapsed into oblivion.


Emily dropped.  The guard grunted
towards her.  Quickly, she twisted into a crouch behind his shins. 
As she rose, two large orifices of blue flame bloomed from her palms.  The
grotesque creature arched.  His screams deafened.  Fire blazed from thighs to neck. 
Matted hair curled and melted, his flesh sloughing from his skull.  The
more he beat at the flames, the more they fanned to life.  His hands melted
into nubs.    


Emily snapped free of her trance.


Flame extinguished from her
hands.  Her nemesis toppled, his body coiling into black leather. 
Emily buckled.  Coherency of pain resumed.  Her back seared.  Her
mind blinked.  


Dezenial.  


Forcing her arms to work, she
dragged herself to him.  Gasping, crying out, she rolled him over and
collapsed on his chest.  His blood saturated her.  She muttered for
death to take her as well.  Maybe I’ll die before they discover I’ve
killed one of their pigs.  Their retribution, she knew, would be the
final act succeeding in sending her into irreversible psychosis.  Awful
stench of burning flesh swamped the already decayed air they suffered.  


As seen in movies, she traced her
fingers along Dezenial’s collarbone until feeling where a pulse should
be.  Nothing.  Broc claimed she’d healed Aedan.  Squeezing her
eyes closed, she tried like hell to conjure a power she lacked control over. 
No tightening or tingling of nape occurred.  Resignedly, her eyes lazed
open.  “I can’t save you.  I think I’m spent,” she whispered.  And
so tired.  Tremors racked her.


Voices barked.  Chaos of running
feet and . . . chains?


“Once they see what I’ve done, we
won’t be special prisoners anymore.”  Her eyes crawled across the floor,
her head too heavy to lift, searching for the blade the guard had killed
Dezenial with.  No, no, no!  He’s not dead!


Shouts grew closer.  Emily’s
lids were too heavy to keep open.  Maybe they’d be swift about it. 
No, Dez had said they thrived on torture.  Knife.  She needed to . .
. retrieve . . .


Something heavy thudded next to
her.  Vaguely, she was aware of opening one of her eyes.  Screams
would have pealed throughout the cavern, save for the sticky hand clamping down
across her mouth.
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“Land-dweller, make a sound, you
cannot.”  Hands clasped under her bared knees, under her shoulders, while
another seemed to hover over her body, everywhere at once.  Webbing began
wrapping her from ankles to breasts, though her arms remained unbound.  She
wanted to fight them, but was too weak to care.  The warmth of being cocooned
made her even more lethargic.  Sensation of floating followed.  Too exhausted
to protest, she watched Dezenial receive the same treatment.  He was parallel
with her, both of them hoisted at dizzying speeds into the abyss of
darkness.  Were they being taken to Drakar?  She writhed.  Oh
God, were they being taken as a meal?! She crazed.


“I will drop you.  Still your
twitching, or I sting.”


Emily froze.  Envisioning the
size pinchers these freaky creatures had, her mind knocked on insanity’s
door.  “Where are—“


“Silence,” the voice hissed so
close, her ear steamed from its vaporous breath.  “Enemies arrive.”


Slid into a narrow opening, she
couldn’t see below her.  With unexpected gentleness, she was laid atop a
squishy surface.  Did Dezenial receive the same treatment?  Her back
blazed.  Squishy surface, or her own blood?  Her eyes weighed a
ton.  Warmth.  How had bone-numbing chill become suffocating? 
Quick shake of her head.  Must remain awake.  Warmth meant she
was being lulled to her death.  Actually, is that so bad?  Her
teeth resumed chattering.  She tried moving her legs.  Mummy-wrapped.
Gingerly, afraid she was about to feel sticky ick of webbing, she probed the
substance cocooning her.  Surprised, her fingers instead caresses a
texture similar to soft wool.  And, warm.  


Shouting.


Emily jumped.  Orange-yellowy
light flickered above her, offering a miniscule view of her surroundings. 
Akin to being in a rock coffin.  She’d never be able to stand.  She
was being dragged away to a lair.  Hissing sounded again, right beside
her.  Firelight snuffed.  It was even more dark than minutes
earlier.  A door slammed.  Keys jangled.  They locked an empty
prison room?  She was lifted again.  Lucidity floated somewhere
beyond vision.  She inhaled deeply, held her breath and finally released
it, hoping to remain conscious.  


“I’m bleeding.”


“We are aware the food we do
without.”


Emily grimaced.  “Where are
you taking us?  You’re bringing Dezenial too, right?  You can’t just
leave him.”  She was an inferno.  She had to get out of this
cocoon!  “I can’t breathe.”  She wriggled.


“A prisoner, you are not.  Be
still before we forget this.  Your twitching salivates my fangs.”


Several long moments passed before
Emily remembered to breathe.  The thought of becoming their dinner
terrified her more than any torture a Lumynari could dream up.  Odd noises
filtered through to her senses.  Like bricks rubbed together. 
Spinner laughter.  It was an awful thing to hear.  Gritting her
teeth, she tried to remain as stiff and still as possible.  It also helped
her to keep from screaming.  They traveled what felt like a long bend
before her body dipped slightly, a steep descent now their route.


“Please . . . my back.  A
break.  Just for a moment.”


“Your eyes, they must close or we
can cover your head.”


“I can’t see anyway, so it’s not
like I’ll show someone where you live.”


“The drop will make you scream.”


“You’re going to drop
me?!”  Emily clobbered the creature holding her arms.  Vicious
hissing and gurgling made her quickly cover her face and scrunch her shoulders
against her neck, terrified they bite into her artery.  Hissing escalated,
sounding as if she’d stuck her head inside a beehive.  


“Your life we save.  Your
life, we’ll end, if again we must warn you to be still.  The drop will
take many of us to carry you.  Frightening to those not used to
falling.”  More brick scraping laughter filled the tight passageway.


“Please, just tell me you’re not
taking me to be a slow-eaten meal by your newly hatched.”  She was going
to scream; felt it welling up.  “God, just let me die.”


“Dezenial’s kingdom is where you
will rest.  You, we watched.  Captured and tortured, he allowed
himself to be.”


“Who?”  It dawned on her whom
they implied.  “Dezenial took that beating on purpose?”


“Land-dweller, your life, he
saves.”


It would seem you are in need of
my rescuing, echoed from memory.  “Yeah, and where did it get him?
Dead.  Dead, dead, dead!”  Her anguish peaked and shattered the last
shreds of control.  Low, tortuous sobs filled the narrow tunnel.


“His blood remains warm.”


Long moments passed before Emily
cued in on what the creepy-crawly had said.  She snuffled.  “I
couldn’t save him.  I couldn’t make that light come back into my hands.”


“You killed a Sentach.  It is
enough.”


“Enough?”


Scratchy chuckling again.


“Close your eyes, Keer’dra.”


Jerking her head, she scanned dark
oblivion.  Foreign words were muttered, increasing the spookiness of being
engulfed in nothingness.  “Dez?”


Chanting filled her head.


“Please . . . please, I beg
of you.  So . . . much pain.  My back . . . tears more.”  Words
melded into whimpers.  Her mind fogged.  Windshield wipers. 
Turn on defrost.  She blinked.  Strange thoughts.  Too
dark.  Were her eyes opened or closed?  Pain now her constant. 
Hot pokers.  Singing escalated in tempo.  They had monks down
here?  Prisoners.  Had to be.  Sweat beaded her brow.  “I’m
dying.”  She smiled.  “I hear voices.”  She relaxed, no longer
interested in fighting to stay awake.  “Living is . . . overrated. 
Too excruciating.  Voices.  Like monks.  Maybe . . . I’ll see
Dez . . . again.”  Emily’s body sagged.


“She passes.”


“Put . . . her down.”


Motion halted.


“Keer’dra?”


“Dezenial?”  She
whimpered.  “He’s going to . . . shoot my hands.  No.  Wait.”


“Open your eyes, Keer’dra.”


“Tired.  You father . . . says
he’ll . . . care . . .”


“Her end is here.”


“No!”  Dezenial hissed. 
Incantation spewed forth, his voice deepening, strengthening—drowning out those
others daring to chant; daring to call out to her soul.  


Emily’s neck arched.  With
great exertion, she opened her eyes.  “Dezenial?  What’s
happening?  Why are all of you chanting?  Your father . . . promises,
no more pain.”


Dezenial gazed down at his
woman.  Pitch-blackness enveloped them.  He could not leave her to
these beings.  What they had done to his wound to stop the bleeding . . .
quickly, he diverted his thoughts.  Gods did not shudder. 
Spinner loyalty was not synonymous with Lumynari.  They would have their
price, of this, he was sure.


The Spinner cradling Emily’s head
bobbed a few times before glassy dark eyes focused on Dezenial again. 
“You know what you must do.”


“This is no mere human to put
through the consequences of such a deed.”  Dezenial answered in
Balkorian.  He wasn’t sure which realm Emily’s mind wandered in right now,
but he hoped she wouldn’t understand their debate.  He was not pleased his
father advanced, calling to Emily, forcing his hand.


“See ourselves, the magic she
wields.  A choice, you do not possess.  Move, we must.”


“No knife.”


“Slice against our fang.”


“You think me fool?”  Taste of
blood would lead to a feeding frenzy.  The amount currently spilling from
her was already trying them.  He was not about to test their self-control
any further.


“Dez?  Chanting fades. 
Make . . . it . . . come back. The Spinners, they’ve left?  Oh God! 
We’ve been deserted!  We’re going to be left here—“


“Here, we remain,” their voices
reassured.


Visibly, she relaxed.


“Odd that she draws comfort from
you,” Dezenial remarked, studying the creature as it gently cradled Emily’s
head.  Emily’s eyes opened wide, searching for light as land-dwellers were
wont to do.  “I require light to ease her fear.  She won’t understand
what I’m about to do without it.”


“Wait, you must, for us to close
each side, or we will be seen by enemy Spinners.  Freedom slips from
us.  Hurry your endeavor when I give word.”


Something slipped into Dezenial’s
hand.  A knife.  Soft light bloomed in the tunnel.  He had mere
seconds to take in his miniscule surroundings.  “How far to my region?”


“Be still, she be, several hours
the way we know, the way of no Lumynari or the others hunting you.”


Dezenial nodded.  “Remove your
webbing you’ve cradled her in.  Keer’dra?”  He inched closer.  


She tore her gaze from the
frightful sight looming over her, wondering if the creature had finally decided
to have a taste.  “Dezenial?  Dez?”  She covered her mouth,
turning her face away, sobbing.  Gently, he cupped her face, returning her
gaze to lock with his.  “It isn’t easy, making this choice for you, but if
I don’t do this, you won’t live.  You’ve lost too much blood,
Keer’dra.  Do you understand what I’m telling you?”  Never again
would her face be so battered as the past two times he’d seen her in the
flesh.  What had happened to the guard?  Had the Spinners sated their
ferocious appetite?  


“You look sad,” she muttered. 
“What are you going to do?  Please, Dez, don’t hurt me.”


Only his Emily would take such
liberties with his name. Never, in over nine-thousand years of living, had
anyone dared.  


“Please, no more pain.  Don’t
hurt me—“


Warm fingers slipped over her
mouth.  Though he spoke to Emily, his gaze locked and held the apparent
leader of newly acquired allies.  “Ancient magicks of the gods. 
Forbidden.”  Yet, these creatures had known he possessed it.  “How
long have you spied?”  He didn’t wait for an answer.  “I’m going to
share blood with you, Keer’dra.”  


“Share . . . blood?” 
She swallowed.  “Transfusion, right?  Tell me . . . you’re talking
about—you have fangs.  Jesus, I’m in . . . purgatory.”  She closed
her eyes.  “Death comes.  I feel it.”  Faint smile touched her
lips.  “Says his name . . . Hades.  He has ermine . . .
blankets.  Promises . . . no pain.  Calls you . . . “ Emily
frowned.  “Fool.”


“Keer’dra?”


Eye movement behind closed lids
ceased.  Dezenial, non-too gently, rolled her over.  Their time had
run out.  He slashed away bloodied webbing.  And averted his gaze.


Vicious infection left her back
nothing more than flayed, puckering, rotting flesh.  It wasn’t blood loss
killing her.  It was blood infection!


“Drakar will craze over her
escape.  More Lumynari swarm to find her.  You must perform the deed
now!”


What he was about to do would
change his path forever.  And Emily’s.  Rapidly, ancient words fell
from his lips.  Hades’ laughter echoed, only Dezenial hearing the god as
he sailed away from Emily, roaring rapids of Styx carrying him back to his
realm.  Seven-thousand years earlier, Hades had warned that Dezenial would
call upon power—call upon his birthright.  


But, there would be a price.  


He would be bonded to one woman for
all time.  


And he would become the Dark Prince
he was destined to be.  Dezenial had scoffed, Lumynari never sexual with
the same partner twice.  So too, he had sneered over Hades’ further implication
that he, son of Shadow, would become a protector of mortals. 
Impossible.  He relished competing with Inzyr, how many humans they could
enslave.  The thought of ever giving a damn about their trivialities had
provided amusement for both he and the assassin.  


Ancient words rapidly muttered,
Dezenial held out his arm.  To hell with penalties.  This was not
Zaiyne, nor Aurelia.  Emily touched somewhere deeper in him than either of
the previous two women she’d once been.  Sharp pointed tip of blade
slipped easily enough into flesh of his wrist, and upon each word, slid the
length of his arm until reaching the crook.  His words drifted into
singsong chanting.  His bleeding arm hovered over Emily’s lower
back.  Strength in tone deepened, though he labored against shouting—his
life’s essence pouring into Emily.  


Daemon nectar.


Diligently, he swept the length of
her back with his bleeding arm, mere inches above her cruel wounds, until his
blood saturated her shredded flesh.  Emily had survived far worse than any
human could. 


If she’d been human to begin
with.


Dezenial smiled.  His
Keer’dra, the hellcat—literally now.  A Spinner held her beautiful white
hair to the side, enabling him to saturate the welts upon her nape. His mantra
came to an end.  


“Closed, you will need that.”


Dezenial held out his arm, refusing
to watch.  He felt a sickening moistness slither across the cut he’d made
down his forearm.  When he pulled his arm back, a sticky substance held
his flesh bound, bloodless.


“We are bonded now,” it informed
him.  “Your blood, I have tasted.”


“I am aware your ways, but do not
look to have acquired any powers.”


“One of us, you are now.”


So that was their
price.  Brotherhood.  He sighed.  In the span of seconds, his
life irrevocably changed forever, and he owed gratitude.  He’d
never owed any.  “You may call the caves of Prim home.  I will expect
loyalty . . . brother, your eyes to be my ears.”


“The Assassin, you must inform.”


“He will know not to set flame to
your web.”


“Oath and gratitude given. 
She will need to be stung.”


Dezenial’s jaw ticked.  “A
small dose.  I agree, it would be better if she slumbers during our
journey.”  The being scurried to Emily’s feet.  “Do not hurt
her.”


“Think of it, I would not.”


Emily, unconscious, squeaked,
earning the creature a venomous scowl.


“If she dies, pray to my mother I
die with her.”  Dezenial scrutinized her heel.  Two pinpricks of red
were barely visible.  


“Lumynari blood, she has.  Too
small, my bite, suffer she will not.”


Lumynari blood.


She had more of it than any of them
realized.  


As he watched, flesh pulled
together, regenerated new tissue, Emily’s back rapidly healing.  No longer
would he possess arrogant freedom to pretend indifference to his
heritage.  He’d had two paths to choose from.  He had opted
to call upon power bestowed only to Hades, Zeus, and Poseidon.  Three
brothers.  His mother’s wrath would be legendary; beyond anything her
realm of Lumynari had ever witnessed.


Dezenial forced his attention back
to the woman now slumbering by influence of toxins.  A mere mortal would
be rendered insane with his blood now coursing in their veins.


Emily’s consequences would be far
more severe.


He wondered if she would prefer
loss of mind versus results of what he’d just done to them both.  


“Linger too long here, we
have.  Our escape must resume.”


Dezenial grunted in
agreement.  


His blood now flowed through
her.  There would be no returning to her silly world in Texas.  


He had just merged their souls
beyond the realms of the living.
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“There exists a whisper of magic I
have not felt since . . .”  Aunsgar’s lithe form leapt from the barebacked
mount, eyes scanning snow-covered terrain.  Blindly, his hand stayed the
nervous mare, more companion than service animal.  Broc’s horse snorted
and pawed at the snow.  “The steeds sense it as well.”  Keen eyes darted,
scanning the horizon to their backs, then to their east.  For a time, he
stared into the panorama of weather surrounding them, his head tilted,
listening.  Stoic, only his long white hair moved, fluttering in the
chilly breeze.


“I would have you tell me, no
matter how grave,” Broc stated, looking down from his nervous mount.  


Aunsgar riveted his attention
beyond the laird.


The MacLarrin didn’t need to follow
the Elf’s gaze.  “Who is it you have invited to journey with us, this
perilous quest?  And why have they dropped from their mounts, hunkering
into a tight circle?”  He leaned over the pommel, his voice
plunging.  “Their chanting spooks mi’ men.  What gods do they pray
to, that such a racket is required?”


“Need you ask, my friend?”


Collectively, Forest Lords turned
in their saddles.  Openly, they scrutinized.  Dawning rippled. 
Quickly, every immortal dismounted and dropped to one knee, head bowed. 
Not sure what was transpiring, their mortal companions followed suit.  If
an immortal leapt from horse and bowed, not caring if he sank half a
foot into the snow, best to forfeit sanity and imitate without question.


The Elders observed, their
billowing hair black as crow’s wings.  Their intense stare tapped each
man’s soul.  Aedan gulped loudly, earning Reignsfeugh’s elbow into his
ribs.  “Silence, laddie.”


“Ye’ doona understand.”


“I understand yer’ about ta’ ‘ave
us turned into vulture fodder.”  The Celt dared a cursory glance at the
ancients he himself had heard about during his sister’s fireside stories. 
Myths to hand down to his own bairns.  He’d never imagined he himself was
to become myth.  


“I teased one o’ them ta’ be too
auld, but admired his bravery.”


“Och.  Ye’ fecker! We’re done
fer.”  Reignsfeugh dropped his head deeper, muttering prayers to every
entity he’d learned about in the three-thousand plus years he’d roamed this
wild terrain, though now tame by far in comparison to when Vik—“


“Son of Lady Larrin.”  The
Elders nodded their heads in unison.  “Rise.  We are all much too old
to be on our knees, especially in this cold.”  Amusement tinged their
tone.


“Thought it ‘twas his da that was
the Larrin?”


Garreck leaned closer to
Henry.  “Didn’t I warn ye’ when ye’ were knee high, take yer studies more
seriously?”  He laughed at the man’s glare.  “Picts or Forest Lords
inherit the tribes from the mother, though that one,” he nudged his chin
towards Broc, “would have taken it, regardless.”


The subject of their discussion
stood and swept snow from his knees.  Aunsgar glided past, making his way
towards the old men.  “I will have you tell me what it is ye’ sense,” Broc
called after the Elf.


Aunsgar halted.  Indiscernible
nods from the Elders, and the Elf turned to face the laird.  “Emily.”


The Elders resumed their
chanting.  Horses whinnied, backing away, their large glassy eyes rolling
with fright.  Swiftly, men grappled bridles, cooing nonsensical words,
hoping to calm the beasts lest they rear.  Flaying hooves would be deadly
in this knot of men.  Chanting escalated to a keening wail, Elders’ voices
harmonizing.


Broc’s soul chilled.


He’d heard this before.  The
night Emily healed Aedan.  And when Aurelia passed.  The laird
charged until he caught up with Aunsgar.  Grappling the royal’s arm, his
glare warned Urkani not to follow through with freeing his now clasped
hilt.  “I will have you tell me what is happening!  ‘Tis the same
sounds filling the forest long ago when Aurelia and my people were slaughtered!”


Austere Elf turned saddened eyes
upon Broc.  The Forest Lord released his hold, fearing heartache would
infect him as well.  It was not to be.  The MacLarrin’s heart
seized.  He knew.  Oh, how he knew!


“Emily passes,” Aunsgar whispered.


Wild-eyed, Broc searched the
terrain.  Nothing.  No movement, no oddity, nothing but forsaken
white stretching the land taut.  “Torture?”  He would make it his
life’s vow to hunt every Lumynari and slaughter them.


“She travels beneath us.  Not
of her own accord . . . “ Aunsgar peered down at the ground where several
horses stood.  His head snapped around, wildly scanning.  Broc
observed, as if, through the Elf, he would somehow see Emily moving beneath
where they stood.  Aunsgar’s head fell back, eyes closed tightly.


“They’ve stopped chanting.  We
are too late.”


Aunsgar did not answer.  He
glided away, walking unhampered through deep snow to join the Elders. 
Broc didn’t bother pursuing him.  Maybe it was best not hearing any sort
of a confirmation.


Emily was dead.  Had their
chant succeeded in purging her soul from the Lumynari?  Broc slipped to
his knees.  He was too late—again.  The horizon yielded no answers;
no condolences.  How long before Pendaran bore down on them, a new
punishment?  What curse would he bestow this time?  Emily.  He
closed his eyes, shutting out pristine white countryside.  White meant
good.  Holy.  Untouched.  Sacred.  There was nothing pure
about his life.  He had failed a warrior princess.  He had failed a
silly innocent woman asking for nothing more than his acceptance of who she was
in this life.  And to be returned to her home.  Instead, he’d
given her contempt, and railed against her quick laughter.


He wept.


He’d greeted a breath of sunshine
with blackened storms.  And now, she suffered beyond anything she could
have imagined.  Snow dusted his thigh.  A hand rested upon his
shoulder.  He shrugged it off.  Pity was not something he deserved,
nor sought.


“I have news.”


Broc remained unseeing; uncaring if
his ally witnessed his open grief.  “Speak.”


Aunsgar dropped down.  Broc
felt himself being scrutinized. Much time passed before the prince finally
acquiesced the laird’s command.  “Emily lives.”


Broc nodded.  Spans of silence
passed between them before the Forest Lord trusted himself to speak.  “You
are not telling me this with a smile of ease and relief.  There is
more.”  His gaze drifted to Aunsgar and studied him for a time.  He
then swept his attention to the Elders.  They laughed amongst themselves
as if this were nothing more than an amusing excursion.  He didn’t like
them thirty-six hundred years ago; he detested them now.


“Legend weaves tales their power is
to rival ancient gods.”


Broc’s lip curled.  “Are you
attempting to dissuade me from taking mi’ sword and bleeding them?”


“They have seen her.”


“They helped her pass to
Otherworld?”


“Nay, friend.”  Aunsgar sighed
heavily.  “She lives; however, she is . . . she is weak.”  The Elf
stood and quickly moved away.  Too quickly, Broc noted.  More like, escaping.


  There was more.  A bad
more.


Emily lived.  Yet, Aunsgar did
not celebrate.  Broc resumed looking at an empty horizon and the colorless
sky.  Long ago, he’d learned Aunsgar would part with nothing more than
what he felt the moment warranted.  The Elf would tell him the more of it
in his own good time.  For now, Emily lived.  It was enough.  He
looked over his shoulder at the Elders.  Their magicks had bartered his
men more time to rescue the lass.  Maybe they still had a chance, after
all, to save her.
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She screamed awake.


Fearsome sentinels posted at each
corner of the huge bed remained impervious.  Equipped with spears, the
blades exaggerated in size, one grunted to a vicious looking sentry barring the
door.  Quickly, Emily tucked blankets around her nakedness, and did her
best to maintain a semblance of modesty while scuttling to a sitting
position.  It was easier thought out than actually carried out.  


Where the hell am I now?
Every stinkin’ time I wake up, I’m in a new adventure-nightmare.  And
naked!  Only thing missing is a narration by Rod Serling.


Recollection zipped memories of
being dragged, carried—whatever—through claustrophobic tunnels by—think here
for a minute—Spinners!  Dezenial’s voice had been her
light.  Almost, almost she won the battle against sweeping grief. 
Desolate.  Her head dropped into her hand, sobbing, shoulders
quaking.  She slid down and gave in to anguish.  She’d known him mere
seconds, it seemed, but in that moment of time, she’d experienced an inner
radiance.  Just a tiny sampling of what wonderful felt like. 
She wanted more; she wanted to die, versus never seeing or hearing him
again.  Memories of his growling in her head made her laugh and cry. 
Her heart had sung.  Her toes had curled.  Was it love?  Was
that what the elusive emotion felt like?  An admirable male, strong,
dominating . . . God help me, I’ve fallen in love.


And now, he’s dead. 
Killed.  To save me.


Emily buried her face into the
thick pillow and wailed.


He was dead.  And she was
here, naked.  She pulled back.  And saw her surroundings for the
first time.  Masculine bedroom.  What the hell?  Oh my God,
they’ve delivered me to Drakar!  Freaked, she rolled onto her
back.  Drakar’s bed?  She lurched back up into a sitting
position.  Amber eyes pooled.  What, at the end of the day, did it
really matter?  Dezenial was dead.  Maybe she could infuriate Drakar
to the point he’d kill her too.  


Footfalls echoed outside the
chamber.  Emily gulped.  Whomever it was, they were moving
quickly.  Muted foreign words were hissed from the other side of the
door.  Her one solid barrier against the bastard.  The sentry quickly
turned and threw open her last barricade.  Here we go.  Now
or never. Emily scanned for anything usable as weapon.  How fast
can I snatch a spear and skewer the prick, catching him off guard?


“Nowhere near quick enough to avoid
the other three amputating your arms before you’ve taken one step while the one
you dared relieve of his weapon would be twisting off your head.”


“Dez?”


Her pet name.  Inwardly, he
smiled.  “It is good I will not have to dismember the creatures saving
us.  You have slept many days.”


Another hallucination?  She was
dreaming.  Had to be.  Because, if this was hell, float
her in Styx.  She stared at his black suede leggings, obviously the lick
and stick kind that left nothing of his form to the imagination.  Nothing. 
Her eyes feasted as if forever starved of such a fine specimen.  Boots
rose mid-thigh making her wish like hell that she could be leather for just one
minute.  Billowing black shirt hung open, exposing very sculpted
made-for-sex chest.  Good Lord, he looks like he just stepped from a
pirate ship!  Screw floating down Styx, chain my ass to the bunk in yer’
cabin.  Ahoy, matey!


 


His brow arched, azure eyes
glittering.  He ached that she’d cried needlessly; he soared she’d cried
over him.


 


Oh, you so can be the
strawberries on my cheesecake.  Her tongue darted out and quickly
licked her bottom lip.


 


Dezenial laughed outright. 
Only his Emily would think outrageous thoughts about a killer Lumynari. 
Strawberries indeed!


 


“What the hell makes you so
happy?  How dare you burst in here as if nothing’s amiss, yet I’m
surrounded by . . . by the deadliest looking Lumynari I’ve ever seen!”


“You’ve seen your share?”


Emily scowled.


“You live.  What else would
have one smile here in this city under your Forest Lords’ barbaric
country?”  Dezenial muttered something in his watery language.  The
Halloween monsters vacated their posts and filed out through fluttering
curtains she’d yet to notice.  A terrace, or so she briefly spied before
curtains fell back into place.  Were those tall buildings carved from
granite?


“I’m naked, Dezenial.”


“I’m aware your state of undress.”


Emily snorted.  “Hope you got
an eyeful.  It’ll be your last.  I can’t feel any pain. 
Magic?  How long will it last?  Do you have Motrin down here?” 
She craned her neck, trying to see beyond the curtains.  She glanced to
see what he was doing, then stopped and stared.  An expression had crossed
his face, so fleeting, she’d wondered if she’d seen it at all.


“You’re healed.”


“You said I’ve been here,
days.”  Her frown deepened to match her confusion.  “No way can I
possibly be healed that quickly.  You were sliced across your
stomach.”  Her brows shot up.  “There’s not even a mark on you.”


“Hours.”


“Hours?”


“How long it took for your wounds
to completely regenerate. And then days that you have lain in my bed.”


“Your bed?


“You would prefer someone else’s?”


“You would prefer I punch
you?”  She smiled sweetly.


“These will be your chambers.”


“As in, I’m staying?  Where
will you be sleeping?”


He leveled a look at her. 
“You have somewhere else you’d rather be?”


“Home would be nice.”


“Ah, but would you be more safe
than here, in my care?”


“I’ve insulted you. 
Sorry.  I wish to return to my home.”  Quickly, she waved her hand to
deflect the possibility he’d misunderstood her meaning.  “Not home with
Broc and his clan.  I want to return to the states.  Where are
we?  There’s no way a city exists underground and has remained
undiscovered.”


“Yet, you broke your fast amongst
Elves and immortals.”


“Are you being a smartass?”


He sighed heavily.  “You are
in Balkore, the portion I have seized from my mother.”  Dezenial
bowed.  “You are a most honored guest.”  Slowly, a grin spread upon
his smoky gray face.


“I recognize a devious grin when I
see one, Mr. Man.”


“You’re a bit of a prisoner as
well.”  He smirked.


“Prisoner?”


“For your own good.”


“My own good?”


He scowled.  “Yes!”


Emily flinched.


“Your own good.  Should I set
you free, you would no doubt traipse into tunnels, exploring . . . most likely
captured again.  We cannot have that.  I swore oath to protect you,
though you prove most difficult.”


“Difficult?  Difficult?”


Was he grinding his teeth?  Men! 
No matter the species, they need women cowering and molded into thank you sir,
may I have another? Folding her arms, leaning back and drawing up her legs,
she attempted to ignore him.  The blanket began slipping.  She tucked
it deeper between her cleavage.


“I assure you, you needn’t observe
modesty for my sake.”


“It’s for mine, Lumynari!”
Her glittering eyes hacked him.  “Where did those others go?”  She
nudged with her chin towards the terrace she’d spied.


“They guard you against any who
would enter without my permission.”


Emily leaned forward.  “What’s
going on, Dezenial?”


“You are remaining under my
protection until Drakar has been dealt with.  In the meantime, you are to
be cherished as you are, a royal guest in my domain.  Be careful your
judgments, Lady Emily, of what you see and hear around you.  My world
differs from yours—“


“No shit.”


“Save your sarcasm for when we are
alone.  In public, your quips will succeed in your execution.”


“Execution?  As in, kill
me?”


“Is there another form of execution
perhaps I am not aware of?”


“Are you always so rude?”


“Do you always repeat every word
spoken to you?  You are forbidden to question me.  I have spoken, you
are simply to listen and obey.  Do you understand my command?”


“That’s it!” Emily snatched
the sheet. “Mombo warrior decides, because I have a set of tits,” yanking free,
irately sweeping herself off the bed, “I’m to be dominated! And then
dares to waltz in wearing waxed-on-leather!”  Furiously wrapping the
fabric around her torso, Emily lifted the makeshift toga hem and raised her
chin as if adorned in a gown of high society.  Storming the arrogant
Lumynari, she halted a breath away and glared up into—


“Are you wearing contacts?  No
way are those real blue?”  She shook her head.  And fought neurosis .
. . she barely reached his chest.  A very lickable chest.  Why
can’t he be the one imprisoned naked?


Dezenial nearly choked but
succeeded in tamping down laughter over her audacious musings.  


“Just who do you think you
are?”  She threw up her hand, halting his answer.  “You assume
because you can snarl, look ferocious and surround yourself with Halloween
Wannabe’s, I’m to cower every stinkin’ time you speak?”  Emily jabbed his
chest with each word.  “You listen to me, and make sure you get
every word.”  She exchanged jabbing him for animating her hand. 
“Since landing in this country, that mind you, I’ve spent my adulthood drooling
over the chance to see, I’ve been run off the road and just about killed by a
ghost.”  She raised her hand.  “I’m not finished, MacDaddy.”


She ignored his eyes igniting into
red orbs—literally red.  Flames rollicked in place of pupils. 
Almost, she rolled her eyes. Boys and their toys.  


“I’ve been enlightened about Elves,
magic, immortality, oh, not to mention people who, at will, manifest themselves
into a cat and a horse.  Please, let’s not forget the talking sword who
seemed incredibly eager to educate me about Lumynari.”  She resumed jabbing
his chest—filing for later analysis the rock hardness of it.  “I’ve been
whisked away by spiders big enough to stuff and mount above a fire—“


“Spinners.”


She flung her hand. 
“Whatever.  Beaten, stripped, and then, whipped until my back felt like it
had met up with a cheese grater.  And you—“


She jabbed him again.


“Stand here fully clothed and think
to accuse me of being difficult?”  Bitter laughter bubbled up inside
her.  “What have you done to earn my respect that I would ever obey you
about anything?  You’ve lost your ever-loving mind.  I do not obey
anything male.  Ever!”


“I have hot water, soap, thick
towels, your land-dwelling precious hair conditioners,” he bent closer to her
face, “and, coffee.”


“Coffee?”


Throaty chuckling emanated from the
doorway.  Emily whipped around.  And gawked.  “What’s in the
water down here that there are two of you who look . . . edible?”


“You will not take a bite of him,”
Dezenial warned, laughter in his voice.


Garbled words were exchanged
between the two males.  As tall and obviously as arrogant as Dezenial,
glowing white hair cascading to his waist, the stranger glided closer.  He
reminded her of a jungle cat.  Baldric strap was his singular torso
attire, he too preferring tight black leggings and boots.  Emily’s eyes
dropped down.  So did her jaw.  He possessed thighs bodybuilders
could never hope to achieve.


She snapped out of her
ogling.  “What are you two saying?”


“Humans never live through a
standoff against Lumynari,” the stranger said.  “You lack fear of us, or
commonsense.”  He shrugged.  “I’ve yet to decide.”


Emily’s eyes flashed. 
Unknowingly to her, they glowed amber.  Laughter erupted from Dezenial as
he stepped in front of her, blocking her view.  And her rage.  Her
eyes extinguished.


“You aren’t going to offer an
introduction?” Emily quipped.


Her new enemy gave her a black
layered look.  “An introduction is a call to challenge.  Is this what
you seek?” 


Emily shoved past Dezenial. 
“If it is your wish to battle just because I ask your name, than keep it, but
so too, since it has been announced these are my quarters, you
are dismissed from my having to view you in them.”  Batting her eyes, she
offered her best bitchy smile.


In the span of five minutes,
Dezenial laughed more than he had in a lifetime.  On the threshold of
nearly ten thousand years in age, that was saying a lot.  


Much to Emily’s frustration,
whomever Dezenial’s buddy was, the schmuck mistook her for a standup comic as
well.  Refusing to be intimidated, she stared down—well, up, since she’d
be lucky to head-butt his chest . . . if she jumped—the irksome male.  He
reciprocated, not bothering to hide his growing anger.  A long slim scar
ran the gamut down his bronze chest.  They really suffer god-complexes,
the way they show off their bodies.


Dezenial threw his head back, his
laughter contagious when he spoke again to his friend in their language,
sharing Emily’s mental accusation.


“You said you had coffee.  You
made it sound as if you were offering a bath too.  Would it be too much to
ask to receive such hospitality, or do I have to forfeit something?” 
She’d yet to cease her glaring on the cretin just as formidable as
Dezenial.  His scar recaptured her attention.  Visually, she traced
it’s length.  Emily’s mischievous grin amused her audience.


Her next words sobered them.


“I gave you that.”  Images
flittered making the two males swim in and out of focus.  Her smile turned
malicious.  “My intention was to claim your death.”


“Keer’dra?”  Her voice had
changed.  Husky.  With an accent from long, long ago . . . 


“You spied upon me as I
trained.  I chased you.  We battled.”  Confusion marred her
features.  “Then, you vanished, nothing more than a shadow.”  She
turned to Dezenial.  “Will you yet again cradle me in death, sending me to
your father, your brethren my executioners?”


“A very long time ago, Keer’dra.”


“I asked you a question, Shadow
Master!”


Almond shaped eyes narrowed,
flashing with fury.  “You are a guest, but never underestimate my
graciousness.  Speak to me with respect, or your life is what you will forfeit.”


Amber glow heightened in Emily’s
eyes.  “Promise?” she hissed, teeth clenched.  Her blanket
fell away, fluttering to shroud her ankles. “Think to keep me without cloth;
therefore, dominate?”  Lethally, she took a step towards Dezenial. 
“Do you dare imprison me, Dezenial, son of Hades?”


Her nakedness was pure beauty to
his parched eyes of the soft flesh he’d held securely during her healing
slumber.  Her audacity was a balm to his forever-present fury.  He
found himself thoroughly humored.  “Princess Emily, you are but a guest
whom I keep in order to spare your life.”  He stepped closer,
towering.  “Do you threaten mine?”  Feral smile matched glint of
death in his eyes.  “I am aware your power . . . are you, Emily?”  Unintelligible
words were muttered, his hand suddenly thrusting outward as if showering her
with something.  


Emily blinked several times. 
A strangeness within her faded.  “Dez?”  Cool air blasted against her
skin.  She squealed, covering her breasts.  “What are you doing?”
She turned away, shamed in her nakedness, shamed for the tears coursing down
her face.  


Another blackout.  When are
they going to stop?


She was naked.  In front of a
being she couldn’t explain how, but loved.  Would he leave her yet
again?  Best to keep him away from my heart.  Like Broc, he’ll
turn on me.  And now, he induced humility to encourage me to hate
him.  Why?  Ah, because I dared have feelings for him.  Can’t
have that.  Can’t have disgusting Emily, the human, falling for—


Whisper-soft, the blanket draped
around her shoulders, and whisked around her small frame with kind hands. 



“Thank you.”  She lifted
tear-filled eyes up to Dezenial.


It was the stranger providing her
modesty.  Kindly, he smiled down at her.  An offer she instinctively
knew very few had ever seen.  It was the first time she’d ever been in the
company of someone with the same odd colored eyes as her own.  She dropped
her head, looking back down at the thick rug, her long hair blessedly hiding
her flaming face.


“Inzyr are what allies are permitted
to call me.”


“Emily, is what everyone calls
me.”  She’d yet to lift her gaze.  “Just, Emily.”  She
shivered.  “Dare I ask what your enemies call you?”


“Vergla.”


“Yes, of course.  Pfff.”


“Death.”


“I think my heart just stopped.”


Belying cruelties his hands were
capable of, very gently they swept her hair aside, enabling him a better view
of her face.  “You are brave, Just Emily.  Most brave.  Your
boldness astounds many.  Be careful your courage, for it makes you daring
in the face of certain death.”  He leaned closer to her ear.  “We
Lumynari thrive on such challenges, Just Emily.”


A flicker of apprehension coursed
through her.  Her eyes were liquid amber, tears waiting to spill. 
Something about him . . . 


“Who are you?”  She felt . . .
safe?  How?  From him?  Impossible.  Stress was speeding
her down the boulevard to Lunacy Square.


“I am many things in the dark of
night which you humans fear.”  Inzyr shrugged.  “Some think to
imitate our ways, but as mortals, they botch it, ending up in your prisons.” 
He chuckled.  “Fools.  Like children playing with fire.”


“Am I in danger of you?” 
Emily sought reassurances from Dezenial but instead, drew more confused by
their amusement.


Inzyr cupped her face, forcing her
to look up at him.  He was so much taller than she, like Dezenial. 
“You are not in danger from me . . . for the moment.”  His glance clipped
over her shoulder.  “But, I am not in love with you, Just Emily, so do not
tempt your goddess, the Lady Fate, where my temper is concerned.”  His
boyish grin contradicted the deadly intent of his gaze.  “My goddess
relishes death.  Encourages it.  The more torturous, the more she
approves.  And my mother, well, let us simply pray you never look into her
eyes.”


Emily knew, down to her toes, this
being was terror on a tight leash.  Let loose . . . beyond sanity to think
on.


“You have a power,” Inzyr
continued.  “Dormant, surging to be free, vast in its ability. You will
train under me, freeing that power before it comes calling and you lack
aptitude to control it. This, this is what your Dezenial fears.”


“My Dezenial?”


Inzyr laughed softly, shaking his
head and easing away.  “Your woman is in need of her coffee.  Her
brain rattles like gourds shamans raise to their gods.”  He exited by
route the guards had taken earlier.


“Why does he refer to me as your
woman?”


“Several times, I have saved your
life, forfeiting my own council to stay away from you.”  The Lumynari
moved in on her, taking her around the shoulders.  His hands were warm and
huge.  A shudder surged through her.  Her heart thumped
erratically.  


She did not see his grin.


“Come.  Allow me to show you
hospitality.  We usually only bring humans down for sport in our arenas or
torment.”  Her shocked expression made him laugh devilishly, fully aware
it made her toes curl and her palms sweat.  Unable to resist, he came around
in front of her, pretended to have need to work the kinks from his neck and
then stretched.  The brazen hussy scrutinized parts of his anatomy no lady
would dare admit to staring at.  Her tongue darted out, moistening her
bottom lip.  Now he was the one in dire of a shower—ice cold! 
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“Water’s heavenly.”  Droplets
flung from her fingers as she stood again, shaking her hand dry.  “Uh, you
can leave now.’  I’m a big girl.  I can bathe all by myself.”


“Keer’dra.  Your life is in
danger, even in my kingdom.  It is why, when you awaken, there will be
guards posted to the four corners of your bed, if I am away.  And I would
suggest you curb your tongue.  I might be tempted to take it.”


Emily leaned closer to him,
conspiratorially looking over her shoulder, in case they were overheard. 
“Think enemies will slither in through the drain?”


Dezenial leaned down, whispering,
“I think your sarcasm is about to earn you a beating.”


Emily stomped her foot.


“Very effective.  Do it
again.  This time I promise to flinch on cue.”


“Dezenial!  You will not
remain in here while I bathe.  I won’t have it.  Bad enough being
naked when we were prisoners, but I refuse to continue now that we’re in a
semblance of sophistication.”


He lazed against the door, arms
folding.  Emily’s gaze lapped up his bulging biceps—then frowned. 
Instead of a tattoo, there was a carved design of swirls around a crescent moon
pierced with . . . an . . . arrow!


“It is my royal mark.  It is
the mark I placed upon Zaiyne, the mark my father placed upon Aurelia’s wrist,
and the same you chose for yourself to tattoo on your back.  Genetic
memory, or so Inzyr calls it.”


Just what I need, more
weird.  Why can’t anyone understand there’s only so much woo-hoo a brain
can handle before it shimmies over the wall of lunacy?  Maybe if I scream,
nonstop, Bubba here will finally understand? Hot bath.  It’s all I want. 
“Could you at least turn around?”


“Ever thought you heard something,”
he made a pinching motion, “just a small something, but enough to give you
pause?  Your body tenses.  Your heart thuds.  Shadows come
alive.  Peripheral movement.”


All the time.  Since my
aunt’s murder.  Woman never was kind, but a body in the house did offer a
measure of comfort versus being home alone.


Dezenial pushed away from the
door.  He took a step towards her.  “The stairs creak.”


I hate the dark.  Things
always go bump in the night.  House settling, my ass. How come they never
settle during the day?  She stepped back.


“You lie in your bed, marinating in
fear.  Too afraid to get up and investigate because maybe, just maybe
something really does exist under your bed . . . waiting to grab your
ankles.”  He took another step closer.


Hate living alone.  Can’t
sleep.  Unless radio’s on.  Tom Petty, Doobie Brothers, Fleetwood
Mac.  Blocks out those damnable noises.  The terror.  Again,
she retreated.


“Above you, something
scurries.  Mice?”  Dezenial’s gaze jailed hers, immobilizing her
body.


“Squirrels bedding down for the
night,” she whispered.  Another step advanced on her.  Bravery
thudded  upon the onyx tiles.  She actually heard it skittering away.


“Some nights, there isn’t a
sound.  No creaks.  No settling noises of an old house,” he
whispered.


I lived in an old house.


“You forget your fear.  You
grow . . . comforted by familiar possessions surrounding you.  No longer
do you huddle, a blanket clutched up to your chin.”


A quilt, her first and final
attempt at sewing.  The disproportionate rag had become her favorite. 


“Late night.  You awaken,
parched.  Ice water . . . bottled.”


Hate tap water.  Chlorine
is too pungent. 


“Halfway down the stairs . . .
what’s that?  Did something . . . move?”  His final
step placed him against her, forcing her to look up at him.  Unknowingly,
her hand pressed against his chest.  Where his warm flesh touched, she
quivered.  “Sixth sense warns you.  Terrified, you race up the
stairs, slamming shut your door.  Locking it . . . against . . . what?”
 Lunar brow arched down at her.


“How . . . could you possibly . . .
know?”  So captivated by his intensity, Emily was incoherent of her
fingers pinching and pulling at his taut nipple.


He burned to fist her hair, devour
her mouth—


“Because,” he said, his voice
husky, “I was the shadow lurking in your house.  I even know of the
times you raised your face after washing, fearful of what you’d see looking
back at you from within your mirror.”


“But . . . those thoughts were . .
. in my mind.”


He lowered his head, his whisper
billowing against her ear.  Her shiver excited the Lumynari in him. 
“I have always been in your mind, Keer’dra.  Have you not figured out yet
who I am?  Have you not felt the whisper of me just a breath behind
you?  Never have you questioned the sudden warmth wrapping you on a
chilled night, odd you never questioned your longing gaze upon a horizon
visible only to you.”  He inhaled the scent of her.  Of its own
accord, her neck arched back.  His large, warm hand caressed her
face.  “I am your faceless lover in sexual fantasies you mistakenly assume
are of your own making.”  


She trembled.  His voice
lapped her flesh.  Desire torched flames along her spine.  She’d
sworn off men.  Traitorous against her resolve, her body was very aware of
his dominance, his pure maleness.  And it screamed for more.  If she
leaned just a tiny bit more, she could taste—


He stepped away.  “If I can
come to you even in your mirror, I dare not trust what else can.  Take
your bath, Keer’dra, enjoy the hot water, but you do not enjoy the luxury of
solitude.  I will not step away from you again, and this time, be too late
to save your little neck.”


“Fine!”  She whirled
from him, squared her shoulders, and with the blanket still wrapped tightly
around her, stepped down into the pool he swore was used for bathing . . . damn
thing’s large enough to fit twenty people! 


She flinched against his roar of
laughter.  “I hope you choke!”


Her retort only succeeded in making
him laugh more.  “I fail to understand why you hide your curves from my
viewing.  Have you yet to realize we Lumynari see perfectly well in the darkest
abyss you silly humans need lanterns and flashlights for every step you
take?”  His grin mocked her.  “Your sweet curves are what kept me
sane during incarceration.  Who do you think cared for you when you
arrived in my kingdom?”  Azure gaze narrowed.  “When you slept in my
bed, in my arms, against heat of my nakedness?  Do you think I would allow
any other to sponge bathe the blood from your wounds?  Place cool cloths
upon your fever-ravaged body?”


Gasping, she whipped around. 
“I find it in poor taste—“


“I can see through the blanket, now
that it’s drenched.”  Slow, wicked smile curved chiseled lips. 
“Very, very nice, Keer’dra.  Perhaps as you desire to lick my chest, I can
lick the water from yours?”


She glanced down.  And plunged
into the water for modesty.  The blanket, cumbersome and heavy, she let
slip away.  “A gentleman would pretend to not notice.”


“A gentleman would have to be dead
not to.  I am Lumynari, not some tea party buffoon quivering upon every
glance you think to graciously dole out.”


“You’re a real bastard.  I
have never felt superior to men.”  She remained huddled, arms
folded across her breasts.  The water was perfectly scalding, just the way
she liked it . . . if it could just thaw the soul-deep chill—


A slight splash caused her to look
over her shoulder.  “What are you doing?” she screeched,
backpedaling.  Not an easy task with her arms folded.


“Turn around, Keer’dra.  I
might fall dead away from the sight of bared flesh.”  He made a
face.  “I will wash your hair, since you seem unable to move.”


“Don’t . . . touch me.”  She
resumed presenting her back.  Faint lines zigzagged her pale flesh.


“Too late.”  He bent low,
whispering in her ear.  “I’ve touched you everywhere.”


She flushed miserably.  “You .
. . lie.”


“Even your little toes.  I
particularly enjoyed tracing your tattoo.  Did I tell you how honored I am
by your choice in body art?”


Emily spun faster than he was ready
for.  


She smacked his chest several
times.  Her smacks turning into balled up little fists, pummeling the rock-hard
wall mimicking a male chest.  He simply stood there, waist deep in water,
allowing her tantrum.  Emily sobbed.  Her punches weakened and
slowed.  Drained, she collapsed.  Dezenial caught her to him, the
band of his arm offering comfort and strength, his other hand tightly cradling
the back of her head.


“Never was it my intention for you
to be imprisoned.”  His voice cracked.  “I am sorry, Keer’dra. 
It was our belief you were better off in your world of light, than mine down
here in darkness.  I settled to protect you while remaining in the realm
of your shadows,”  He nuzzled her hair.  “To be your fantasy.” 
Hades, but ignoring her nakedness pressing against him was more trying than the
fire ritual he’d passed in his youth.  He held her, allowing her to cry
out her grief over brutal ordeals she’d suffered, over the acceptance forever
denied her, and the final insult that had chased her into Drakar’s
clutches.  


 


A slow death, the Forest Lord would
suffer, for his words scorching her heart.  Peter had slipped into death
far too quickly, though Hades’ flamethrowers were certainly amusing themselves
with the human’s soul.  Broc would not fare so well.  Emily had
confided in him the reason for her running away in an attempt to seek escape from
Castle MacLarrin.  Her capture and degradation down here in Drakar’s
prisons would be Broc’s consequence.  But what his Emily did not yet
realize, he had heard every uttered word the Forest Lord had made, right along
with her.


 


Emily sniffed, looking up at him,
bleary eyed.  “When you rescued me from Peter, I felt more safe than I
ever had in my life . . . more safe than ever I’d felt with those dozens of
males forever surrounding me when I was at Broc’s keep.  I wanted to leave
with you.”  She dropped her gaze from his intense stare.  “You left
me.  You didn’t want me.”


“The bond between us cannot be
denied, no matter the paths our lives place us upon.”


“Seems my paths are full of 
manure and potholes.”


His chuckling vibrated against
her.  “Turn around, and I’ll wash your hair.”


She complied. 


“I will not deny who and what we
are down here in Balkore, however, Princess Emily, realize that your questions
may contain answers you’ve not been prepared for in your world.”


“Why do I not fear you? 
Lord knows you keep trying.  The night you rescued me from Peter, one of
the Lumynari with you kept commenting on how I lacked fear.  Oh-my-God,
you should sell your hair-washing services.  If you do all this before
you add shampoo . . .” She moaned under his fingertips currently massaging her
scalp.  “Where is Peter?  Hang on,” she turned to face
him.  “Did I really see you wag your finger at me?  Were you beating
him—“


Dezenial dunked her.


Emily geysered.  Sputtering,
she backslapped his mega-chest.


“I had to get your hair good and
soaked.”


“You were trying to shut me up!”


“Do not concern yourself with the
human.  That is final.  Remember, Keer’dra, you reside in my world
now.  If I forbid you knowledge, respect it.”  He leaned down, closer
to her ear.  “Shall we discuss your curiosity, and where it led
you?”  He mimicked Spinner hissing.


“You’ve made your point.”  She
pointed to her head.  “Back to massaging, Bub.”


Dezenial complied.  


Her eyelids became heavy, her head
falling back.  Mewling escaped her.  “You’re grinning.  I can
feel it.”


“You purr.”


“I scratch too.  You have
coconut scented shampoo?” she asked over his chuckling.


“We are not completely
uncivilized.  We have patrols continuously trading with land-dwellers.”


“When, during the week of
Halloween?  You guys put a whole new meaning into Trick-or-Treat. This
water is uber hot, just the way I like it.”


“Living in Balkore has its
privileges.  My chambers tap into hot springs.”


“I could stay in this
forever.”  His massaging traveled down to her shoulders.  Her head
fell forward, giving him better access to her nape.


“Your modesty leaves you.”


“You’ve seen more of me than I
have.”


“Dunk.”  He didn’t give her
time to comprehend his command before pushing her under water again.  She
caught him off guard, swimming away and coming up for air several yards
away.  Treading water, she arched her head back, rinsing her hair even
more.  Peeking at him, she thrilled over his possessing her with his
uncanny blue eyes.  Flirtatiously, she leveled her gaze and lowered her
arms.  Time no longer slipped forward, nor paused.  None existed here
but the two of them.  She offered a hint of a smile.  Dezenial
lowered the wide expanse of his torso into the steaming water, and glided
towards her.  Her smile broadened, encouraging his advance.


Shoving hard against the water with
her palms, she splashed him full in the face.


He sputtered, spewed water, roared
and bared his fangs.


Emily shrieked with laughter.


Dezenial eyes ignited into red
flames . . . just before he submerged, his expression full of murderous
intent.  Emily twisted around and dove into the dark waters.  Madly
breast stroking, she pulled through water with fevered—


A hand clamped around her
ankle.  Crying out, she gulped mouthfuls of water.  Choking. 
Flailing furiously, she tried pushing off the Lumynari.  His hold
tightened.  He pulled.  She choked harder.  White spots
danced.  Violently, she squirmed, frenzied.  Screeching humming
noises escaped her, gagging again.  Abruptly seized around the waist, her
body rocketed towards the surface.


Coughing, sputtering, sneezing and
dry heaving made her feel as if her ribs would crack.  Dezenial raced her
from the water, lifting her in one fluid motion.  Gagging, grabbing her
stomach, too weak to hold on, her toes curled tightly against the pain of trying
to get air.  Thick towel wrapped around her.  She spied a sink and
frantically jabbed towards it.  Quickly, Dezenial helped her walk, her
legs giving out several times.  One last hard cough and water upheaved
from her innards to spill out into the black marble sink.  


“In my world, a bath is for washing
the body, not for drinking.”


“I’m . . . dying and you . . . make
jokes?”


Grinning, he turned on the
water.  With gentleness belying the size of his hand, he washed her face
with refreshing cold water.  “Drink.”  His palm cupped water for her
to drink from, iciness soothing her raw throat.  There was something
genuinely erotic, drinking from his hand.  Drying her face with the edge
of the massive towel currently wrapped around her, he tucked the corner he’d
used in between her breasts—she smacked his hand—he yanked her against
him.  “I think, Keer’dra, in the future, you should think out a plan
before you attack.  It does no good to go against your enemies and die in
the trying.”


“Shut up, Dezenial.”  She
huddled against him, absorbing his body heat.  Just as suddenly, she
pulled away and sneezed.  Her eyes bulged.  She slammed against him,
obstructing her view.  “You’re naked!” 


“Yes. This is how one bathes.”


“But . . . but . . . you don’t have
on any clothes.”


Shadow Master frowned.  “This
is one of those female trick observations trapping me into wishing I were dead,
correct?”


Face averted, she pulled
away.  “Put something on.”


“Do I shame you, Keer’dra?”


“Hardly.”  She gasped. 
“What I meant was . . . well, what I meant to say –oh, just wrap that—wrap a
towel around you!”  Heat rushed across her face like a marching band with
red banners.


“Come.  Your hair must be
oiled and dried.”  His tone chilled the room.  “I do believe I
offered you coffee.”  


“I didn’t mean to hurt—“


He was still naked!


“Ruining my clothing while
assisting you with your hair seemed a waste.  Save your words, Princess
Emily.”  He shrugged, indifferent to her apologies.  “Follow if you
wish.”  He moved away from her, muscled thighs and buttocks an amazing
sight to behold.  Unexpected flutters attacked her abdomen.  She
didn’t budge.  Couldn’t.  He looked . . . sculpted.  If
he were to pose for an art class, that would be one class where all students
present would fail.  They’d be too busy ogling.  Or, trying to touch
with the excuse they were interested in getting a feel for their
specimen.  Almost, she giggled.  Another thought struck her, sobering
her.


Dezenial had watched over her an
entire lifetime.  He had intervened when danger lurked.  All those
times she’d been afraid of the dark, it had been him pushing back the
nightmares, keeping her safe.  He had given himself to Drakar’s patrol to
save her.


He turned around.  Raged
dripped as visually as rivulets of water rolled down his exquisite body. 
His chest swelled, his chin jut out and male pride made him even more something
to behold.  “Careful what begins to root in that little head of yours.”


“Be careful your barbs fail to
protect you from your fears.”


He charged.  Viciously, he grasped
the back of her soaked hair, yanking her head back, commanding her
attention.  “What, Emily, do you think I fear?” he hissed ferociously,
making sure she had fill view of his fangs.


“Love.”  She wrenched free his
grasp, sidestepping his tall frame.  Clutching her towel tightly, she
stormed her exit from the gigantic bathroom, stopping just short of vacating
his presence.  “I think, Dezenial, you are much in comparison to Broc:
very needful to clutch hate, but sadly lacking when the heart begins to open. 
Be warned, I no longer own a heart.  You crushed it when you left
me; Broc soaked up what was left and annihilated it with his hateful
words.  Screw both of you!”  She stormed out.  Little did she
realize her words, to this god, were just that—words.  For Dezenial was
embedded in her mind; her deepest thoughts.  Had she remained and seen the
slow smile slithering across his face, she probably would have clawed
him.  That thought made him grin even more.  Because what his little
Emily thought to bury deeply in the secret folds of her most inner thoughts
nearly bowled him over.


She loved him.


It would be very interesting to see
how fiercely she remained in denial.


It will remain interesting to
see how long you remain in denial, my son.


Dezenial’s fists clenched against
Hades’ taunting laughter, reverberating within his head.
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“Dezenial,” she muttered from the
side of her mouth.  “This feels awkward.  Six guards surrounding me,
really?”


“Ayea nitag.”


“Oh, for the love of God, what did it
say this time?”


Inzyr scowled.  “You will
learn the language.”


“Thanks, but I’m not interested in
becoming fluent in Horror.”


“Repeat my words.  Perhaps
their meaning will prevent you from roaming.”


“You want me to say all that? 
Okay, Perhaps their meaning will prevent you from roaming.  There,
how’s that?  I even managed to mimic your accent.”  Almost,
she stuck out her tongue.


Dezenial chortled.


“I want you to understand Balkore
is not that stone and mortar dwelling your Forest Lords reside in.  Down
here, curiosity will be your death,” Inzyr stated, his expression icy.


“Give me some credit, will
you?  I know better than to go exploring in Lumynari domain.  I hated
Halloween haunted houses, why would I want to play in yours?”  This time,
she did stick out her tongue.  


Glowing green rocks morphed Inzyr’s
face into something alien.  “You will repeat my words, Princess
Emily.”  Without waiting for her to acquiesce, the assassin proceeded with
language lessons, repeating over and over his words until Emily said them
correctly.  


“It will suffice for now.”


“And it’s meaning that I
oh-so-need-to-know?”


“Avoiding assassinations. 
You have learned two important words, and why we keep you surrounded with elite
guards.”


Emily looked up at Dezenial as they
walked.  “Couldn’t we have just brought him back a doggy bag?  A chew
toy for not piddling on your rug?”  


Dezenial grinned.  Inzyr
snorted.  


His eyes, no matter the
insufficient lighting, caused her heart to flutter.  She squashed the
momentary lapse in sense, amusing herself with the image of stomping the
emotion until it was nothing more than dust.


Their journey continued down a long
cavernous corridor, green eventually giving way to flickering orange from numerous
torches.  Only thing missing was a band of pirates creeping towards buried
treasure.  Though the ground was smoother here, she still kept the train
looped over her arm, fearing she’d snag the beautiful sapphire silk.


“Do no fret your gown, Keer’dra. 
My apologies it is not of the highest quality for you.”


“I’m not that kind of girl,
Dez.  This dress is breathtaking, but I’d be just as comfortable in my
jeans and a good sweater.  Warmer too.”  She smoothed the waist
hugging her now very slim form.  The neckline dipped rather low, and the
built in corset pushed her breasts up like a right proper medieval
maiden.  Though she felt overly exposed, it had been a heady
experience when Dezenial’s eyes had smoldered.


He’d gifted her with the
gown.  With it had come an invitation to dine with him amongst his
elite.  Warning of treachery amongst these chosen guests, she was
to be wary her temper and quick tongue.  She held up two fingers and gave
scouts honor to obey.  Dezenial had smirked, then presented her with
female slaves more anxious to meet and assist her than she’d thought
necessary.  Shouldn’t they be sorrowful, their current plight of
servitude?  None were allowed to converse directly with her, Cianna, their
caretaker, was the only one granted such privileges.  The height and
silliness of children, they claimed to be in their eighties.  Emily would
ask the details later, for they’d looked to be no more than teens.  In
fact, she had an entire slew of questions to ask Dezenial, once they were
alone.  Alone.  With Dezenial.  She
stumbled.  One of her escorts quickly grasped her arm, steadying
her.  She smiled her appreciation, surprised she received a grunt in
return; surprised he had long black hair versus the luminous white of
Lumynari.


Dezenial.  Alone.


She was torn between kicking him in
his very sexy ass, or tackling him to the floor to molest whatever treasures
lay hidden in his erotically tight leather pants.  Oblivious to Dezenial’s
wolfish grin, Emily thought back, with increasing annoyance, how he’d refused
to give her privacy while she’d dressed.  They’d tugged the towel away,
beckoning she step into the gown.  Ever so slowly, it was pulled up,
pausing its ascent to whisper around her thighs before raising more to hug her
breasts.  Lacing the sides and then the back, pushing everything up even
more, giggles had escaped a few of her servants—she refused to call them
slaves.  Emily had glared across at Dezenial.  He’d reciprocated with
arousal glowing in his eyes as the handmaidens slipped tiny pearl buttons into
their loops at each of her cuffs.  By the time her hem was raised, shoes
of the softest velvet slipped upon her feet, his fangs were long and
lethal.  Her tongue darted out, swiping her bottom lip.  She failed
to realize, in Lumynari, she was offering silent promise of sexual
gratification.


Dezenial had looked both irritated
and relieved by Inzyr’s sudden arrival.


The assassin had entered,
apparently above the need to knock first.  The women immediately ceased
their chatter, eyeing him fearfully.  They gathered their clutter,
hustling from Emily’s chambers.  Dezenial slipped into an adjoining
chamber.


“Tse’ ja.”


“I don’t understand your words.” Butthead.


Barked laughter erupted from the
next chamber.  Emily frowned at the partially open door.  Inzyr’s
scowl deepened.  Stop monitoring my thoughts, wretch.


“You will begin language lessons
soon.  I simply called you beautiful,” Inzyr stated.


“Um, thank you.  Tongue’s
burning from the compliment, isn’t it?”


“If we do not acquire ice soon, I
fear I may begin emitting smoke.”


Emily had the grace to grin. 
“Save your compliments and I’ll save pretending I like you.”


Corpse cold, Inzyr leaned back, his
head tilted to rest against the wall.  Assassin eyes, however, remained
leveled on her.  Tonight, his attire consisted of a black jerkin—at least
this time he wore some semblance of something on his torso—and black
leggings.  Long white hair was pulled away from his face, plaited and
falling down his back much like a glowing rope.  She suspected his act of
being oh-so-casual was just that, an act.  Tension crackled from
him.  Leashed.  And who controls the beast’s muzzle?  You,
Dez? She envisioned Dezenial walking this dog up to a tree so the beast
could lift its leg and—


Another bout of laughter erupted
from Dezenial’s chamber.  Inzyr pushed away from the wall, looked to the
chamber and then at her.  Emily was about to ask the assassin which he
preferred, trees or hydrants?  But, right at that moment, Dezenial had
practically exploded from his chamber—


“We are here.”


Emily flinched out of her reverie.


“Do not look for conversation,
Keer’dra.  I have forbidden it.”


“Somehow, I doubt any of your
buddies have the latest CNN report, or what’s on sale at Victoria’s Secret.”


“Don’t be so sure.”


“Lumynari cross-dressers?  Who
knew.”


Dezenial glared.  “I do not
wish webs to be weaved around your naivety.”  His large hand descended to
the small of her back.  Flutters erupted at his touch, searing an
invisible imprint of his hand through the fabric of her gown.


Double doors opened on cue.


Jeweled goblets glittered from atop
the rows upon rows of long tables, draped in pristine white linens. 
Intricate candelabras flooded the vast dining hall with romantic
lighting.  She’d expected a tavern, topless wenches, and testosterone
charged beasts bashing their heads against one another.  Dezenial smirked
behind her.  “I can take you to such a place, if you prefer, Keer’dra.”


Emily didn’t hear him.  She
halted, unsure of herself.  Hundreds of sophisticated Lumynari, garbed in
all manners of dress from warriors to velvets, immediately stood, their heads
bowed.  She was from Texas, whereas, these were regal—


“Keer’dra, you are with me.”


“Do they do this every time you
enter the room?”


“Must I go above and kill my
dinner?” Inzyr asked.


Emily smiled sweetly.  “I
could throw you a bone, give you something to gnaw before you chase your tail
and settle for the night.”


Inzyr lunged.  Dezenial’s hand
upon his chest halted his deadly intent.  Emily noted how the guards
hadn’t even flinched.  Huh, so they’re to protect me from everything
but the stooge.  Interesting.  Dezenial scowled down at
her.  “Why must you provoke him?”


“Can’t help it.  He’s like a
caged beast, and I just have to keep sticking my fingers near it.”


Inzyr smirked.  “Caged beasts
bite.”


“Owners pull triggers.”  Emily
blew the tip of her index finger to emphasize her point.


“Enough!  You two will have
your battle later.  For now, we dine on the terrace.”  Dezenial
stated.  “Look at no one, Emily.  If you do, it will be perceived as
a challenge.”  He then chuckled softly as their party moved forward again.


“Dare I ask what amuses you?”


“I ponder their reaction should
they witness your temper.”  He leaned down, closer to her ear.  “I
have heard stories of a certain jailor not taking well to your flames.”


“Shut up.  I killed him in
self-defense.  I have to live with that knowledge for the rest of my
life.”


“Yes, tell me, do you suffer for
it?”


“Haven’t lost sleep over his ugly
ass yet.”


Dezenial’s laugh was low, throaty,
his eyes glittering.  “Hellcat.”


“I can’t believe you watched me
dress.”  Her mouth quirked.  “I didn’t get to watch you.”


“I will watch you sleep as
well.”  Azure eyes raked her breasts.  Again, she stumbled, this time
it was Dezenial’s arm wrapping around her.


“And when will you sleep, or
warrior of mine?”


“When my arms are tightly wound
around you, and I can feel the rise and fall of your naked breasts pressing
against my chest you forever daydream about licking.”


“Ack!  Jeeze, Dez. 
Discretion.”  She glanced around, mortified those walking with them had
overheard his words.


“We are brutally honest,” Inzyr
stated, observing them.  “Forever in need of sex, I might add.”  A
snort escaped him.  “Dez?”  Soft laughter was heard over their
footsteps.  


Emily threw him a scathing look
over her shoulder.  “Wanna know my nickname for you?”


Again, Dezenial laughed.  “You
two will cease long enough for me to enjoy my meal and observe.”


Emily lifted her chin and hem and
followed the guards through a secondary set of heavy doors being held open for
them.  A very long, wide table was set up as opulently as those she’d just
passed.  As in the previous dining room, here the occupants stood, their
heads bowed.  Emily wasn’t sure if she wanted to get used to this
treatment, or run screaming from the ridiculousness of it.  Yesterday, an
office manager for a real estate agency; today, a queen.  And, she was
about to train in magicks with a belligerent assassin . . . and she’d been
brutally beaten, whipped, her clothing—


“Keer’dra?”


Her chair had been pulled
out.  How long had she zoned?  Embarrassed, she quickly sat as it was
tuck underneath her.  “Thank you.”


Everyone remained standing. 
They were watching her.  Had she just committed some Lumynari
etiquette snafu?  Dezenial snarled at his other guests in his language,
his expression frightening.  I will be brave, I will be brave, I will
be brave.  I can do this, I can do this, I can do this.  “Inzyr
isn’t joining us?”


“He stands.  Better to
observe.”  Dezenial glared at all present before settling into a chair
that looked more like the jowls of an angry beast.  Fitting.  His
eyes flicked over her, but she ignored that he’d more than likely read her
observation.


“Observes?”


“Those who think to attack.”


“In your kingdom?  Wouldn’t
they be stupid to try?”


“Right now, I am taking advice from
your species of humans by keeping my enemies close.”


“Is this why I’m here?”


Amber gaze locked with blue.


“Your question does not warrant an
answer.  Now,” he unfolded a linen napkin and placed it upon his
lap.  “You will disregard what we eat.  I have requested a
special meal for you.”


“Cheeseburgers?”


“Cheeseburgers?”


Emily giggled.  They sounded
like the skit she’d seen on old Saturday Night Live re-runs with John
Belushi.  “Flattened meat.”  She motioned with her hands. 
“Melted cheese.  In-between two thick slices of bread called buns. 
Ketchup, mustard, mmmmm, mayonnaise and pickles—God, I’d part with anything for
pickles, and French fries.”  Her voice became husky.  “Oh, the
pleasure of French fries.”


“I will be sure to seek this
pleasure and acquire it for you as soon as possible.”


She eyed him skeptically.  “I
think you’re making fun of me.”


“I’m intrigued what you will part
with for this pleasure of French fries.  I assure you, they are
soon to be placed in front of you.”


Emily’s eyes narrowed. 
“Perv.  What are we having, Dezenial?”


A few eyed her, pausing their muted
conversations.  Maybe I should shine Dez’s boots to reaffirm I’m a good
little prisoner.  Better yet, I could shine his very defined
derriere.  Spit shine.  Yum-yum!


Spontaneous grinning made his eyes
twinkle.


Gouging his eyes replaced her
imagination.


White brow arched, daring her.


She battled the temptation. 
How dare he read her every thought?  


He clapped his hands twice. 
She flinched.  Midsized males moved towards the table, carrying large
trays, silver domes concealing their contents.  Upon her plate, sizzling
steak and baked potato were revealed, butter and sour cream oozing.


She salivated.  “Remind me how
much I absolutely love you,” she gushed, until eyeing her neighbor’s
plate.  “Things are squiggling on his plate, Dez!”


Ignoring Inzyr’s snort over her use
of her pet name for him in such a public setting, Dezenial leaned closer to
Emily.  “Do not take a bite quite yet, love.”


“What, more Lumynari torture? 
I’m to just breathe in these heavenly aromas?  Do you know how long it’s
been since I’ve had steak?  I’m from Texas.  We practically eat the
cow while it’s still grazing.  Perhaps if I start gnawing your arm—“


“You prefer taking the first bite
and seconds later, writhing until death releases your agony of poison?”


“Steak is overrated.”


Inzyr’s voice broke against intensifying
silence, his expression severe towards the line of servers.  Whatever he
said, Emily watched as a waiter—if you could call a garbed monster a
waiter—pulled away from the cowering group, shuffled hesitantly towards Emily
and waited.  Towering over the beast no higher than his waist, Inzyr freed
a treacherous looking dagger from his jerkin.


She hoped never to come up against
Inzyr.


“I would have you slice your dinner
and offer a sample to the Im’pyur, Highness,” Inzyr commanded.  Emily
complied, hating that all eyes pulsated on her.  Inzyr’s out-of-character
deference to her status, that he was also public about it, conveyed this was
deadly serious.  Of course, his orders had been uttered in English. 
Perhaps their guest did not speak her language.  


They understood, Keer’dra. 
Speaking your language sends a loud message that you fall under his protection,
not just mine.


Pushing a piece of meat to the edge
of her plate, she hated seeing her hand tremble as it did.  If she was
conscience of it, so was everyone else.  And she just knew these
fiends breast-fed on fear.  While mental chuckling from Dezenial filled
her head, Emily also cut away a bit of potato and added it to the
taste-tester-portion.  Call me paranoid, but I’m not having my tongue
swell and my face fall off because Brutus Butler here soaked my potato in
poisons and spells.  Dezenial’s sudden frown gave her a small measure
of satisfaction.  Silenced that damn laughter of yours, eh? His
eyes flicked to her, signaling he’d received her mental snit.


Unsympathetically, he observed the
creature sampling Emily’s fare.  Ordered to be both cook and server
exclusively for Emily, the Im’pyur had been granted a private section of
kitchen, forbidden entrance by any other.  A master cook well versed in
preparation of food for the human palate, his existence rested solely on
creating pleasing fare for Emily, though Dezenial would still enjoy having his
penchant for spicy Indian cuisine satisfied as well.  If this abomination
began writhing from poison, none would leave this table alive.  He almost
hoped for the excuse.  Inzyr had his orders as well.  Recent
treachery—Emily’s incarceration—had at last been narrowed down to one siting
amongst them.  He was in accordance with the assassin: elimination of
present company equated elimination of disloyalty, for every creature currently
at this table had their hand in Emily’s demise.  The trick was to let them
hang themselves as to which of them commanded the others.


“You may eat, and enjoy, Princess
Emily.”  Inzyr announced from behind her, inclining his head in deference
before returning to his self-appointed post directly behind her.  Emily
nearly slid from her chair from shock.  Maybe she should hold out her
goblet, ordering the suddenly dutiful Inzyr to fill it.


“I would not advise it.  He’ll
just as soon decapitate you than serve.”  Dezenial then said something to
Inzyr.  She dared glance back.


“Judging by his expression, you
shared what I was thinking?”


Dezenial shrugged, cutting into
something resembling what she’d find in the garden.  “I asked if he was
interested in a career change.”


“But his has such perks.”


The prince smiled before wolfing a
bit of gray slimy mass.  Emily’s gag reflexes kicked into overdrive. 
She averted her gaze and fixated on her steak.  Her very ordinary
steak.  Already dead. Cooked. Not quivering. Not making creepy screams
like whatever the freak two plates down was stabbing at.  What the hell? 
She’d never be able to eat meat again. Muffins.  Muffins would be good
right about now. Banana. With coffee.  My luck, this steak came from
side of troll, not side of—


“Grade AA, as your world refers to
their beef.  Cow, Emily. Now, eat.”


“Aren’t you worried about your own
food being poisoned?”


Smugly, he took another bite. 
She decided to follow suit.  If she died, well, at least it would be an
end to all this insanity.  An end to this ache deep in her soul.  Besides,
who would give two shits?  Current thoughts awakened memories of
Dezenial leaving her with Broc.  How long before he escorted her back to
MacLarrin Castle?  Would she bother fighting it?  Gah, how much
humiliation could one person experience, begging to remain with someone who
clearly did not want them?  Better to protect the shred of pride
remaining, versus a complete flogging of the soul.  Bad enough Broc and
his regime of Forest Lords were probably dancing upon their trestle tables,
singing a drunken ditty about No More Emily.  Dezenial and Inzyr would do
likewise when finally rid of her.  No, actually, these two would
probably sacrifice something, offering the kill to their gods.  Sipping
her wine, she failed to notice Dezenial studying her, his own food forgotten.


Where was Blade?  All this
time she’d been healing, she’d completely forgotten about the sword. 
Proof she made a lousy friend.  The weapon had warned Lumynari were evil,
vile, deadly.  She glanced around the table as steak melted in her mouth
with tenderness shaming the finest restaurants.  Deadly?  Yup. 
But, what of Dezenial?  Deadly gorgeous.  Deadly
built.  And, oh God, those leggings hugging his deadly thighs . . .
meat threatened to lodge in her constricting throat.  Another sip of wine
did the trick.  If she could just figure out a way to accidentally run her
hand, just once, up his sinewy leg . . . but that would lead to his deadly—


Emily’s face scorched. 
Blinking rapidly did little to clear her debauched thoughts.  He was too
damn virile.  And he was currently watching her with interest.  Too
much interest.  Ignoring him, she surveyed those in her immediate
vicinity.  Their loathing hopped along the length of the table to spit at
her before trudging back to each owner it had escaped from.  Did they
assume she was Dezenial’s whore?  Why not?  Broc assumed she’d been
doing the do with some conniver posing in one of her photos.  What is
it about males that I’m considered so low?  Except Inzyr.  I’m
nothing more than a gnat to that one.  And now, Dezenial’s decreed Mr.
Happy as Poop on a Birthday Cake is to train me.  Oh, joy.


Dezenial coughed into his napkin,
but she hardly paid him any attention.  Reaching for her goblet, she
considered this power everyone swore she had.  If fire from her
hands could be created from mere thought, same hands capable of healing . . .
they hadn’t done a damn bit of good for Dezenial.  Regret lanced
her.  She sipped deeper, hoping to drown her failures.  He’d saved
her.  Twice.  She’d been able to do naught for him.  Another
drink.  She looked down at her wine. Zinfandel.  She smiled to
herself.  Another detail Dez knew about her.  Broc had never bothered
to learn anything about her.  He was too caught up in his list of faults
regarding who she’d been, not who she currently was.  Peter hadn’t been
much better.  Wow, I really need some Man one-oh-one courses and
how to pick ‘em.  Or how to skin ‘em.  Alive.  Course,
listening to their screams of pain would be a bummer.  


 


Dezenial did his best to hide both
anger over her vulnerability and mirth over her outlandish thoughts. 
Skinning indeed.  She’d run screaming from the actual chore of it. 
And men didn’t just scream when blades flayed their flesh from muscle, they
defecated, pissed, cried, and puked.  Nasty business, skinning
humans.  


 


Hollywood horror creatures
continued conversing amongst themselves.  What did Lumynari discuss over
dinner?  Torture techniques?  Their latest kill?  Except the
bitch across from her.  Apparently, she had other ideas on her mind. 
Twice, the slut had leaned closer to Dezenial, pomegranate tits displayed as if
a buffet to which Dezenial could dine, if he do desired.  


One taste, and I’ll personally
shave your tongue and snap off your fangs.


Dezenial threw back his head and
let out a great peal of laughter.  Tits Galore thought he laughed over
something witty she’d just said.  She smiled provocatively.  


Emily seethed.


Stupid male.  So easily
manipulated by a simple viewing of cleavage.  Hell, she’d smother him in
hers if that’s all it took.  Here, smash your face in these, big boy, now
gimme a ticket to Texas!  What she wouldn’t give to be back home, curled
up on her couch, a good movie in the DVD player and a bag of—


“What thoughts harbor in your
head?”  A rhetorical question on his part.  So, hellcat was
jealous.  And vicious.  He especially enjoyed her possessiveness.


“Oreos.”


“Oreos?”


“Yes,” she snapped.  “You
asked.” Dick.  “If you weren’t so mesmerized by Ms. Lift &
Tuck, you’d have heard my answer the first time.”  Emily’s attention
roamed.  Since he wanted to make it clear that he belonged to none by
encouraging another to flirt with him, then two could play this game.  The
forgotten cast of House of Horrors stared back.


Okay, so maybe this was a game best
played when a different cast of players could be chosen from.  She found
herself once again studying her apparent competition.  Pfff, as if. 
Dezenial sipped from a bejeweled goblet.  And every word Tits Wonder
muttered to him.  Emily conjured an image of a ta-ta guillotine.  She
couldn’t help it.  Then pictured herself shoving the bitch and her perky
boobs against the machine and the blade—


“Keer’dra!”


Emily flinched.


He swiped his mouth, but not before
she witnessed him stifling laughter.  “I can no longer fight
myself.”  He leaned closer.  “What is this Oreos?”


“Are, what are Oreos. 
Cookies.  Cream filled.  It’s a cardinal sin to bite into them—“


“Punishable by death?”  He
looked hopeful.


“No, Killer, not that kind
of sin.”  Emily used her hands to mimic each step she spoke of.  “you
twist them apart, lick the center—“


“Do that part again.”  He
tapped her protruding tongue.  She nearly swallowed her appendage, sucking
it back into her mouth too fast.  His raucous laughter caused several
Lumynari to turn and give them a cursory once over.


“Remind me, Lady Emily, to seek
these Oreos, but only in my presence will you be permitted to eat them.”


“Shut up, Dezenial.”


Thunderous laughter escaped him
again, tugging her own mouth into a quirk.  


“Ah, Keer’dra.  I have laughed
more in these past ten minutes then these past ten years combined.  You
are fresh air to my old soul.”


“I merely encourage the perv in you
to surface.”  She couldn’t hold back her own mirth.


They observed together several
human women pouring wine from flagons into tall golden and silver goblets, some
jeweled, others left plain.  “It is strange to me, being here and waited
upon like royalty while they are kept as slaves.”  Emily looked at her
Shadow Master.  “You know it goes against everything I believe in;
everything I’ve been taught.”  She leaned back.  “They seem
content.”  Devilry lit her eyes.  “Ah, you must keep them for
sex.  You should let Inzyr use ‘em.  He could use sex.  Not that
I’d know, but supposedly, sex relieves crankiness.”  She glanced back at
the assassin, trying not to allow Dezenial’s laughter infect her.  “I’m
thinking you better loan him several.  They may be at it for a while.”


Dezenial ignored Inzyr’s
snarl.  Emily dared give the assassin a little wave before turning
around.  She wasn’t completely immune to Inzyr’s rage.  Her nape
tightened; her shoulders tensed.


“Some were brought down as
children, so they know no other life.”  His hand raised to ward off her
protest.  “We are not as bad as land-dwellers would make us out to
be.  Okay, okay,” he added, knowing her gawking was due to several facts
he’d conveniently forgotten.  “You have me there.  But, mind you,
most of us are not in the habit of snatching children.  Where’s the
challenge?  It would be like your hunters walking up to a caged animal and
firing their obnoxious weapons.  No thrill.  And especially no
courage.  Homeless children are led away from misery.”


“Oh, and slavery is much better.”


“They are clothed, fed, and kept
warm at night, and protected by their masters.  Slavery is not always what
your own history has created it to be.  They work during the day, though
they do not receive that paper you fools barter for, they receive payment
enough by way of roofs over their heads, education, a mate and their own
home.  Any good Lumynari does not beat his slave.  And those who do
are severely punished.”  He leaned closer.  “In my kingdom, abusers
are put to death in the arenas, their slaves given a front row seat, if they so
desire.  Some are faint of heart and do not enjoy viewing the slaughter of
their abuser.”


“And what of Drakar’s kingdom?”


“You have sampled his
kingdom.  Sampled, Princess Emily, but not truly tasted.  Be
glad you still possess lingering fantasies about your Oreos.” 
Dezenial reclined against his high-backed chair.  “Had he arrived in time
and taken possession of you . . . “


The tall proud Lumynari’s gaze
snapped to view below their dining terrace.  Emily watched as a vicious
scowl covered his face.  Something enraged him.  She was tempted to
stand, come around to where he sat and look as well, but maybe, here, it was
best to shut up and color. 


“Why did you allow yourself
to be captured by his patrol?  What if they’d kept you in a separate
cell?”


Withering attention swerved back to
her, his voice cold.  “His patrol?”


Emily shrugged.  “I don’t know
all the intricacies down here in Hell-Fest.”


“You land-dwellers have your money
and gold.  We too have things in which to barter with.  Let’s just
say I paid my way into your cell.”


Emily snorted.  “Did you pay
for that beating as well?”


He lurched viciously.  Emily
slammed back against her chair.  Their audience perked up, highly
interested.  


“Never take another beating for me
again.  I did not accede to be a prisoner to save your neck just to have
you throw it away on some fool mission to save mine.”


“Back off, Lumynari, before I show
you foolishness beyond your cruelest comprehension.”  Second nature, her
hand clasped tightly around her dinner blade.


His brow arched.


Her grip squeezed.


A hand clasped her shoulder. 
She didn’t need to look to know it was Inzyr staying her murderous
temper.  Her impudence earned grins, and titters.  She offered a
scathing look in return.  A simple glance challenged them, did it? 
And who should be returning her glare with dripping contempt?  None other
than Ms. Shit Tits.  Emily refused to cow down to the tramp.  


“You wanna fuck him, you have to
take him first, bitch.”
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Dezenial choked.


Perfect tits anorexia queen lowered
her goblet.  “Did you dare speak to me?”


“Though the males here apparently
enjoy keeping company with a bitch in heat, I’ll have you lapping from a dog’s
bowl.”  Ignoring the tightening of Inzyr’s hand on her shoulder, Emily
nonchalantly crossed her leg, the slit in her dress riding higher.  As the
woman across from her began a garbled attack on Dezenial, Emily’s table partner
suddenly appreciated his view of exposed human flesh.  She felt Dezenial
watching her; felt his silent threat against the male sitting next to
her.  Ever-so-slightly, she shifted, the dress falling away from her thigh
even more.  One did not need to look to know the Shadow Master’s eyes
currently burned crimson, their fierceness illuminating when the beast next to
her openly grinned, admiring his view.  


Inzyr electrified.


Emily felt the air tighten behind
her where the assassin remained.  Weird that she could hone in on his
emotions.  The entire retinue of dinner guests seemed to be holding their
breath.  DEATH hung a neon sign that it was now open for business. 
The visual standoff between Emily and the Lumynari woman remained
unwavering.  Darkness engulfed Emily’s peripherals.


The female was ominously
cloaked.  Nervously, she spoke with another . . . squatter in build. 
Emily’s eyes narrowed.  His face turned towards her—the cell guard she’d torched! 
Another tunnel.  An odd rock formation.  No, that’s not right . . . a
door, of sorts.  A facially scarred Lumynari stepped out. 
Laughter.  Embracing the woman sitting across from her, they stepped
arm-in-arm through a slight opening.  Scraping.  Emily wanted to
cover her ears.  Nails down a chalkboard scraping.  The rock-door
slid back in place.  Another look and none would be the wiser it actually
opened.  Secret tunnels.  Emily glanced over her shoulder.  Which
way?  Which way?  I’m lost! No!  Mist.  A woman
stepping from it, beckoning.  Aurelia?


 


“Keer’dra.”  Dezenial found
himself closed off from her mind.  He’d felt her slipping into her hidden power. 
Visual command, and Inzyr dropped his blade between Emily and the Shadow Master
who’d been ogling her thigh.  Another visual command, and the fool no
longer owned a head.  Inzyr’s searing blade cauterizing as it
sliced.  Fear silenced the diners.  Each suddenly understood, this
had been an invitation to their possible assassination.


Emily remained oblivious.


“Jin deasep semfi,” Emily stated
very matter-of-factly.  She didn’t blink.


Dezenial tensed.  Perfect
Balkorian.  I despise deceit. There remained no misunderstanding of
Emily’s words or accusation.  The only visible movement from Inzyr was his
amber eyes drifting across the table to imprison the female.  Tension
thickened, none daring to move.  The assassin’s skilled cruelty was legendary—as
had just been exhibited, the body now dragged off by wait staff.  That
their goddess, Shadow, granted Inzyr a wide berth warned he was not to be
trifled with.


Emily’s thoughts once again flooded
Dezenial’s.  She’d seen what he could not, even with his ability at
ancient magicks.  He had suspected, but lacked opportunities to catch the
conniver in the act.  Now, his woman had quite possibly sealed her own
death by uncovering what spies had failed to; or they danced to a higher
payoff.  Worth Inzyr looking into, but, for now, he needed to diffuse an
explosive situation.  His Emily was still healing.  Though her flesh
wounds were no longer evident, she required more time for emotional recovery;
to understand she was both cherished and belonged.  To him.


Dezenial’s dark hand raised, strong
fingers gingerly trailing her cheek.  Instinctively, she nuzzled
her face against his roughened hand.  Palpable surprise rippled up
and down the length of the table.  This was no concubine.  A
few sat straighter.  Rumor was now truth.  This was the
sorceress their goddess hunted.  This was the druidess who’s ancient soul
their goddess sought to harness, and promised riches beyond comprehension to
any who brought the mortal to her.


And here Shadow’s son sat, dining
and coveting the despised enemy of his mother.


 Emily gave a quick shake of
her head.  “Dez?”  She pulled away from his touch and pretended to
smooth imaginary wrinkles in her dress while tamping down the odd flutters in
her abdomen.  His touch was flame, and she was the moth.  She looked
up.  And wished she hadn’t.  His eyes enthralled her.  Azure
blue and almond shaped, he was wicked-handsome.  Nah, hot was more
appropriate.  Blushing, she averted her gaze.  She loved him. 
God help her.


“Do you hear yourself, when you speak
in anger, the language you take?”  


Ah, Keer’dra.  Do you not
know my heart beats for you as well?  But I cannot, will not, speak the
words you long to hear.  Protect you, yes, but love you from afar is all I
will allow myself.  For your sake.  My realm has already come too
close to forever diffusing your light.  None of this, did he allow her
to hear from his mind, nor his lips. Almost, Dezenial could hear his father’s
mocking laughter.


Or was it his own conscious?


“Language?”


“You spoke in the language of
Balkore.  Not Var’dri, Emily, but pure Balkorian—ancient
Balkorian.”


Emily eyed the guests at the
table.  Rage, amusement, and curiosity stared back.  And then her
attention came to rest on the puddle of blood where a being once sat next to
her.  And a smeared trail of it leading away.  She looked up at
Inzyr.  “Do I wanna know?”


“I don’t know, do you?”


“I bet you pee on picnics, don’t
you?”  She didn’t bother waiting for his answer.  


A loud clap slapped down on the
table.  Emily could swear she jumped six feet.


“I will have retribution for the
insult your human has dared upon me!”


Emily slowly smiled.  “I did
not insult you, bitch, I spoke truths.  Tell me, spy, was it your lover I
burned to a quaking heap of charred flesh, or do you still drop to your knees
for Drakar, suckling from him as he commands what your next mission will
be?”  Emily slowly stood amidst gasps and hissed murmuring.  “Is that
your reward for turning against those offering a peaceful kingdom to reside in,
you upon your back while Drakar ruts?”


“Just Emily,” Inzyr muttered. 



The female hissed.  Dezenial
had stood, and now moved away.  His guests took his cue and vacated from
the long table as well, lifting chairs back with them.  Grand royal table
now stood as a makeshift battle-stage.  That their prince wasn’t shielding
his human from Shelene’s attack increased their intrigue.  Discreetly,
wagers were placed.  


Emily understood every word, and
the various languages they were spoken in.  The peculiar sensation of fury
beckoned her to allow its unleashing.  She was coming to understand it
kept her safe in a world that had long ago gone mad.  Her head dropped down a
bit, eyes narrowing savagely upon her adversary.


“I call challenge,” Shelene said
loudly.


“You?” Emily’s throaty laugh
carried across to her enemy.  “Challenge me?”


“You cannot challenge a guest of
mine, Shelene, and you know it.”


“I can kill her now, or I can kill
her when she least expects it.”  She tossed silken white hair shrouding
fine-boned shoulders.  “But, die by my hand, she will.  I don’t care
who you are, Prince Dezenial.”  Jagged blade manifested into
Shelene’s hand.  A foot long, its double serrated edges promised it was no
weapon made for a simple brawl.  


 


Retribution for her slur should be
his, but Dezenial desired this particular group to gain firsthand knowledge of
what he himself already knew about Emily.  He stepped further away from
his hellcat.  These were Balkore’s deadliest, and perhaps most
treacherous.  He tempered his anger with amusement.  How soon before
he would have to act upon his chosen fate, revealing his true form?  He
watched Emily remain passive, a smile tugging her lips.  Several gasped,
pointing at her, whispering more frantically.  Emily hardly
noticed.   Even Inzyr registered surprise, aiming lethal crossbow at
Shelene’s head.  “Her eyes glow, yet this time in anger, not in healing,”
Inzyr said, revealing a bit of awe in his voice.


“And this surprises you?  You
of all Lumynari?”  Dezenial moved to stand closer to the assassin, arms folded. 
Amber fire burned in place of Emily’s eyes.  Dezenial grinned.  There was
no humor in his smile.  “She will handle the challenge.”  He nudged his chin to
indicate Inzyr’s weapon.  “You won’t need that.”


Shelene’s temper flared. 
“Your human possesses a few tricks of sorcery, and you think to set her lose
against me?”  She launched onto the table.  “Choose your weapon,
Emily.  I have suffered insult eating at the same table.  I will not
suffer insult you dare brand me as spy.”  Another weapon manifested in
Shelene’s free hand.  “I understand you are familiar with whips?” 
The Lumynari laughed outright, though her eyes remained watchful of
Dezenial.  “Will you defend your whore, or will you—“


“Do you always babble before
battle?  I wonder that you are not yet dead.”  Emily arched a pale
brow, her hair erupting into crackling white flame.  Shadow Masters reared
and threw up their arms to deflect the brightness.  The contrast of white
flame against her sapphire gown created a deadly beauty much admired by the
Lumynari warriors now slowly lowering their arms in order to better view this
unforeseen entertainment.  


“You have lost your opportunity to
choose your weapon,” Shelene hissed.  Deadly whip snaked out before any
could shout warning.  Deftly, Emily torqued her body sideways, barely
missing the stinging leathers.  And then she defied the expectations of
present spectators who were already enthralled that a human could have eyes and
hair aflame likened to only their highest elevated priestesses.  Save for
one.  He merely smiled.


She reached out, wrist snapping
quicker than flicker of light, and snatched the leathers sailing past in its
retraction towards its host.  A sharp yank, and the weapon freed itself
from the Lumynari.  Howling with rage, the warrior jumped from the table,
another dagger manifesting.


Inzyr moved to intervene.
 Dezenial’s hand snaked out, grasping the assassin.


“She will be killed.”


“Observe,” Dezenial commanded,
grinning mischievously.  “You will be most proud.”  


Shelene advanced, slicing air to
intimidate, her steps overconfident.


Emily smacked her hands together .
. . slowly pulled them apart . . . blue flames erupting between her
palms.  Flames spread to her forearms until she held in her hands, a
large, pulsating brilliant blue ball of flame.  Both her audience and
Shelene were momentarily mesmerized.


Emily threw the flame at Shelene.


Daggers clattered.  Hideous
screams filled the air.  Powerful fire catapulted Shelene up onto the
table where she crashed down on her back.  Emily lifted her elegant hem,
used her vacated chair to step up onto the table, her own daggers manifesting
in each hand.  She walked the length of the table, looking to each
side.  “Any others wishing to dance?”  


None dared accept her challenge.


None possessed the power to do so.


“Her training begins immediately,”
Dezenial commanded of the assassin.  To surrounding warriors, he announced
their meal was now concluded.  A few looked tempted to try their hand at
battling the fierce warrior calling challenge.


“I will exterminate your entire
lineage, should you make good her threat.”


Immediately, they dropped their
interest.  


“Does she realize what she
does?”  Inzyr asked.


“More and more.”  Dezenial
moved closer to the table.  “Keer’dra.”


“Curious,” Inzyr said, slipping
into the secret language of gods.  “If Aurelia was granted such power only
after training for a decade under the tutelage of her Elders, who has granted
our Emily hers?”


“You forget who Zaiyne’s father
was.  Why do you think the other protects her during each journey she
returns from the dead to walk amongst us yet again?”


“Impossible,” Inzyr hissed. 
“I was there.  I know who Emily’s sire is.”


“Ah, but the power remains. 
Same soul.”  Dezenial again called to his beloved.  “Keer’dra.”


The warrior muttered words in a
language she failed to understand.  Fury surged.  “You!”  She
stormed the distance until towering over him.  “You will be fool enough to
challenge me?”  Her voice dropped down to a whisper.  “Do I see anger
leaping into your eyes?”  She motioned with her daggers, encouraging him
to leap upon the table.  Instead, his voice escalated, his audience
unleashing weapons hidden upon their persons.  Inzyr shouted.  His
eyes exhibited . . . alarm?  Her gaze returned to Dezenial.  What
the hell was he shouting?  “You don’t expect me to understand that
shit, do you?”  She realized she was standing . . . on the
table.  “What the hell am I doing . . . up . . .” Awful stench. 
Burning heap.  A body.


“Dez?”  She looked to her
hands.  Blades.  They clattered.  “I got mad again, huh?”


“I’d hate to see rage.”  He
tried very hard not to laugh.  “Keer’dra’.”  He reached up for her.


“My head.”  Her eyes watered,
lips quivering.  “Pain.”


“I know, little one.  Come to
me, Keer’dra.  I will heal you.”


Emily bent, reaching for him,
wrapping her arms around his neck as he lifted her.  She rested her
forehead against the throbbing pulse beating in his very warm neck.


“It would seem you are in need of
a rescuing.”


“I should hit you.  My head
hurts too much.”


His hold tightened.


“Please, please do not leave
me.  Please don’t let me go.”  Heat radiating from his neck acted
like a blessed heating pad against her agonizing head.


“Shhhh.  You are with
me.”  Unintelligibly, he muttered, then blew softly across her face. 
Pain ceased.  


“I think my lips hurt too. 
Badly.”


“Imp,” he growled low for her ears
only.  “I am not blowing on your mouth.”


“Could you blow on my—“


“Keer’dra!”


She muffled her girly laugh against
his neck.  His growl of fake annoyance curled her toes.


“I ruined your dinner party.” 
She dared a peek.  “They’re looking at me as if I’ve introduced them to
the wonders of fire.”


“It is our way.”


“If I’d known that, I’d have killed
the lot of you.  I’d be praised and statues made to forever honor me.”


“Indeed.”


Her nose twitched.  She held
her breath for as long as she could, her eyes closed to block out the
carnage.  “Why does this keep happening?”  she muttered to no
one.  Chairs scraped.  “Everyone’s standing again?”


“Yes.”


“You should re-enter every ten
minutes so they have to keep standing just as they get comfortable.”


“You enjoy antagonizing.”


Emily opened her eyes.  “You
Lumynari are entertaining when pissed.”


“Keer’dra.”


“I know, I know,” she changed her
voice to imitate his deep accented baritone.  “Lumynari are not to be
toyed with.”


“I should beat you.”


“Will you be naked?”


He arched a brow down at her,
stared pointedly at her overly exposed cleavage, then slowly crawled back up to
her amber eyes.  “I’m sure we can arrange something.”


“Perv.”


“You tremble with desire.”


“Well, maybe if you’d dress like a
normal guy—“


“I am a Shadow Master.  I will
never be this normal guy.”


“Thank God for small favors.”


They shared a grin, Emily waggling
her brows up at him.  “I can walk.”


“I am carrying you just fine.”


“An excuse to look chivalrous.”


His grin widened.  “An excuse
to keep you leashed.”


“Now it will be me beating you
for that comment.  Dick.”


Dezenial chuckled.  “Hush, I
must look stern and deadly.”


“I’ll play the part of the helpless
damsel in distress.”  Her head fell against his chest, a heavy sigh
escaping her.  For added measure, her arm flailed then hung limp.


“Scarlett would be impressed.”


The heavy lashes that shadowed her
cheeks flew up.  “How do you know—“


“Inzyr.”


“I can’t even fathom.”


“Nor can I, now, hush.”


She let him nearly clear the dining
hall before giving voice to her fear.  “I’ll be hunted even more
vigorously now.”


“Not how things are done down here,
Emily.”


“I couldn’t help it.  She
pissed me off.”


He vibrated with laughter.


“I just killed someone, and you
laugh?”


“She challenged you.  Her
objective was your death.  You merely met her challenge and called
her bluff.  You made a few very rich tonight and several others regret
they’d sided with the priestess and not the human.”


“Jeeze, at least try to act like it
was a terrible thing I did.”


“I will never fake anything with
you, Keer’dra.  You will be hailed a champion until your next challenge.”


She reared.  “There’ll be
more?”


“No.  Inzyr will decapitate
the next fool thinking to even come close to disrespecting you—“


“Is that what happened to the
Lumynari sitting next to me?”


Dezenial’s expression turned
mercurial.  “He dared look at your leg.”


Emily did everything she could not
to burst out laughing.  


She failed miserably.  “Good
thing I didn’t flash him a tit.”


“I’d have . . . “


“Yes?”


“It doesn’t bare putting into words
what I would have been capable of.”


Emily nuzzled his warm neck. 
“Now you know how I feel about Ms. Perfect Tits flirting with you.  Next
bitch that thinks to slink up next to you and purr, I’m going to cut out her
tongue, hang her by her long hair, and—“


Dezenial’s rumbling laughter caused
her to silence her threat, her own giggles mingling with his joy.  “You
belong to me, Keer’dra.”


She deflated.  “I’m so tired.”


“Too much excitement for a tiny
human.”


“This tiny human has wreaked havoc
in your life.”


“There is that.  We will need
to consider an appropriate punishment.”


She sighed, overly content to be
carried as they began down a barely lit cavernous walkway.  He was so
strong.  He strode through various caverns at a remarkable pace,
effortlessly carrying her.  Never in her life had she felt this
safe.  What would it feel like to be loved by this majestic being?  A
warrior.  A real warrior, not some paperback cover to drool
over.  Possessed, that’s what it would feel like.  With him, there
would be a true sense of belonging.  His long white hair, brushed free of
its usual thin braids, swept her arm like a silk shawl as she clasped him even
tighter.  She felt giddy.  Silly.  Girly.  Being carried
allowed her to hold this hot, lickable Lumynari close, inhaling the very
essence of him.


Her deep inhale and brazen
musings—she failed to remember—were being mentally heard by Dezenial with
tortuous clarity.  Hot?  Lickable?  Little did she realize, she
entrenched herself deeper into his heart.


And his lust.
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“A trap,” Aunsgar warned.


“A way in,” Broc argued.


“Took your time getting here, Outlander!”


“Seems your Elders had other ideas
regarding your care.”


“And you do obey orders so well.”


Broc lunged at Blade, Aunsgar, fast
as wind, tackled the incensed Forest Lord.  “To grasp his hilt is assured
death,” the prince hissed, holding down the powerful laird with strength
belying his lithe form.


The weapon quivered.  “Yes,
yes, take my hilt—“


“You will cease,” a deep voice
resonated.  Dark robes flapped in the chilling wind of descending
night.  The Elder moved closer to the weapon protruding from the
snow.  Broc tolerated Aunsgar assisting him back to his feet all the
while, glaring at the cursed sword.  


A beacon.  A mockery. 
But from Lumynari, or Blade?  Why had the Shadow Masters not kept the
weapon?  Something like Blade would be considered invaluable loot. 
How was it Blade didn’t currently adorn Shadow’s hip?  Or find himself being
studied in hopes of figuring out the magicks placing the spirit within the
blade to begin with?  The horizon to their backs earned his
scrutiny.  MacLarrin Castle remained cloaked in mist.  Yet something
had known it was there, looking out at the world like an invisibly sentry.


Blade.


The treacherous sword had known the
castle would be there.  So too, he’d known lookouts would be posted,
observing anything amiss in hopes it would lead to Emily.  “Where is
she?”  Broc demanded.  “You led her to them, didn’t you?”


“If you had not conceded to my
being buried, I would have never been parted from her.”


Broc shrugged free of Aunsgar’s
grip, moving closer to the sword. 


“You were to guard her, Blade,” the
grizzled Elder stated.  Silence ensued.  After a strange standoff,
the ancient faced Broc.  “I am Xyn.”  He nodded, Broc doing
likewise.  “You will take the sword.  He will guide you to The
Keeper.”


Broc stared, complete surprise on
his face.  “He will slice my throat first chance given.”


Xyn raised his hand.  “He has
been . . . shall we say, redirected?”  Xyn’s odd violet eyes
twinkled, much like Aunsgar’s when up to one of his Elf pranks under the guise
of ‘For Broc’s Own Good’.  The laird snorted in disbelief and turned
away.  Breath billowed in front of him, frigid air warning of more
snow.  He owed nothing to these men, regardless their power, their
position.  How could they have not intervened, preventing Emily from
becoming prisoner of Lumynari?  A memory rocked him.  He swung his
head back around, glaring at Xyn from over his shoulder.  Where were they
when Emily was but a small child and came under attack, her parents executed in
full witness?


“Everything is for a reason,” Xyn
stated.


“You read minds.”  Broc was
tempted to whip up one of Emily’s retorts, but declined.


Xyn spoke in an odd, but gentle
voice.  “Paths are created by Lady Destiny—vicious goddess—pawns placed
upon these paths, then given choices.  Whichever path these pawns choose,
not even we dare cross Destiny, nor her sister, Lady Fate.”


Broc took a menacing step towards
the old man. “I care not which god, Emily is no pawn!”  Aunsgar
grabbed Broc’s arm, staying the ancient Forest Lord from power best not
crossed. He was helpless to stop the laird from speaking.  “My people were
no’ pawns, nor was Aurelia!”


“Emily was observed, as were others
. . . as were you.”


Broc snorted his
indifference.  “I far surpass caring about the opinions of those content
ta’ observe, too cowardly to intervene.  Nay, ye’ cower and hide from
battle, then swoop down from yer’ lofty pedestal, and dole out judgment and
punishments.”


Aunsgar squeezed his
shoulder.  “Careful, my friend.”


“Or what?  I’m turned into
some hideous creature?”  Hair whipping wildly in the increasing wind, Broc
shot Blade a glare of pure loathing.  “Perhaps welded into a weapon tha’
fer’ all its supposed glory, could no’ even keep a wee lass from harm, aye?”


“A difficult woman in this
time.  I cannot help I’ve awakened into an age where women have been so
neglected by man as to no longer have an affinity for their counsel.”


“Counsel?” Broc’s eyes
burned onyx.  “You had no business calling to her—oh, aye, Blade, I ken it
‘twas by the call of yer’ voice she’d even ken ta’ look fer’ ye’.  Ye’
ne’er dared call ta’ me!”  Stealthily, the laird advanced upon the
weapon.  “Why is that?  Three thousand years, and ye’ ne’er made a
sound.  Difficult woman?  She is a modern.  Aurelia was a
difficult woman!  She wielded the power over ye’.  What power
could a modern possibly ‘ave that ye’ could no’ control?”  Broc now loomed
over the sword, its hilt standing tall and proud in the snow, level with Broc’s
chest.  “Ne’er ‘ave Lumynari entered Aunsgar’s domain.  No trails
could be found, no’ even by the Elves and their uncanny eyesight.  Why is
that?”  He spun, glaring at Xyn.  “Perhaps, Blade, ye’ ‘ad help in
Emily’s abduction.”


“Broc, curb your temper; be wary
your accusations,” Aunsgar warned.


“Perhaps the Outlander needs
to save face, so places blame elsewhere,” Blade snarled.


“Ye’ say Outlander like ‘tis a
dirty word—“


“I come from a time it was.”


Broc growled, rage erupting. 
Yanking Blade from the snow, seething fury course through him.


Aunsgar sprinted towards his friend
. . . and slammed against an invisible barrier.


“Now, Kintharin!” Xyn commanded.


Blade illuminated.  Chanting
commenced.  Broc’s arm forcibly yanked high above his head, brandishing
the fiery sword.  Arcs of lightning flashed down from the weapon into
Broc, his head thrown back, howling.


Roaring their ancient battle cries,
Forest Lords charged.  Aunsgar stepped away from the shield.  An eye
command from him, and his elite guards joined him, placing themselves in front
of the lethal ancient warriors.


“He forges Broc and the blade as
one . . . as it was for Emily and Aurelia.”


“I will no’ stand by, Elf, and
allow him to be killed under the guise of good magic.”  Garreck pointed
his claymore at Aunsgar.  “We are victims of such sorcery already.”


“Broc is not being killed.” 
Aunsgar sidestepped Garreck’s blade, and lowered his voice.  “Trust me in
this.  I too would not allow anything to happen to him.”


Garreck studied the Elf for brief
seconds and saw no lie in his words.  Nodding his ascent, he lowered his
weapon.  Surrounding Forest Lords did likewise.  


“But, Aunsgar,” Garreck whispered
in Elvish, “if our laird dies, this forging nothing more than treachery,
you will be the first to join him on his journey to meet our ancestors.”


[bookmark: _Toc371762638]*   *   *   *   *


 


“I hate my hair pulled back,
pinned, coifed, braided.”


“You will be grateful.  Down
here, long, loose flowing hair enables enemies an advantage, should any take
temporary leave of their minds and actually attack.”


“I don’t think I need to weapons
train.”  Emily waggled her fingers to emphasize her point.  


“There are weapons far surpassing
fire from your hands.”


“My head is killing me.  Just
what was in that little drink you gave me last night?”  Neon green, and in
a decadent reed thin crystal flute, Dezenial set it atop a flame before passing
it to her.


“I explained it was to make you
relax and sleep.  My body stretched out next to yours would have kept you
too . . . distracted.”  He waved his hand, dismissing the
subject.  The night had been worse than the whips slicing into his
flesh.  Her body had been molten with desire.  An untouched maiden,
she’d made his blood boil, but he was determined The Claiming would only
commence when she fully understood its consequences.  He would not have
her screaming in sheer terror when witnessing his true form during the ritual
of merging her soul with his.


The she-devil started snapping her
fingers at him.  By Hades, she tried his patience today.


“Hello?  Anybody home? 
Earth to Dezenial. Ah, have your attention now, eh?  Red glowing eyes
don’t impress me, you’re wasting the effort.  As I was saying, we will
find other sleeping arrangements.  Sleeping with a man is unacceptable.”


“But then, I am not a man, am I?”
he hissed, teeth clenched.  “Furthermore, your vows are of no consequence
when you are powerless  to see them through.  You will continue
slumbering next to me.”  His gaze narrowed.  “Until you breathe your
last.  But, never fear,” he folded his arms, “your precious virginity is
safe.”


“Why I share the details of my life
is beyond me.  Don’t you have prisoners to torment?  Heads to lop
off?”


“Are there pins in your chair?”


“No . . . I don’t think so.” 
Emily twisted, searching the velvet stool she sat upon as her hair was plaited
into hundreds of thin braids.  The women had been pulling at her scalp for
hours.


Dezenial yawned.  “You seem to
be prickly this day.  I was curious if—“


“Prickly?”  Waving
wildly as if shooing flies, Emily succeeded in scattering her stylists. 
She charged Dezenial.  “You dare begin my day practicing incantations and
telepathy with that evil incarnate puppet of yours, Inzyr, then you enhance my
mood by having my hair yanked and tugged.”  She jabbed his chest with each
word.  “I.need.coffee. I cannot start my day any other way.  I
need caffeine.  I need dark and sweet—“


Erotic grin smeared his face.


She backhanded his chest. 
“Not that, perv!  Please, I’ll do anything . . . coffee.”  She
clenched her temples.  “I’m going to shave my head.  These are
torturing me.  No wonder Shadow Masters are always pissed off.  I’d
be in a killing mood too—let go!”  She smacked Dezenial’s bared chest as
he dipped towards her, effortlessly tossing her across his shoulder.  She
resumed pelting his backside.


WHACK!


Emily arched.  Bloodcurdling
scream echoed.  “You hit me!”


“You were not spanked enough as a
child.”  He vacated his solar and entered a wide corridor.


“That hurt.”  She sniffed,
eyes watering.  


“It was meant to.  I grow
weary of your complaints.”


“You meant to hurt me?”  She
began rubbing her hands.


“Once spark of heat felt upon my
legs and I will teach you the true meaning of torture, Keer’dra.”


Emily diffused her hands.  His
chuckled ignited something dark deep within her.


“Put me down.  This is
degrading.”


“Exactly.”


Teeth sank viciously into his
flesh.


Howling male rage ricocheted
throughout carved-from-granite tunnel.  Another whack resonated followed
by a scream of pain.  “Dick!”  She collapsed against him, tears of
pain streaming down her forehead, saturating her hair. She would never
spank a child. God damn, but spankings were painful!


And then, she spied it.


Whipping dagger from his thigh
scabbard, her hand reared to plunge lethal blade into his leg.  Dezenial
tossed her to the ground, his hand clasping her throat.  “Decide quickly,
Princess Emily.  Forfeiture of your life, should that weapon touch my
flesh.”


She swiped across his midsection,
forcing him to release her neck and jump back, lest he be sliced in two. 
Tamping down Lumynari rage, blue eyes became glacier.  “None take weapon—“


“I warned you, numb-nuts, I need
coffee!”  Quickly, she scrambled to her feet, crouched and ready. 
“Would you care to tempt fate again?”  Emily’s voice lowered.  “This
time, there will remain scars across your belly.”


His eyes morphed into red flames.


“Ahhhh, getting a little angry?”
she cajoled.  “You will learn, spanking me isn’t going to be something you
repeat.  Ev-er!”


He muttered something in his
language.  


“Cast your spells.  Too afraid
to fight fairly?”


“No, I warn mercenaries, should you
draw blood, not to kill you.”


Emily whipped her head around.


Dezenial pounced, grabbing her
tightly around her waist, squeezing the dagger from her fingers.  Yowling
with pain, the blade clattered loudly against the ground.  “It is time you
understand I can be pushed only so far,” he hissed behind her ear.


Her skull smashed his face. 
Abruptly released, she fell painfully onto her knees and rolled away.  It
was very satisfying to see his blood dripping on the ground.  She lunged, retrieved
the dagger and resumed her crouch.  Sardonic amusement lit her face as she
watched her opponent swipe blood from his mouth.


“Think again before offering
lessons, oh teacher,” she mocked.


“I will not continue this game you
play.  Your skill is amateur.”


“Yet you bleed.”


“You think to battle me?”


“You spanked me.  You started
it.  I plan on finishing it.”  She began swaying, alternating her
weight between each foot.  Only thing missing from this stance is a
tennis racket. 


Hysteria threatened.


“You are spoiled and in need of
discipline.”


Her humor vanished. 
“Discipline?”  She stood upright, and statue-still. 


Deep hurt from his words was not
lost on him.  “A beating if you are not careful,” he teased, attempting to
lighten her already fragile emotions.


She tossed the knife aside. 
“Perhaps you should consult with Peter on just how to accomplish that. 
Come near me anytime soon, Lumynari, I’ll rip you limb from limb.” 
She spun around, and charged towards an armed garrison.  “Get out of my
way,” she hissed, throwing up her arm.  Shock nearly halted her when they
hastened to obey.  Rapid footfalls from behind, her neck prickling with
apprehension.


Emily whirled.


Dezenial pursued, lethal intent unmistakable.


She seethed.  Thrusting her
hand high left and then right, muttering words as clearly as if reading a
passage from a book of spells, all present were amazed, including herself, at
the blue arcs of light appearing.  Streaks of light melded, twisted and
created a cage-wall of sorts.


Dezenial was brought up short,
unable to pass through the webbed lights.


“Wanna know why I seem so bitter,
so angry? It’s not that I’m ungrateful, quite the contrary.  But, you are under
the impression that, because I’m human, I’m to be treated like an idiot;
furthermore, Mr. Dezenial, not one time have either you,  nor Broc, respected
that I want-to-go-home!  You both wave me off like nothing more than a gnat.
So, piss off!”  She offered a little waggle of her fingers.  “Buh-bye.”


“Keer’dra!  You are not safe
to travel these caverns alone.  Keer’dra!  Your temper will be your
death!”


She rammed her middle finger in the
air and rounded a bend away from him without a second glance.  Out from
his line of vision, she sprinted.


Earsplitting roar, the likes she
would later compare to jets taking off, deafened.  Rocks tumbled. 
She was thrown to the ground by the quake.  From behind, explosions of red
light arced.  “Oh, shit!”  Ominous shadow loomed, stretching
towards her.  It was nothing compared to the beast stalking its
wake.  


As if in slow motion, Dezenial strode
purposefully around the bend she’d just cleared.  His head lowered, his
expression was something she’d never seen in him.  Eyes burned
crimson.  Tiny bones weaved into the ends of his lunar hair flew back from
the force of his advance upon her.  Black thigh boots, skintight leggings,
his torso bare, fists clenched—death personified.  


Emily shrieked.  Standing on
shaky legs, she fled.  Lacking direction of where she could hide, she
glanced over her shoulder.  He was closing in!  From nowhere, a guard
stepped out, flail swinging like a pendulum.  Brought up short, Emily
gawked at the two inch spikes protruding from the ball, and the killer eager to
shred her with it.  Enemy, or called upon by Dezenial?  He didn’t
advance, just made sure she knew, he was there to stop her.  Confirmation this
was one of Dezenial’s goons, not an assassin.  


Raising her chin, she turned and
faced down her nemesis.  Counting his steps, she didn’t bother praying to
entities. They had abandoned her long ago.  He terminated his advance, his
chest against her, forcing her to look up at him as he loomed over her.


“You will learn,” he inhaled
deeply, nostrils flaring, “to defy me is to die.”


“Death doesn’t scare me.”


“Death will be the easy
part.”  His hand snaked out, grasping the back of her skull, arching her
head back even further.  “But I have another lesson in mind for you. 
You need taming, hellcat.”  His head dipped within inches of her
face.  “You will find you are in the custody of one who will succeed at
such an endeavor.”  His mouth hovered against her own until she could
taste him, his fangs brushing against her lips.  “My command will rule you
forever.”  His mouth plundered hers.  She struggled, trying to pull
away.  “You will give in to me, Keer’dra.  You will succumb to my
power over you, and you will swallow that dangerous pride of yours.”  His
mouth assaulted hers again, though she tried to avert her face.  Roughly,
he cupped her chin.  “I take what belongs to me.  Shall I show you
how?”


“No.”  She tasted blood. 
Sweet.  Spicy.


“Do you deny you are mine?”


“You denied me.  Consider the
favor returned.”


“Your lack of fear is your
downfall.”


“I refuse to . . . fear . . .
you.”  Her body begged to differ by quaking.


Sharp fangs traced an invisible
line from her collarbone to the lobe of her ear, suckling on the tender flesh
for mere seconds.  Emily shuddered.  To her horror, her head fell
back, her neck arching, silently begging for his devouring.  When had he
let go of her hair?


He chuckled.


Her eyes snapped open.


“I have my answer,” he sneered.


“I don’t belong to you.  I
belong to none.  None want me.  Never have. I am nothing more than a
damn conquest to you, and your Lumynari pride.”


She found herself immediately
ensconced within his embrace again, his mouth predatory against hers,
commanding her soft lips part for his entry.  His tongue dove into her
mouth, grasping her own, suckling, gently pulling, his hand cupping her face
with tenderness that belied his incredible strength.


Her knees buckled.


Instantly, he stepped back and
coldly watched her collapse.  


“Bastard,” she whispered, clutching
her chest.  Shards pierced her heart.


“Look at me.”


She shook her head.  The guard
stepped closer.  Great, an audience viewed my mauling.


“You-will-look-at-me!”  Ground
rumbled.  Her teeth rattled.  What punishment would he mete, if she
kept refusing and in front of his subjects?  Bitterly, she raised
her gaze to find his, holding it tightly, hoping he felt her agony.


“You belong to me.  Do not
doubt it.  Do not waste my time fighting it.  I grow weary waiting to
claim you.  Dare to test me again, and I will not be a gentleman.”


“You will never be anything more to
me than what you are now, an animal.”


He hunkered down so quickly, she
reared.  He caught her and held her steady.  What she saw in his eyes
silenced her.  


“Hate me for now, Emily, in this
moment, but when you are no longer warmed with fury, when you shudder with
chill, it will be me who warms your flesh, your heart and your soul.  Only
me.  I am the only one who will ever understand all that you are, and
accept all who you will be.  Temper included.  All I ask in return is
to respect my authority, not to control you, but to keep you safe from those,
even now, plotting your death.”  He stood, turned away, and didn’t look
back for the duration of his vacating her presence.


She’d never felt more alone or more
small than she did right now.  


“If you can pick yourself up, we
will continue your training,” a voice said from behind.


The voice of her most despised
antagonist.
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“My life just keeps getting
better.  How long were you lurking, Inzyr?”


“Enough to know it fails to be much
longer before you become his mate.”


“Over my dead body.”


“That can be arranged.”


“Yeah, because killing a helpless
woman is such a challenge for you.”  Emily stood, her legs quaking, and
dusted dirt from her backside.  With a sigh of disgust, she turned to face
down her nemesis.  A dozen or so guards stood behind him.  “Oh,
goody, more fans.  Joy.  I swear upon everything unholy down in this
pit, if I don’t get coffee and food, your leg is going to become my meal. 
If you’re going to keep pets, Inzyr, we need to eat.”


“I’m sure we can find something
dead for you to gnaw.  Follow me.”  He pivoted and stormed away, his
long white hair flapping against the pace he set.


Long distances, they traveled in
silence, the ultra-dim world offering little view other than rocks, and more
rocks.  Emily debated singing a ridiculous car-traveling ditty to keep
terror of darkness at bay.  Dehydrated, her tongue felt more like a huge
glob of old gum.  Just as well.  No doubt, her current escort of
monsters would pounce if she started singing One Hundred Bottles of Beer on the
Wall.  Save for the guard nearly glued to her ass, each of the creatures
possessed the same lunar white hair, glowing like Inzyr’s—like her own. 
The assassin wore an unclasped jerkin, but the others wore leather body armor,
their shoulder padding coming to jagged points tipped with silver.  She
slammed into Inzyr.  When had he stopped?


“Do not question me.”  He set
her from him.  “Argue, and I’ll have no qualms tearing your tongue from
that vicious little mouth.  You attempted to save Dezenial’s life when
stepping in front of the whip master, and again when you torched your prison
guard.  For that, I tolerate you.  I will not, however, tolerate your
disobedience where we’re about to step into.”


Emily sighed, weary of arguments
and threats.  Dezenial?  No answer.  “Had I realized the
depth of your hatred, I would not have imposed upon you for something as simple
as breakfast.”


“It is the middle of the night,
just so we’re clear on how little you know.”


“Tell me again how I’d distinguish
this in your world of forever-dark?  Why don’t we skip the pleasantries,
and just begin this training so utterly beneath you, that we may part company,
or I kill myself—whichever comes first.”


“You are in need of nourishment.”


“I don’t need handouts from the
likes of you.  You hate me,” she shrugged.  “Whatever.  Don’t
really care for your tight ass either, but, apparently, daddy feels I
need babysitting.”  Her pointed stare dared him to react to her
insult, her brow arching of its own volition.


Contempt slithered down his
towering body, crawled across the floor and was such a tangible thing, she
could have stomped it until it bellyached back to its owner.  


Inzyr unhurriedly freed his
cutlass.


Emily trotted back, eyes igniting
along with her hands.  She stumbled against a very hard body.  Over
her shoulder, she looked up.  Death stared back.  She averted her
attention back to Inzyr.  He was going to kill her.  Right
here.  No wonder Dezenial had mentally cut her off.  Too chicken shit
to kill her himself; too chicken shit to hear her screams.


She’d roast the assassin. 
Then his goon squad. 


Raising her hands, blue flames
engulfed her arms.


Inzyr turned away, but not before
smirking.  “Stay to my back, and no further.  Keep that mouth of
yours shut, or we visit a seamstress.  They have quite a way with needles
when sewing mouths shut.”  He conversed in his language, drawing guffaws
and obvious snorts of agreement from the surrounding Lumynaries.  “And,
just so we’re clear,” he flung his hand at her.


Flame snuffed.


“Strike one,” Emily warned,
pretending indifference to her now flameless hands.  She almost expected
them to be smoking.  Strike one for you too, Dezenial. 
Schmuck.  How dare you leave me with this creature.  Coward.
 For whatever reason, her mind conjured the image of Pendaran. 
Perhaps her hatred of one male required competition?


Pendaran arrogantly leaning against
Castle MacLarrin’s massive entry doors.  Scenes altered.  He pushed
away from the doors, briskly moving towards her as he unsheathed his
sword.  His lips were moving.  Akin to watching old silent movies,
there lacked sound of any kind.  Her ears pounded.  He raised his
free hand.  Medallion.  Spinning.  Sunlight glinted off of the
silver.  It had been a beautiful piece, given to her when he’d posed as a
chauffeur.  Sunlight again.  Oh, how she missed the warmth against
her skin.  Closing her eyes, her head tilted back, a sigh escaped as blessed
warmth caressed her face.  Pendaran stalked.  The medallion swayed. 
Back and forth . . . back and forth.  A flick of his wrist and it began
twirling faster and faster.  Spinning silver captivated her.  Shards of light
grew.  Each rotation, the arcs extended.  Reaching.  For her!  Pendaran’s
voice began to penetrate.  From very, very far off.  Garbled. 
Foreign.  He was shouting!  Emily retreated.  Frightened. 
The medallion pulled her attention; held her.


Pendaran pursued.  A hunter
closing in on its prey.  Powerless to move, Emily searched her perimeter
for escape.  He lifted his arm higher, forcing her attention back on the
medallion.  Twirling rapidly, it transformed into a cylinder.  Emily
gasped.  Tiny rays of light resumed shooting out towards her.  They
were changing . . . into white wispy hands—


Throwing her arm up, she averted
her gaze.  “Pendaran, stop!”


Shouting erupted.


Emily was seized, spun, and slammed
against a hard chest, an arm of steel banding around her middle.  “Remain
against me.  I will protect you.”


The nightmare who remained
practically glued to her backside during this wretched trek was now offering
protection?  Stranger still, she actually found comfort in his silky
voice.  What was happening?  Shouting escalated.  She sensed
utter chaos.  Had Drakar’s forces attacked?  The steel band relaxed a
bit.  Emily breathed more freely.  She was even permitted to move
away.  Looking around, she expected to see slain bodies.  Menacing
killer frowned down at her, speaking foreign words.  Odd, his hair was
black.  Emily gasped.  “You’re the one who escorted us to
dinner last night.”


“He says for you not to move away
from him.  He has been charged with your life.”


Emily warily complied. 
Muscled arm wrapped around her waist again.  “What’s happening?”


“Perhaps you would care to tell
us.”


“Do I look like an investigative
reporter?”


A cold edge to his voice, Inzyr
spoke to the surrounding garrison.  Their eyes, illuminated much like a
nocturnal animal, scanned above and around.  A few commented in return
before moving away.


“I am not in the habit of waiting
for those in my charge to follow,” Inzyr said, returning his vicious scrutiny
to her.  “Nor do I wait for my questions to be answered.”


“I have been following
you.”  She raised her chin.  “I don’t want to be around you
anymore.  Take me back.”


“Your whims are of little
importance.  What were you seeing?”


“Seeing?”


“You have stood rooted, unable to
hear me calling your name.  A vision presented itself to you.”  He
ground out words from behind clenched teeth.  “What-did-you-see?”


To say his name is to call him
to you, Blade had warned.  Did she want that?  Even here, amongst
these savages, did she want any of Broc’s lying comrades near her?  But
then, hadn’t Dezenial abandoned her?  What loyalty did she owe him now?


“You’ve made a grave error if you
assume I will continue questioning.”


“Tell me, oh Assassin, why did
Dezenial trust me in your keeping, and yet, you drip contempt?  Is it your
wish to get me somewhere deep in these bowels of hell where you’ll finish me
off, my carcass rotting, never to be found?”  She felt the charging within
her, a familiar sensation prior to battle.  Veins tingled as if
electricity coursed through her, tightening of her scalp, and a sharpness to
her vision as, others claimed, her eyes began to glow.


His eyes turned molten.  Solid
body against her back tensed.


Time to see if Blade spoke
truths.  


“Pendaran.”


Inzyr’s nostrils flared.  His
upper lip curled and a snarl escaped.


“Why would I be seeing Pendaran?”


Inzyr charged.  Fisting her
collar, he yanked her close.  She swatted, clawed, and even succeeded in
biting the back of his hand.  Arms banded around hers, pinning her from
behind.  Inhumanly snarling, Inzyr ripped open her tunic, exposing her
cleavage.


She crazed.  Head-butting
Inzyr, she used the body behind her as leverage, elevated and gut-kicked him
with both feet as if pushing off.  Quick as lightening, she repeated her
performance, this time clipping his chin with her foot.  His body slammed
against hers.  Glaring down at her were twin amber orbs of pure
malice.  The body behind her remained like a brick wall.


“Call him,” Inzyr ordered. 
“The amulet hasn’t been placed around your neck.  Call him now!”


“Fine! PENDARAN, PENDARAN, PENDAR—“


Calloused hand violently covered
her mouth.  “Utter that name again, and I-will-gut-you.  Do not
play coy with me.”  


“You said call him,” she mumbled
from under his hand.


“Dezenial.”


She snorted.


“In your special way, Emily.  Now.”


She shook her head.  She
wasn’t calling that son of a—


Inzyr withdrew a double-edged
dagger.


Emily closed her eyes.  Dezenial!


That she was screaming, she had no
knowledge until Inzyr’s hand clamped over her mouth again.  Her throat was
fire.  How long had she left her mind?


“We divert.  My
chambers.  Follow me.  Say nothing, Emily.”  


Her crazed eyes stared at his
dagger poised over her heart.  I hate you, Dezenial.  I hate you!
She screamed her mantra nonstop until mentally, she slumped.  Inzyr walked
with unfaltering purpose.  She trudged.  Colorless terrain sloped
deeply.  She was forced to lunge-walk.  Twice, she’d come close to
sliding down, had her protector from behind not steadied her.  Cold air
bit deeply leaving her diseased with shaking.  Thin tunic, now torn thanks
to a certain animal, offered little warmth.  Leggings, thigh boots acted
as barrier for her legs, but her arms had numbed over an hour ago.  Every
few minutes, she reached up with fingers that felt like unoiled hinges, and
felt her ears.  Still attached.  They stung from the cold.  How
much longer before they froze solid and fell off?  She rubbed her arms for
warmth.  Painful waste of effort.  Not even her surroundings could
distract from the freezing temperatures currently numbing her mind.  Even
darker than the previous hour.  Her legs gave out.  Abruptly lifted,
she huddled against warmth, not caring who—or what—carried her.  She
burrowed deeper against the body, trying to absorb radiating heat.  Clacking. 
Her jaw ached.  How long had her teeth been chattering?  


They halted.


A torch flared, burning her
eyes.  She buried her face into the chest of whomever carried her. 
So warm.  If only she could get closer.  She felt herself shifted,
then eased down.  They stood in front of an onyx door inlaid with
runes.  Didn’t matter.  Too cold to care.  They could be
standing at Godzilla’s feet.  She’d welcome the trampling, if it promised
an end to this cold.


“You are in my domain now. 
Remain silent until we are indoors.”


Emily offered a half-assed
salute.  Then checked to make sure her fingers hadn’t fallen off.


Several variations of Lumynari
passed by.  They acknowledge Inzyr, and paid her little heed.  Probably
assume I’m his whore.  Or new slave.  Her monster guard pressed
his body against her backside, strong hand splaying her abdomen, his other arm
wrapping tightly around her upper torso.  Heat penetrated instantly. 
If she weren’t so damn cold, she’d slap him for the intimate way he held
her.  Warmth.  Right now, he could strip her naked, shave her head
and make her walk on her hands, if it meant he’d keep sharing this wonderful
body heat.  She pressed back, closed her eyes, and enjoyed the sensation
of someone actually giving a damn about her.


Flicker of apprehension coursed
through her.  Eyes flew open, positive the assassin was about to slit her
throat.  Inzyr touched large black shiny runes, while others, he
turned.  So deftly his hand traveled, she’d never remember the
sequence.  And then, she gasped, pressing deeper against her living
radiator.  Laughter rumbled against her back.  The black shiny runes
lifted, eight legs sprouting.  Scuttling like real spiders, they traveled
an invisible maze, deep holes randomly opening for them to drop their bulbous
little bodies into.  A series of wet pops followed.  “Yuck. 
Uber yuck.”


Arched door popped free from its
holdings.  Swoosh of pressurized air breezed over them.  Barest hint
of movement, the door opened enough for one body to enter.  Inzyr snatched
her wrist, and shoved her through.  She clawed his face before he finally
succeeded in coming in himself.  Once he cleared the door, it slid back
into its deep grooves.  Several seconds passed, pitch black drowning her
while the sound of metal spiders clackety-clacked back into their original
place—or so, she assumed that’s what she was hearing.  “I hate
spiders.”


“Silence.”


“I hate you.  I hate
Dezenial.  And screw your silence.”  She screamed with every ounce
she owned in her five-foot-three frame!  Then she laughed. 


“Better?”


“Bastard.  Toad.  Loser.”


“You forgot asshole, maggot, and
mean son-of-a-bitch.”


“Jackass.”


“Huh.  I’ll add that one to my list
of achievements.”


Envisioning revenge by way of a plunging
blade deep within her chest, she crouched.


“I will give you light.  Stand
up, fool!”


I’m an idiot.  Lumynari
could see in darkness as well as she could see in daylight.


Flickering light illuminated. 
Though soft candlelight, her eyes watered and she had to shade them with her
hand for a few seconds until adjusted to the dim light.  She huddled, cold
returning with a vengeance.  More candles bloomed.  Emily found
herself standing in what could only be described as a warehouse loft apartment
similar to those found in New York.  Elite New York.  She
gawked.  Inzyr’s living room was as gigantic and Broc’s great hall.


“You will remove your shirt.”


“You will kiss my ass.”


“Your death from cold will not be
for me to suffer a challenge over.”


“And removing my shirt will somehow
warm me?”  She rolled aching eyes.  “Dezenial keeps you around so
he’ll feel smarter, right?  I’m not removing my shirt, so gear up, Bubba,
for whatever battle you’re about to be challenged in.  Putz.”  This
last part, she muttered, forgetting their heightened hearing.  


“Your lack of fear has ceased to be
amusing.”


“Which is why you want me
naked?  Sorry, find some other form of humor.”


“I am forever amazed the lengths
Dezenial will suffer dealing with you.”


Emily held up two shaking
fingers.  “Strike two, shit head.”  Probably best to shut up now; she
was too cold to give a damn.


He glanced at her as if she were
nothing more than a speck of dust.  “If you are too modest to remove your
shirt, you may step in there.”  He pointed to a darkened doorway. 
“This should be more suitable to keeping your land-dweller skin warm.” 
Viciously, he tossed a sweater towards her.  She was too numb to react in
time.  It landed against her face.  Soft.  Pulling it away, the
heavy knit was heaven to her icy hands.  “Channel?  I’m not wearing
something from one of your kills.”


He laughed.  “She won’t be
needing it anymore.  I like the color, and the memory it invokes.” 
He shrugged.


Emily tossed it onto the black
leather couch.


“You will change into the
sweater.  You do not have choices with me, as you do with Dezenial. 
Change your clothing before you become ill.  Or I will do it for
you.”  He turned from her and hunkered down in front of a fireplace of
sorts.  Turning two different dials, the mechanism began a low hum, its
face turning orange.  “This will produce enough heat to warm you.” 
He momentarily dismissed her as he ran his fingers along the spines of rows
upon rows of books.  Bookcases of staggering heights lined the wall, a
steel roll ladder attached.  She watched as he yanked free a massive sized
tomb, thumbed through several pages at its center, then replaced it after a
grunt.  A sword mocked her.  Carelessly discarded across an onyx
table, her fingers itched to wrap around its hilt—a hilt scaled like snakeskin
of gold, the artwork extended to resemble the creature coiled for attack. 
Another book clunked onto the coffee table, this the third book he’d glanced
through.


“You are difficult.  Never
have I tolerated insolence.  Yours far exceeds limitations even for my
loyalty to Dezenial.  I ordered you to change.  I will strip
you.  I think it time for you to learn who and what we are.  This
realm you find yourself in is not some game.”


His footfalls galvanized her to
make a break for it.  Grasping the sword, she spun, bringing him up
against its point.  She stood firm her ground, opting for silence versus
threats.  The point of the sword was message enough.  The impasse
grew.  The sword became heavy.  Candles sputtered.  Another
hissed.  She glanced the suddenness of it.  


Sword smacked from her hand at the
same time, she was lifted and brought down on the table.  Inzyr crushed
her body under his, vicious dagger poised against her temple.  If she
hiccupped, the blade would penetrate her skull.  “First lesson the Elves
seemed to have forgotten in your training: never take your eyes from the
enemy.  I could carve yours out right now.”  He slid from her,
sheathing his menacing weapon.  She remained immobile.  Tears coursed
down the sides of her face, pooling in her ears.  The sweater landed on
top of her.  Earsplitting shriek agonized her head before she realized she
was the one who had screamed.


“No one will hear you in
here.  And if they could, there would not be a rescue.  Get up. 
You damned fool.  I warned you, Just Emily, your bravery could forfeit
your life.”  He shook his head, not bothering to look at her.  “You
are more safe with me than any you have thus far met.”


Slowly, she sat up and slid from
the table.  What new trick was he playing now?  Damn her chin for
quivering.  Her jaws ached from so much teeth chattering.  She
studied the sweater, not really seeing it.  I hate you, Dezenial. 
I will always hate you for this.  You’re no better than Peter.
Correction.  At least Peter had the balls to mete out the abuse himself.


“I can’t wear something having
belonged to a dead woman,” Emily whispered.  “Have some
compassion.”


“You will have your precious
coffee, Princess Emily, but not before you change.  This temperature is
dangerous for you.  I have ignited the warming stones, but they will take
some time to reach a level of heat offering you comfort.”


“Thank . . . you.”  More teeth
chattering.


“The sweater belonged to a lover—by
choice, so don’t begin your madness regarding prisoners and slaves.”


She clamped her mouth shut.


“In there,” he pointed to where
he’d earlier implied, “go change.”


“It’s dark . . . in there.”


He sighed.  “How you
could be terrified of the dark, and be my . . .”  He stormed into the
darkened alcove.  A few seconds later, hint of orange light enabled Emily
to see it was a bedroom of sorts.  He came out, and swept his hand to
indicate it was her turn to enter.  She was depleted of arguments. 
She made a wide berth around him.  Ribbons of blood marring his otherwise
perfect face gave her pause.  “Sorry.”


“Cat fights aren’t something I
usually partake in.”  He smiled.  “Who I am out there, Just Emily, is
not someone you want to provoke.  Eyes are everywhere.  But, in here,
only you and Dezenial . . . change, return, I will have coffee to warm you.”


His sudden civility frightened her
more than his weapons.


Minutes later, she emerged. 
The sweater barred some of the cold, but it would take lava to thaw her
frozen bones.  Searching, she found him in a galley.  A very efficient
one.  “I’m a little warmer.  Thank . . . you.”  She
couldn’t stop shivering.  “What . . . happened to your lover?”  


“Child birthing took her from this
life.”  He glanced at her.  “The sweater fits.  Good.”


“God, how awful.  Was it your
child?”


He didn’t answer.


“Right.  None of my business.”


He graced her with a most peculiar
expression before looking away.  “Im’pyurs are not safe down here.”


 She waited for him to
elaborate, but instead, he kept stirring something on the stovetop.  A
child thrust from his care for being different.  “Like Aurelia’s exile,
just for being as you call, an Im’pyur.”  


Inzyr paused his task and studied
her.


“Visions flit as if my own
memories.”


“What is Dezenial to you?”


“A son of a bitch.  And you?”


He actually laughed.  Flutters
of fear zigzagged through her.  “You’re sure we’re safe in here?”


This time he scowled.


She rubbed her arms, scanning the
ceiling.  “Last time, premonition resulted in Spinners carting me off to
Drakar.”


“His ilk won’t make it past the
guards outside the door.” His smile widened.  “He is not brave when it
comes to antagonizing me.”


“And Dezenial?  He seems
indifferent to your temper.”


“We are of an ancient brotherhood,
our age spanning nine millennia.”  He tilted his head.  “Your mouth
drops like a baby bird waiting to be fed.”


“And here I thought it was your
winning personality that had everyone taking the long route around you.”


“I would just as soon end their
miserable lives.”


“Yeah, you’ve made that abundantly
clear.”


“His mother is Shadow, goddess of
lurking darkness.”  He turned off the stove.  “His father—“


“Is Hades, yes, I’ve been told this
bedtime story.”  Emily tossed back her hair, remembered the braids, and
began working on undoing what had taken hours.  “Is this why you’re his
puppet?”


He turned away, waving his
hand.  “Your tongue removal is becoming paramount.”


“Whatever.  Your hatred makes
this conversation ridiculously fake anyway.”


“I’m an assassin. If I show
kindness towards you, regardless your position, I place myself in
jeopardy.  But more than that, you would become a target.”  He pulled
down two cups.  “I have many, many enemies down here, Just Emily.”


“I think you have the savagery
thing down pat, yanno, ‘cause I’m just oh-so-lethal.”


“I shudder with dread.”  He
opened a packet of some sort and divided the contents into each mug.  “My
way of life, our world down here, will make you cringe, Emily.  You think
you fear the dark now?  Your silly world has no inspiration of terror, or
what darkness can unleash.”  He glanced up and grinned before resuming his
task.  “Mortals chase away darkness with their array of lights for every
corner.  You have been sheltered in Dezenial’s small private kingdom, a
mistake I cannot make him see his way out of.”


Emily’s stomach rumbled.


“Sit.  Do not pull another
weapon on me.  Your food and coffee are almost ready.  Even we
Lumynari like your poisonous brew.  She liked coffee as much as you do. 
Some things are inevitable.”


“Great combination.  Killers
charged on espresso.  Who like coffee like me?”


“My lover.”


“Oookay.  Did she have a
name?”


“Kendra.”


This conversation was getting
weirder by the minute.  As she found her way to the oversized black
leather couch, she noted beautiful paintings depicting various landscapes
adorned his walls, a few still set up on easels.  “What did she look
like?”  Autopilot questions.  


“Very similar to you.”


“What?  Oh, yeah, we humans
all look alike.  Nice.  The same could be said about you ghouls.”


“She was beauty and strength, and
unsullied.” He paused and stared out at nothing.  Emily knew he was caught
up in a memory and chose to keep her mouth shut.  The woman had
died, after all.  “Her rare gift was the ability in making me laugh.” He
quickly sobered.


“I’m sorry for your loss.” 
And she truly was.  A human woman, choosing to live with this cold being, and
she could make him laugh.  Well, that was saying something.  “Why am
I here?”  She monitored his every movement.  He puttered; her eyes
stalked.  One knife, and she would be flat upon the ground.  No more
being caught off guard by Lumynari mood swings.  “And, how do you know
Dezenial and I are mentally connected?”


“It was your bond before being . .
. sent away.”


“Yeah?  Well, from now on,
call him yourself.  He’s your buddy.”  She blew into her
still-numb-hands.  


“You’ve angered him.”


“Well, gosh darn.  Think he’s
off pouting somewhere?  Shall we bake him a cookie?  You paint, or
did you confiscate these during one of your raids?”


“You need to beware his
temper.  Even you can push him too far.”


She tucked her hands under each
arm.  No good.  They were just never going to thaw.  Ever. 
She bent over and wrapped her arms around her legs.  So . . . cold. 



Inzyr was suddenly over her, dark
blanket sweeping around her.  He tucked it here and there, then reached
behind him to the coffee table.  Handing her a warm mug with steam wafting
as thick as mountain mist, he offered warning, “It’s hot.”


“That would be the steam?” 
She offered a lopsided grin.  Though his eyes narrowed, there was a gleam
in the amber irises that let her know her sarcasm amused him.  Eager to
get warm, she blew ripples across the dark brew.  Screw a scalded
tongue.  She sipped.  “Scotch and coffee.  How did you
know?”


He sat on the coffee table,
directly facing her and finished his own sip before answering.  “It’s the
way Kendra like it.  She’s the one who painted.”  His mouth returned
to his coffee.


Gag or giggle?  She was having
a tête-à-tête with an assassin.  Her life surpassed weird.


“You belong to him, Emily, though
you foolishly fight against it.”  Swiftly, he stood, stepping away from
her, heading back towards his galley.  “Just as you belong to me.”
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“I am so not becoming your
lover.  Ick, yuck, blech.  Ain’t gonna happen.  Give me your
dagger or find some rope, I’ll either stab myself or hang myself for
you.”  She flung her hand back and forth indicating herself and
Inzyr.  “Remember our hate relationship?  Glare all you want, once
this tea party ends, so does the civility between us.  You’ve made it
clear you barely tolerate me.  And, as I’ve told you buddy, I belong to no
one. So, the idea of being either you, or Dezenial the Douche’s lover . . .
well, start a bonfire, we’re about to burn the witch.”  She pointed at her
cup.  “Soon as I finish my coffee.”  She sipped hot java several more
times, relishing the warm fuzzies coming over her.  If she’d bothered to
look up an see the grin splitting Inzyr’s face, she’d probably have
choked.  


The combined whisky and caffeine
coursing through her system thawed numbed veins.  Dezenial.  His
image conjured.  She’d love nothing more than to be swept away by
him.  He’d made it clear the feeling wasn’t mutual.  Screw it. 
Now, if she could just block out that final kiss of his.  Knocked her to
her knees—literally.  She giggled.  If a kiss could do all that, what
would the whole package be capable of?  Probably cause walls to crumbled. 
She brought her hand up to stifle her mirth.  Another sip.  Cooler
now.  Deeper, she drank.  Fangs.  The guy actually had
fangs.  Gah!  Black leather, fangs, and an ass made to be perfectly
cupped in each of her hands.  Laughter roared.  She gasped, realizing
it had been her.


“You’ve had enough to drink.”


“Leave me alone.  I’m tired of
you.  Shouldn’t you be off killing and maiming?”  Her tongue felt
thick. 


“Unfortunately, I’ve been assigned
babysitting duties.”


She stuck out her tongue.


“Offering for me to cut it
off?”  He moved closer.  “Many of your days have passed since I have
had something to sacrifice.”


“Come near me again with a blade of
any kind, and I’ll torch you bald.”  She finished her coffee, hardly
amused by his outbreak of rich laughter.  Strange amicable silence passed
between them as he refilled her coffee and they resumed sipping, though he’d
brought a stack of books and resumed searching through them.  What the
hell was he looking for?”


“I’ll bite.  Tell me about
Kendra.  Your silence gives my brain too much time to dwell on leather
pants and nice asses.”


His mouth twitched with amusement.


“Did she live down here with
you?  She was human.  How did she avoid being killed by the other
beasts residing down here?”


His finger slid down a page while
he talked.  “She used to take the short stool and easel from over there,”
he looked up long enough to indicate a far corner, “wandering the forests to
set up her brushes and paints.”  A far-off look stole over him, loosening
the forever-present scowl.


My God!  He’s actually very
good looking.  It was Emily’s turn to scowl.  Down at her
coffee.  Bastard put something in my drink to make me cordial.  I
should set his books on fire.


“So engrossed in her landscapes,
she would forget to eat, or pay attention to her environment.  I studied
her for weeks.”


“A bit long for plotting her
demise, wouldn’t you say?”  Emily snorted.  “A sacrifice. 
Oooh.  Major kill, little human woman.”  She reared, throwing up her
one hand to ward him off.  “Hellllp meeeeee,” she squeaked, imitating an
infamous movie.


“She finished the landscape.”


“Panic time.  She’s going to
pack up and leave.”  Emily fist pumped the air.  “Sharpen yer’
knives, boys!”


“You would prefer to tell the
story?”


Emily waved her hand for him to continue.


“She remained fixated in my mind
for a long time.  Too long.  A patrol readied, a human woman their
target.  They were alarmed over a painting.”


Emily forgot her coffee.  “Why
would they worry about a landscape—how did they even see the damn thing?”


“I knew of whom they spoke.  I
too was curious.  Querying rangers,” he put the book down.  “I was
left beyond surprised.”


This time, her hand rolled,
indicating him to fast-forward to the good parts.  He took her empty cup
and set it down beside him.  “When I located her, I was brought low.”


“Brought low?”


“Her painting was of my image,
peering at her from across the lake.”


“She’d seen you.”


“In a sense.”


“So much for you being
incognito.  So, Dezenial snatched back your spy card and sent you back to scaring
the shit out of kids from their closets, eh?  Bummer.”


“It would appear, Emily,
visions run in your family.”


She held up her hand.  “I’m
not here to blunt your blades.  I simply meant that she must have seen
your reflection or something.  Maybe she had a compact mirror, or there
was water—“


“She was blind.”


Emily’s gaze snapped to the closest
painting.  She closed her mouth.  And felt it dropping open
again.  “Impossible.”


“Do you always allow everything to
skim the surface of your mind?  Do you never allow words to penetrate your
thoughts?”


“Excuse me?  Know what? 
I really don’t care about your love life.  In fact, I can see why she was
interested in you, she’d HAVE to be blind!”


“Kendra was very fond of whisky in
her coffee, as are you.  She had a quick-as-lightening temper, forever
getting into trouble . . . as . . . do . . . you.”


Something twittered, trickling
within Emily, an ugly little something.


“She had visions . . . like you.”


Emily bolted up over the couch,
running towards the door.  Pounding against it several times, she spun
around, crazed.  Inzyr slowly stood.  Breathing escaped her.  It
couldn’t be true.  Heart clenched.  Stomach knotted.  My God! 
So many pieces fell into place.


“NO!” She clamped her hands
over her ears, not wanting to hear another word.  Wanting to block the
whirlwind of memories suddenly assailing her.  Dots connected. 
Pictures cleared.  Air!  She needed air!  She looked at him
again.  How could I have been so blind?!  She shook her
head.  Deny.  Impossible!  


Her reaction seemed to amuse
him.  “A joke?”  she gasped.  “You think this is . . . funny?”
Fury ignited.  Flames erupted from her hands.  Two chairs catapulted
towards his head.  She’d not even touched them.  Deftly, and without
showing surprise, he stepped to the side.  Not even a flinch escaped him
when they splintered against a stone column.  Books lifted, hurtling
across the room to pummel him.  A wave of his hand, they dropped like
stones.


“My love for your mother was, and
is, no joke!”  He advanced.


“Screwed up way to treat your
daughter, dad.”  A quick shake of her head, scrunching her eyes
closed.  “No.  Impossible.  My parents were decapitated by that
monster Drakar.”  Her eyes snapped open.  “Dezenial was there. 
He was plundering with him, but oh how he tries to convince me
otherwise.”  She shook her head again, clearing overlapping visions. 
“No, that’s not right.  He saved me.”  She held out her hands,
studying them.  Blue flames.  She gave them a shake.  Fire
extinguished.  “What the hell is going on?” she screamed at
him.  “And where is Dezenial?”  Dawning fractured her further. 
“He knew you were going to tell me, didn’t he?  That’s why the
bastard plays chicken and refuses to answer me!”  She spun about, pounding
the door with so much outrage, she was oblivious to pain until too late. 
Moaning, she grabbed her wrist.  “Open the door.  Let me go. 
This isn’t happening.”  She kicked it.  Hard.  Another holler.


“Let me see.”  His hand gently
grasped hers.


“Don’t touch me.”


Whisper soft, he probed her wrist,
his gaze flicking to her each time she winced.  “You’ve sprained it.”


“No shit.”


“Your sword hand.  You’ll not
be able to use it for several weeks.”


“Darn.  Now how am I going to
slice and dice you?  Shame.  You could use a good gutting.”  Her
other hand lifted towards him.  “Oh, but look, I have a penchant for
playing with fire.”  Blue flames licked close to his face.


He laughed, grabbing her
hand.  “Definitely your mother.”  He blew out her flames.


“Torched you often?”


“Verbally, every chance she got.”


Emily stared at his eyes. 
Amber.  Like hers.  “You just can’t be my father.”  Vehemently,
she shook her head.  Glowing white hair, like her own; like all Lumynari
she’d seen down here.


“You are mine.”  He had yet to
release her hand.  “Just as bloodthirsty.  Just as fearless.”


She dropped her head.  He
pulled her roughly, almost violently to him.  Of their own accord, her
fingers clutched his jerkin.  Sobs wracked her body.  “Why did you
stay away for so long?  Why did you send me away?  Peter teased that
I was Jane Doe.  No family, he said, ‘who will miss you’?”  She cried
harder.  So much hurt.  “How could you leave me out there?  I
just wanted . . . to belong.  I’ve never belonged.”  Crying slipped
into choking.  She hit his chest.  “Bastard!”


“And here, outside your door,
you’ve treated me . . . “


“Emily, if anyone ever discovered
you are my daughter, they would finally know how to have an effect on
me.”


“Another reason to not be granted—“


Inzyr’s arms tightened.  “You
have always belonged to me.  And to Dezenial.  You must accept this.”


She raised her face.  His
image swam.  “Why?”  she lowered her head again, resting it on his
chest.  “Why him?”


“It has always been him.  But
this time, he claimed you upon your birthing.”  His fingers gently tucked
under her chin and forced her to look up at him.  “He claimed you
forty-one hundred years ago, daughter.”


“Aurelia.”


“Aurelia?  No.  Long,
long before even her existence.  He had pledged himself to you, regardless
of tradition, regardless what age we find ourselves in.”  His tone
lightened.  “Everything about him is a contradiction to the way of the
Lumynari.”


“How old was I when you . . . when
you . . . she couldn’t say it.  More crying.  “You gave me up. 
Gave me away.  My mother died birthing me.  You blamed me.  And
you stood back allowing that witch of an aunt to—“


“I killed that shrew.”


“You?  How?  Really—oh,
right, tongue removal should have been my first clue.”


“None harm what’s mine and live. 
None.  But, no matter the protection, it would never be enough to keep you
alive in this world.  There exist deep harbored hatreds towards
Im’pyurs.  Compare it to the racism of your realm.”  He made sure to
have her attention.  “Now, multiply that by thousands.”


“Did you blame me?”


He sighed so deeply, she feared his
answer.  “Your mother held you for several hours, allowing you to feed
from her.  Her dying request was that I protect you by taking you into the
light, to be a part of her world.  But her father was vile and
unforgiving.  His loathing soon killed him, his drinking leading him to
wander, fall, and die from exposure.  She was relieved when Dezenial
claimed you.  And then she shared her vision, not with Dezenial.  She
waited until he had left us alone during her final hour.”


“Vision?”


He chuckled.  “Tell me, do you
repeat everything when you are nervous?  Do you spout words like water
gushing from a waterfall when upset?”


She nodded against him, crying
again for the mother she never knew.  The pain of it combined with the
mother who had tried to raise her, but lost her life to a savage
Lumynari.  “Why didn’t you use magic to save her, or have Dezenial help
her?”


“Lumynari magic or Lumynari blood,
used on a human, can cause madness.  Dezenial took a chance with you, but
hoped your heritage would enable you to survive his ministrations. 
Besides, Kendra was Roman and very Catholic.”


“You said she was blind. 
Please tell me she at least knew you were a monster.”


Inzyr laughed.  “Yes, she
could see, but telepathically through another’s eyes.  It’s how she was
able to view me.  She’d actually been looking through my eyes and remained
with me, unbeknownst to me, when I returned down here.  For her, death was
meant to be.  She refused interference.”


“Wait.  Back up. 
Dezenial took a chance with me?  What, allowing me to remain here?” 
Swiping tears seemed useless.  They just kept coming.


He regarded her quizzically for a
moment.  “Emily, have you no idea the true nature of your wounds when you
were in Drakar’s prison?”  Her blank stare was answer enough.  “You
were skinned with a Lumynari whip.  That’s what the weapon does to human
flesh.  You could not see what Dezenial observed of your back. 
Shreds are what were left, and severe infection.  You’d bled within hours
of your life ending.  Even now, you have scars.  And Dezenial taking
a chance with you—several days, you laid in his bed, delirious with
fever.  Even my blood was given to you.”


“You’re avoiding something.”


“I am now in your mind, not as connected
as Dezenial, but, enough to hear you when you rage.”  He grinned.


“Eh-eh.  There’s more to that
healing, and I’ve even seen Dezenial get weird when I ask questions about my
back.  I have the right to know what you two are hiding.”


“How you survived is beyond our
understanding, and for so many days.”  He was shaking his head. 
“Your Lumynari heritage is the only reasoning we can surmise.”


“You’re stalling.”


“Dezenial used ancient magicks,
sliced his arm, and allowed his blood to flow across your back.”


“Fusing.”


His stare drilled into her. 
“How do you know of this?”


Emily swiped tears from her
face.  “Things keep coming to me.  Sudden understanding.  And
really bad headaches.”  She breathed deeply, her chest fluttering jaggedly
from the hard crying.  Her bottom lip trembled again.  “Well, it
would seem I survived this fusing.  I am grateful to him.  He has a
knack for rescuing me just in time.  Your blood too, eh?  Bet you
howled with outrage.”


He softly smiled.  “It isn’t
the first time I’ve bled over you.”


She looked up at him, quizzically.


“There is more,” he said, his voice
low.


“Always is.”


“Do you understand fusing?”


She shook her head.


“His blood now flows through you.”


“Oookay.”


“It was not an easy decision for
him to make.”


A sense of inadequacy swept over
her.  “Yes, my being this Im’pyur you spoke of is a terrible
downside.”


“Sharing blood.  That’s what
wasn’t easy for him.  It is a serious decision.  He didn’t have time
to confer with you, and explain what the consequences would be.  You are
hapless against the bond with him now.”  Inzyr hesitated.  “Emily,
should he die, there will never be an end to your grief.  It won’t be like
human women in your world where, as years pass, the pain lessons and good
memories fill the void.  Lumynari bonding creates the opposite.  The
more time that passes, the deeper your loss; the deeper your grief.  None
will be able to fill your heart.  This is fusing.  None ever agree to
such a binding, save for a few.  Our world is too violent from crib to
coffin.”


“Yet, he takes his time to claim
me.  Reeks of regret.”  


Lightly, he fingered a loose
tendril of hair on her cheek before tucking it behind her ear.  


Emily looked down at the gleaming
black floor.  If her damn lip didn’t stop trembling, her eyes flooding
with new tears.  “Not surprised.  No one is interested in me, only
this person I supposedly was in another life, the power I have buried, and a
group of Elders I’m to be protecting.  Then there’s the one who, if I
mention his name, you go ape shit, showing up at various times in my
life.  I was accused of being his whore.  Nice.” 
Hysterical giggling bubbled.  “How can one be a whore, yet no man has ever
remained interested long enough to discover I’ve never been touched?”


“Emily.”


“Can’t tell you how welcome Broc
made me feel.”  She stepped back, hand flying to her chest.  “I’m a
memory to them.  There’s a portrait of Aurelia.  Freaky, really, how
we’re twins.  They have it hanging in a library of sorts, though I think
it’s been long forgotten.  Fitting.  Did Aurelia suffer a sense of
never belonging?  The first time Peter put his hands around my throat—how
come you didn’t kill Peter, but you killed Millie?”


“I was with my mother.  In her
realm, I am blind to the conspiracies transpiring in the mortal’s realm.”


“I should have stayed my ground and
never allowed him back into my life.  But no, not me, I have to belong—“


“Emily.”


“. . . feel a part of something
because there’s been this emptiness—“


Clicks releasing locks and chasings
yanked her attention to the onyx door.  Quickly, she stepped closer to her
father.  Glistening spiders slid out from deep ports and followed their
macabre paths, twisting, scuttling, turning.  Just as before, they settled
deeply into their tiny caves.  “Don’t you have a doorbell or something?”


Inzyr wrapped a powerful arm around
her.  “You have always belonged.  I could not allow you to be a part
of my world.  You would not have survived it.  The person you have
become is what your mother wanted.  Naivety.  Though I didn’t agree,
it was her dying wish.”


“Shouldn’t you be getting a weapon
ready?”  She hiccupped.  “I don’t think I’m in a killing mood right
now.”


He remained somber.  “Only one
knows the code to enter my quarters.”


“No!  Not him!” 
She furiously dried her face on her sleeve.  “I do not want to talk
to him right now.  It’s been too—“


His magnificent body stepped
through, completely clad in black.  His hair seemed whiter, glowing,
unbraided and falling to his waist.  He was so male, so bracing, his gaze
possessing, their breathing unified.  Her lip trembled.


His presence commanded the room.


Tears blurred her vision.


He simply held out his hand. 
“Come to me, Keer’dra.”


She dove. 


Instantly ensconced within his
embrace, he held tightly, crushing her to him.  The top of her head was
showered with kisses, unintelligible words muttered into her hair, his large
hand cupping her head against him.


“The need to wait ceases to exist,”
Inzyr stated, touching the runes.  “I will not return this night.” 
His stare at Dezenial was not lost to Emily.  


Dezenial curtly nodded.  “It
is done.”  He bent slightly, and swung Emily up into his arms. 
Striding towards a chamber as, behind them, the door mechanics clicked back
into place announcing he and his life-mate were alone.
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Languidly, she stretched, halting
her hand midair.  White gauzy something wrapped tightly around her
sprained wrist.  It had an uncanny resemblance to the woven ooze Spinners
had wrapped her body in.  Sickened, she dropped her hand.  Out of
sight, out of mind.


She felt peaceful; alive. 
Cherished.  Exhilarated; tranquil.  Terrified her first time would be
as the rumors warned, painful, she’d stiffened.  He’d enlightened her that
Lumynari males absorbed their mate’s pain.  Emily giggled.  And
covered her face, though no one was currently present to see her blush.


It had been the most miraculous,
spectacular, toes curling, still left quivering event of her life.  More
blushing.  More grins.  


Gah!


Candlelight flickered, a soft hue
warming the room with just enough light as to not have her swallowed in
darkness.  Now she understood why Inzyr was dumbfounded over her fear of
the dark.  Being half Lumynari, she should bask in shadows.  Eh-eh. 
Shadows are where creepy shit hides, waiting to pounce.  Dezenial
respected her need for light.  Inhaling deeply, a contented sigh about to
escape—


She bolted upright.


Coffee!


Deep chuckling reached her from
beyond her partially open door.  “Wrap yourself.  We are not
alone.  Come get your poison,” Dezenial called from, she assumed, the
galley.


Coffee.  Hell, I’ll storm
naked—


“Use the blanket, Keer’dra.  I
will clothe you later.  You are not permitted to allow any to view what is
mine.”


She snatched the thin coverlet
around her, and stormed from the bedroom.  “Must you always be in my
mind?  Is nothing sacred?” She glared.  Until his mouth caught
her attention.  A delightful shiver of wanting ran through her.  Heat
warmed her face.  What he’d done with his tongue, upon her ankle,
swirling, hot breath—she’d climaxed!  His tongue, last night, on her
ankle!  Her breasts began to ache with need, they too having succumbed to
his mouth.  His hands.  Her eyes dropped down to his hands currently
stilled.  Good God, the things those fingers were capable of.  Claw
marks ribboned his biceps—marked for any fool female thinking to slink near
him!  She knew, without seeing, his back didn’t fare any better. 
Little tremors shook her.  Her eyes lazed back up to his chiseled
mouth.  A sardonic grin lazed across it now, his task momentarily halted,
watching her.


“Oh, just give me the damn
coffee.”  She snatched the large mug he held out for her, stomping away
from him and joined her father at the table.  He grinned like a
loon.  “You too?”  Very male all-knowing look shared with Dezenial
didn’t get past her.


“I’m seriously tempted to toss this
on you,” she warned her newfound sire.


“I would then be forced to teach
you respect.”


“Prepare to be disappointed. 
Precious commodity in this cup.  Mine.” She sipped, and purred with
appreciation.  “Perfect.”  She crossed her legs, made sure the
blanket covered all the important parts, and glanced around for a clock. 
“How do you know what time of day it is?  Doesn’t the lack of sunlight
make you crazy?”


“Unlike our Lumynari brethren, we
are not chained to darkness,” Dezenial stated, joining them.  “And we do
have tolling bells to announce the passing hour.”  


His voice muted.  His body
distracted her.  The closer he stood, the more she crackled.  Jeeze,
it’s like he’s a walking Taser.  


He grinned.  “We will commence
again what we shared last night, since you feel . . . charged.”


She choked.  Burning dark
liquid scalded her throat.  “Could you keep those comments private.”


“Sex amongst Lumynari is an
art.  Wait until he initiates you with a massage and hot oil.”  Inzyr
leaned closer.  “Your mother became very good at it.”


“Gosh, thanks for the
visual—not!”  She rubbed her throat, attempting to soothe the burn. 
“How did my mother survive down here if she was enthralled enough with nature
that she painted landscapes?  Wait, how?  You said she was blind.”


“Your mother had an uncanny power
usually not found in ordinary humans.”


“Maybe she wasn’t all human?”


Inzyr tapped the side of his own
coffee cup a few times, lost in thought.  Emily regarded him with somber
curiosity and opted to leave him to his memories.  Probably has never
shared feelings about himself or Kendra.  Up until now, he would never
have struck her as the type to even be civil enough to sit and have
coffee.  Another time, perhaps, when they knew each other longer, he’d
trust her enough to quietly share tidbits of who her mother had been.


Dezenial gave her the barest of
nods.  


“So, how do Lumynari begin their
day?  Killing, torturing, or beatings?”


“Imp,” Dezenial muttered. 
Settling his tall frame at the table with them, black leggings his only attire,
her breathing hitched.


“What is that?” Emily asked,
the gold strip in his hand an excuse to distract her from his dark, naked
chest.  Very wide chest.  Lickable, or so she’d discovered—ack! 
He was grinning again, the kind of grin making her very aware of being a
woman.  That grin that sent shudders down her spine, made her feel like
giggling and raping him at the same time.  Cretin.  She poked
at the gold strip.  Metal, yet not.  “Weird.”


“It is how your mother survived
down here unscathed.  She moved about freely.  When she wished to go
above, a patrol was sent with her for protection.”


“A piece of gold?”  She
snorted.  “I am impressed.”  She waggled pale brows, and
resumed enjoying her coffee.  


“This is like hers, yet different,”
Inzyr said.


“Because I’m an Im’pyur?”


“Because you belong to me,”
Dezenial said, his voice ominous.  He rose from his chair, came around the
table and dropped down in front of Emily.  Sitting here, eye-to-eye, they
shared an intense physical awareness of each other.  Almost, she broke the
spell by grabbing his head and smothering him between her cleavage.


His wolfish grin nearly resulted in
a clobbering.


“I’m going to place this on your
arm—“


She reared and sloshed
coffee.  “Will it hurt?”  She accepted napkins from Inzyr.


“You think I would bring you pain?”


 Emily paused from mopping her
small mess and arched a brow at him.


“That was sex.”  He
grinned.  “You did holler for more.  I hurt you?”


“You do remember my dad is
sitting right there?  He’s old, yeah, uber old, but he can still
hear.”


Inzyr snorted.


“You enjoy my taking command of
you.”  


His accent and deep voice sent
shivers of delight through her.


“Clutching your hair and pinning
your arms above your head—“


“No!”  Emily covered her
molten face. 


Both males laughed uproariously.


“Shouldn’t you be calling him out
or something, dad?  Defend my honor?  Pretend this is too much
information?”


Inzyr’s expression, though softened
since his revelation to her, hardened for a few seconds.  She didn’t feel
fear, but more, he was very matter-of-fact when it came to her and Dezenial and
Lumynari culture.  “We don’t have silly ceremonies of marriage.  His
taking you last night was just that—you belong to him.  In past lives, you
always belonged to him.  In this life, I knew who you were, though even
your mother did not.  When she shared her vision with me, she was confused
as to its meaning.  I knew immediately the warrior princess she was
seeing.  I knew immediately who my daughter was.  My loyalty is first
and foremost to Prince Dezenial.  Nothing will ever deter me from this
path I have sworn allegiance to remain on.”  His voice lowered.  “But
know this, Emily, and I know not if I will ever make such an revelation
again,”  He stood a bit, reached over, and cupped her face with his large
calloused hand.  


“You are most precious to me. 
You make me more proud with your temper, your bravery, and your determination
to get back up, square your tiny little shoulders, and charge forward.  I
may not have been able to show myself to you, but Dezenial and I have always
been in your shadows, watching over you, allowing you to find your way . . .
slaughtering those who thought to raise a hand to you in cruelty.”


She reached up, covering his hand
with her own.  She gulped hard, hot tears coursing down her face.  So
much to say to him; words escaped her.


“Dezenial claimed you within
minutes of you screaming your way into the world.”


Emily laughed through her tears.


Inzyr did as well.  “Some
things about you, at least, have remained consistent.  He claimed you, and
I agreed, though I never revealed what I knew about your true identity. 
He would discover such things in time himself.”


“I should forfeit your membership
to my kingdom,” Dezenial growled.


“I would scale the wall and
encourage a coup.”


They chuckled, some long ago
private joke between them.


Inzyr’s attention returned to his
daughter.  “Once a Lumynari sire consents to who will be his daughter’s
mate, she is forbidden to change the decision.”  Inzyr held her stare.


Emily’s attention reverted to the
proud Lumynari on his knees in front of her.  “Why?  Why did you
claim me and I was only a few minutes old?”  She wiped her face, but not
so much to dry it, but, rather, as if she could wipe away a troubling memory.


“I was engaged to Peter,” she
whispered.


He uncoiled and cupped her face
with both hands.  “From the first moments I held you, you glared up at me,
belligerent from the first.  But also, your screams silenced.  I
should have known it was your soul recognizing mine.  I claimed you
then.”  Softness withered to menacing.  “There was no knowledge of
the other residing in you.  At that moment, you were a squalling infant,
and shirked fear when I glared down at you.  You haven’t changed.  As
for you marrying anyone, sharing your body . . .” A look passed over his face
she didn’t want to give voice to.  “I would have intervened before that
event took place, killing the mortal, if need be.”


“Sir Galahad.” She pulled down his
hands and held them in her own.  “You were right there, from the start?”


“My father’s machinations lack
boundaries.  I should have known he’d find a way to reunite us.”


“Regret?”


Inzyr picked up the thread of
explanations, disallowing Dezenial to answer her ridiculous question.  “It
was explained to your mother, the outcome of ancient magicks—Lumynari
magicks—used on humans.  Our blood mixing with that of a human causes
madness.”  He waved his hand.  “They are a feeble lot.”


“You said her religion forbade her
to accept your offer.”


“I was tempted to ignore her wants,
my own too potent to hear anything other than what I wanted at that
moment.”  He looked away.  “She knew what I was about to do. 
She asked me to take her life, if the madness set in.”


A soft gasp escaped Emily.


Inzyr’s gaze swung back to
her.  “I was spared an ordeal I do not know if I’d have recovered
from.  She hemorrhaged.  Her passing was not quick.  Like you,
she was strong willed.  Determined to spend her last with you, she swore
breastfeeding bonds a child with its mother.  She held you in her arms, a
mother until too weak to continue.  Dezenial held you as I held her during
her last breaths.”  Amber eyes became shiny.


Emily’s own eyes pricked. 
“You don’t have to do this.”


“Once in a while, Emily, I will
open the book and share a few pages with you.”


Dezenial squeezed her hands while
her father continued.


“We view death like you view clouds
crossing your sky.  Inconsequential.  We had spies confirm Drakar had
perished, killed by his own.  Centuries passed with such silence from his
conniving, we took our spies at their word.”


Dezenial picked up where Inzyr left
off.  “But, we began to suspect treachery when outcroppings of rumors
emerged of a child possessing unusual powers.”


“Me.”


“You.  I did not reach you in
time to save your foster—“


“Who were they?”


“Those such as yourself.  They
understood the danger posed to you, should you continue living in our world at such
an vulnerable age.  Inzyr could never guarantee your safety when his
duties took him away from your presence.  They agreed to rear you as their
own, welcoming the protection we offered.  They understood your father
would return for you during you sixteenth summer.  In the meantime, you
were to be trained, prepared, if you will, to survive weaponry, wits, and basic
Lumynari magicks.  And then, when you reached the age of twenty-one, you
would become mine.”


“Not at eighteen?”


“Though Lumynari mature much more
quickly than humans, we wanted you to have a measure of time to become
comfortable with who I would be in your life.”


“What would you have done, should I
have determined I didn’t like you?”


“Inconceivable.”  His voice
was firm, final.  “You belong to me.”


“Chauvinist.” 


“Everything changed,” Inzyr
said.  “Forked-tongued spies paid a high cost for their treachery.”


“You killed them?”


“I am not feared as an assassin for
my gardening techniques.”


She waggled eyebrows at
Dezenial.  “Well, we at least know which parent I get my sarcasm from.”


“Yes, now there are two of you with
sharp tongues.  I arrived in time to whisk you away, ordering you through
the forest, cloaking you with powerful magicks as you made your way towards the
voice calling to you.”


“Pend—“ she glanced Inzyr, who
grinned while shaking his head.


“That bastard’s been a part of my
life all along.  Why would you have me run to him?”


“Drakar lived and only the ancient
druid would be able to adequately hide you.  To cloak you in a way that
not even my mother would easily discover your whereabouts.  He has the
ability to enter any realm.  My capability with such travel is
limited.  We couldn’t understand Drakar’s obsession until you began
calling forth blue flame.  Both he and my mother immediately knew who you
were.”


Emily cocked her head.  “What
does blue flame have—“


“Only a descendent of Olympus has
the power of blue flame.”


“Oookay.”


“Gifts from Hades, or so we
surmised.”


“You are the son of Hades and
Shadow.  You said your father found a way to reunite us.  Maybe he
wanted me to have some sort of power to match with yours.”  She
shrugged.  “I don’t know.  This is a lot to take in.  And then
these stinkin’ visions barreling out of nowhere.  Pieces fit together, and
sometimes, the visions just leave me so enraged.  That’s the part I hate,
the unmitigated anger.”


“Aurelia was betrayed by Broc, her
own kingdom, her mother, the Elders . . . she was a tool cruelly used. 
And none came to her aid when she was cut down.”


Emily studied Dezenial’s rage for
several moments.  The only sound was Inzyr pouring more coffee and setting
the carafe down on the warming plate.  “Well,” she said at long
last.  “Unlike Aurelia, I’m not going to allow myself to be manipulated,
or at least not willingly, to the point that an entire clan is
slaughtered.  I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that Aurelia
didn’t use her powers to defend—“


“Aside from the cruelties she
suffered, the attack was swift, she one of the first victims.  She knew
her soul would be imprisoned by a priestess before her magicks could heal her
wounds; be of any use against seven thousand Lumynari warriors.  Ardra and
my mother had planned well.  Aurelia, instead, used her power to become
mortal in her last moments, removing all her knowledge as Keeper.  Had the
priestess succeeded in taking her soul, there would have been nothing gained.”


“And now, in this life, I am half
human and half Lumynari, as Aurelia—“


“Aurelia was half Elven and half
Lumynari.”


“Oh.”  She looked to
Inzyr.  “You said my mother wasn’t exactly human.”


He shook his head.  “As I am
not pure Lumynari.”


If Dezenial hadn’t been right in
front of her, Emily would have slid from her chair.


“It is not a detail for today’s
discussion.” Inzyr’s tone brooked no argument from her.


She could only nod.


Inzyr’s grin was a bit
lopsided.  “Close your mouth, Just Emily.”


She obeyed.  Then found her
voice.  And jabbed Dezenial’s shoulder several times.


“I’ve seen humans here. 
Trading, conversing, even sharing a drink or two in open cantinas,” her hand
was confiscated, the Lumynari obviously not appreciating her poking him with
each word.  “ . . . we passed when traveling through your oh-so-friendly
city.”


“I command there to be a tolerance
of all beings, in my kingdom.  It makes for better goods in trade; expands
our network of spies.  One can never have enough spies.”  Dezenial
seemed very pleased with himself.


“Is that how you came to have this
weird strip of gold?  Your very own bazaar?”


“It will twine around your arm of
its own accord as I speak words foreign to you.”


“Will it come off?”  She
glanced her father who currently took a bite of something that made her quickly
look back at Dezenial’s beautiful face.  She would not concentrate
on what resembled tentacles currently satisfying her sire’s appetite.


“Unless you remove your arm, no, it
will remain.”


She arched a brow.  “There’s
permanent, and then there’s Lumynari-Permanent.”


“This has nothing to do with
Lumynari magicks,” her father said.


Dezenial moved closer.  “It
will create a unique design, signifying to all that you belong to me.”


“Slavery.  How utterly
thoughtful.”


“Wife, in your world, Life-Mate
in mine.  Whatever you choose to call it.  Slaves wear bands of
ownership around their necks, insignia brands on their backs, lest they think
to wander or find themselves stolen.”


“Do me a favor.  Don’t use the
word wife or marriage.  They resonate something I never qualified for and
remind me of my failings.  Now, won’t this band make me a target even more
so than I already am?”


If it took him forever, Dezenial
swore to himself, he was going to repair her troubled spirit, wrap her in his
love, and give her soul-strength until she came to realize how special she was
to him.  “None will dare.  To harm my mate would be to forfeit
their life, and any connected with them.”  The two Lumynaries shared a
look.


“What?”


“I would wipe out their entire
lineage,” Inzyr avowed, “as before, when you were his lover.”  His smile
was feral.  “But this time, you are my daughter.  I
would make sure to have their suffering last many, many of your months before
they finally breathed their last tortured breath.  Their entire genealogy
would cease to exist.”  He shrugged and stood, collecting his
dishes.  “Only once have I allowed death to be swift.”  Feral grin
widened, fangs lengthening.  She’d not noticed them before.  “In the
case of that woman daring scorch you when you branded Dezenial’s mark onto your
back.”


“And you remain stunned by my
temper.” Subconsciously, she twined the ends of Dezenial’s hair around her
fingers while watching her father.  “When do I inherit your fangs?”


“Never, well, unless you—“


She didn’t see Dezenial gave a curt
shake of his head, though she felt him clutch her hand and kiss her fingers.


“I’m hardly surprised by your
temper,” Inzyr continued.  “You’re as bloodthirsty as your mother
was.  She was softhearted, kind, and forever taking in strays, seeing the
beauty in all things.  But she was quick with blade if she felt slighted,
worse if she thought the slight directed towards me.”


“Drew a blade on you a time or two,
eh?”


“Daily.”


Emily laughed.  “I was comparing
myself to your temper, father, not hers.”


He turned and looked at her for
long moments.  “In private, daughter.  She respected my
position.  Never force me to show you what I am capable of, should you
decide to ever challenge me publicly.”  His amber eyes ignited.  “You
will not be granted the dalliance of slander against my person, jeopardizing my
life, or the few I find worthy enough to protect.”


“As if I’m some sort of
idiot.”  Still, her heartbeat skipped a few times before returning to
normal.  Emily lifted her arm slightly, allowing Dezenial to wrap the gold
strip just below her shoulder.  Inzyr returned from clearing the table,
folded his arms and proceeded to watch along with her as the band curled and
twisted in tempo to whatever mumbo-jumbo Dezenial currently muttered. 
Designs of loops and swirls formed.


“Flex.”


Feeling silly, she complied.
 Then bared her teeth and did her best rendition of The Hulk.


Both males laughed.


The band moved with her arm. 
Gingerly, she touched it, tracing the intricate design.  The band
encompassed her entire puny bicep.


“How is your wrist?”  Dezenial
inquired.


“Fine, now that you mention
it.”  She rotated it a few times.  “Nope, no pain.”


He nodded.  She assumed more
of his woo-hoo magicks had been used for her healing.  “It’s beautiful,”
she said, still fingering the gold band.  “It looks like Arabian, or
something.”


“An ancient land,” Inzyr muttered
wistfully.  


Emily looked up at him, thinking
he’d elaborate.  


“Your gowns and tunics will be
fashioned to keep this portion of your arm bare.”


“I hate dresses.  Can’t I just
wear my jeans, a good pair of hiking—“


“Not surprising.  Kendra did
as well.  You may have her tunics and leggings,” Inzyr offered.


“You kept them?”


“I have kept all of her things,
both for myself and to one day gift you so you would have something of hers to
call your own.”


Emily didn’t know what to say.


“In our chambers,” Dezenial said, “you
may enjoy your sweaters.  Never traipse with your arm covered, not
while down here, in Balkore.  The band is large for a reason.  And,
when you chill, it will radiate heat.”


“Am I still to be ignored by
everyone?”  She studied the gold band’s twisting design.  They were
hiding something about this gold encircling her arm.  A big
something.  Because, if she didn’t know better, she could almost swear it
pulsated as if . . . alive.  She gave her arm a shake. 
Nothing.  But if it had growled . . . 


“Some have permission to begin
speaking to you.”


“Am I to hide you’re my
father?  And, how come I didn’t get your Spock ears or fangs.”  She
jabbed Dezenial.  “Fangs would have been uber cool.”


“Females are the dominate
gene.  Spock?”


“All these books, and you’ve never
heard of Star Trek?”  She retrieved her coffee, realized it was probably
cold ick by now, and set the cup back down.  “Never mind.”


Inzyr departed for the galley,
salvaged a fresh mug and came back to the table where he poured her hot, fresh
coffee.  She smiled her gratitude as he continued enlightening her.


“Shadow’s cities are ruled by
females.  Those, you will never enter, for they are drenched in
chaos.  Evil not for the likes of your mind, Emily.  Lord Dezenial’s
kingdom is smaller, but more able to substantiate control, if ever
attacked.”  He and Dezenial shared a look, then a short laugh.  “None
dare.”


“I think I resent your opposition
regarding female rulers.”


“Of course.  But considering
your temper, would you rule a city?”


“One full of cutthroats and
killers?  Eh-eh.  No way.  Always having to look over my shoulder
isn’t how I want to live.  Like you said, with my temper, I’d have
probably leveled it on day one.”


Her father registered
surprise.  “Honesty.  Refreshing.  Not normal for humans,
Lumynari, or females.”


“Would you like to sample my temper
now?  We are, after all, in private.  One would assume you to quake
with the jeopardy you place yourself in by mocking me.”


Inzyr laughed outright.  “You
impudent sorceress.”


Dezenial quickly spoke to Inzyr in
his language.  Emily noted his voice suddenly husky.


“You don’t have to speak in your
language if you don’t want me knowing what you’re talking about.  I can go
into the room.  Dying for a shower anyway.”  She made to stand, but
Dezenial cupped her thigh.  His thumb brushed against the most intimate
part of her body, forcing her to remain sitting . . . very similar to one of
their sessions last night.  Her tongue darted out, moistening her
bottom lip.  Flurries rippled from where his hand rested, her breathing
coming out in little bursts.  Inzyr stood, returned his chair closer to
the table—almost comical, watching a Lumynari practice manners.  Her
mental laugh choked with his next statement.


“I will leave, but after this, you
may return to your own chambers.”  He was at the door, doing the strange
command of metallic spiders before Emily dared look into the azure eyes of her
mate.  Only . . . his eyes were flames of red, and his fangs were fully
elongated.


“What are you up to?” she whispered
with some effort, her voice not cooperating.


“Last night was merely a taste. 
I’m hardly finished.”


Her eyes widened.  “But . . .
we spent . . . hours.  You did . . . everything.”  To
her horror, her father began laughing as he stepped out into a darkened
corridor, the door whooshing back into place.
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“I’m going to hold you at knife
point.  I’m starving.”


Dezenial’s laugh caused her to grin
impishly.  “Yes, you humans are like baby birds with your constant need
for nourishment.”


She smacked his chest close to
where her head lay upon it, resting.  Lazily, he traced invisible designs
on her shoulder.  “I’m part Lumynari, so you can’t really make that
claim.”


“I love you, Keer’dra.”


She looked up at him.  “Not
something Shadow Masters usually say, eh?”  His smoldering eyes rushed
heat to her face.


“Love isn’t something we bother
with.”


“Shows weakness or something?”


“We aren’t interested in the
attachment.”


She resumed her place on his chest,
attune to the way her head was a perfect fit into the crook of his
shoulder.  Running her fingers over the six-pack of his abdomen, grinning
commenced.  She’d fulfilled her longing by sufficiently licking his
chest.  His flesh had tasted warm and masculine.  A giggle escaped,
hearing the memory of his booming laughter.  She sobered when his last
sentence hit her.  “Apparently, where I’m concerned, the attachment isn’t
something most want to concern themselves with.”  She gave him a pat and
made to move away.


In one fluid motion, she found
herself lying beneath him.  Possessively, he gazed down at her, his long
brilliant white hair blanketing her bared breasts.  They responded like
dutiful soldiers, saluting.  As if magnetic, his large dark hand cupped
one, massaging.


“I’ve seen into your mind, the
story it tells.  I am not Peter.  A fool he was.  A priest
awaits us, sent for during our . . .”  He studied her mouth, a lopsided
grin turning her innards into mush.


“Perv.”


“Your oaths, I will take and then,
you will take mine.”  Ignoring her astonished gasp, he cupped her
face.  “You belong to me.  Never question it. I am above worrying
what any would think regarding my claim.  I have lived far longer than
these fools attempting to practice ways of old.  Those traditions are for
a dying breed some are hesitant to part with.  If we wish to survive, the
Lumynari will need to change, to accept other races—I digress.  Forgive
me.  I love you, Keer’dra.  Say what you need for me to bind you with
the security of that knowledge, supplanting your doubt, and I will heed your
request.”


He loved her.


Wow!  Uber wow!  And,
he said it aloud.


“You do not have something to say
to me?” He asked.


“Uh . . . nice ass?”  She
reached around and smacked him on his derrière for emphasis.


He roared.  Scuttling her
further under his naked body, he growled down at her.  “Keer’dra?”


She batted her eyes.


“I know that look.  Rapid
blinking equates darkness slithering across your mind.  Last time, it was
after smacking your skull against my mouth.”


“Got you good.”


“Never will the event occur again.”


“Smacked your pride around a bit,
huh?”


He bit into her neck, tasting
droplets of blood upon his fangs.


She giggled, squirming until
released.  “Okay!  I love you!”  Without warning, she clutched
his Adam’s apple and gritted her teeth.  “Betray me, have this be an
elaborate scheme, and no matter the strength you think you possess . . .
I-will-break-you.”  A soft glow eclipsed her eyes. “And next time you wish
to taste blood, ask.”  She swiped her essence from his bottom lip. 
“You really have a priest?  What priest would come down here?”


“One who studies exorcisms.”


He smothered her laughter, kissing
her tenderly, belying savagery he could muster during lovemaking. 
Flutters surged through her, making her body arch with moans of erotic pleasure
his touch promised.  Viciously, she twined her hand in his long white hair
and dominated his mouth.


“You are ready again?”  The
lout was grinning against her mouth.


“If you would rather make the bed,
and cook something to—“


Her words whisked away to
nonexistence as he entered her again.  Her eyes shuttered closed, her neck
arching for his fangs to sink into, her thighs wrapping tight around his waist,
pulling him deeper.  A large strong hand clasped tight around her breast,
squeezing before moving down to grasp her bottom.  He pulled her to him,
thrusting harder.


“Tell me,” he breathlessly
commanded.


She shook her head.  In the
span of one night, it had become a game between them.  A game of
power.  “You have not earned the right.”  She could barely get the
words out.  Pleasure made her insane.  Fire course through her. 
He retracted, plunging harder, faster, deeper.


“Tell me!”  Fangs were
razor sharp.


“Suffer.”  She crooked her
neck, refusing access to her artery.


“As prince, my youth was spent
enjoying lessons in the art of sex, hellcat.”


His fingers found a vortex just
below where he was plundering, fondling, caressing, entering, his teeth grazing
a nipple.  The pleasure was pure explosive.  Her neck arched of its
own craving.  But instead, his fangs grazed the soft tissue surrounding
her breast, nipping as he pounded furiously, his finger keeping the same tempo.


She raked his back.  Hard.


He arched, bellowed, then looked
down at her, his eyes burning a savage fire.  “Tell me, or I stop. 
You are female.  You will never dominate me in sex.  He stilled,
emphasizing his point.


She gasped.  Tried to thrust
upward, only to scream when he pulled back more.


“I am yours.”


“I can’t hear you.”


“I am yours, damn you!” 


He plunged.  She screamed,
convulsing in her climax, again, slicing his back with her nails.  With a
final savage roar, he pushed deeply into her, warmth filling her.


“May it find your womb,
Keer’dra.”  He held tightly, quivering within her, his fingers digging
into her soft flesh, refusing her escape as he made sure his seed buried
deeply.


“You . . . you wish me to carry
your child?”  Her body convulsed again.


“I would be honored to have you
mother my children.”


Never had someone said something of
such magnitude to her.  Tears sprang to her eyes.  She blinked
several times, hoping to diffuse them.  Instead, they flooded the sides of
her face and tickled her ears.  And splashed powerful arms still holding
her.  He raised, searching her face, his beautiful hair wild from their
lovemaking.


“I have hurt you.”


She blushed.  “No.  I can
handle what you do.”


“Your tears?”


“Your words.”


“You would be pleased to carry my
seed?”


“Ye’ think?”


He grinned.


“Will you still do this?”


“Why would I not?”


“Some get a woman pregnant and feel
they have done their duty.”


“My duty lays in protecting
my people.  This is pleasure.”


“I think Lumynari very much enjoy
pleasure.”


“Your sire did mention something
about you being a canvas.”


Her eyes narrowed.  “Feeling
the need to paint?”


“I think I just created a
masterpiece,” he stated so awed, she laughed and laughed.


“Your mirth has pushed me out.”


“Well, I’m sure with what I felt
surging, I’ve conceived triplets.”


His buoyant expression earned a
smack to his shoulder.


“I have never been this happy, this
free to laugh, Keer’dra.”


Words failed her.


“I will bathe you, then you will
eat.  Inzyr will return.”


“Could we do food then
bathe?”


“No.  You are covered with the
scent of sex.  It crazes me.”


She giggled, pulling his head to
her breast, thrusting it into his mouth.  She arched as his tongue
flicked, his fangs nipping.  He released her so quickly, she thought she’d
faint.  He smacked her thigh.  “Up with you, vixen.”


“Why aren’t your fangs retracting? 
Do you need to drink?”


He looked her over
seductively.  She ran her hand the length of her tight abdomen, then
swirled her breasts.  Impossibly, his fangs lengthened.  “I
cannot.  Not until I claim you as life-mate.”  He swallowed
painfully.  “You will not survive the next time I bite into you
otherwise.”


“Then don’t be greedy.”


“It is not your blood I drink.”


“Huh?”


“It’s your soul.”


“Oh, is that all?”  She sat
up.  The room tilted.  She grabbed him as if to hang on.  “I
don’t think I can move yet.”  She pressed fingers to her temple. 
“Dizzy.  You’re drinking . . . my soul?  The room . . . like being on
a . . . boat.  Why would I not survive your . . . final bite?”


“Remain abed, I will return.”


She flopped back down, eyelids
heavy.  Another question avoided.  Whatever he was going to do, she
was determined to steal a few minutes shuteye while waiting.


“Keer’dra!”


Emily lurched.  “What’s
wrong?  What happened?”


Dezenial chuckled.  “Wake up.”


She collapsed against numerous
pillows.  “Can’t.  Too tired.  My body is lead.”


“I have granted you three hours.”


“Granted?”


“Yes.  I thought to be
generous.”


“Oh, okay.  Pfff. 
Really?  I crashed for three hours?  It feels like minutes.”


She sat bolt upright, sniffing
loudly.  “You ate too, huh?  And bathed!”


Laughter surrounded her.  “I
have eaten.  Your father has brought you clothing.  Come,” he held
out his hand.  She eyed his fingers, blushing with memory of all they were
capable of.  


“I warn you, Keer’dra, I will take
you again.  Banish your musings.”


She looked up at him, hopeful.


“What have I done?”


“Yes,” she scooted to the edge of
the bed, grasping the sheet to her bareness.  “It is your fault.  If
you were a lousy lover—“


Her chin was cupped, yanking her
head to look up at him.  “I am no mere lover.”


“You’re still naked?”


“Do you understand?  I am your
life-mate.  I will kill defending you.  I will kill any who try to
take you from me.  Our ways allow you and I to find other mates.”  He
moved his body within an inch of her face.  “You and I will not be
practicing that prerogative.”


“Were you walking around like
this?”


“I have stripped down in order to
take you into the bathing chamber.  Does it make you uncomfortable?”


Devilish grin smeared her face as
she licked her bottom lip.  He searched her eyes, looking for denial;
making sure he had not read her mind erroneously.  His finger delicately
traced her soft lips, teasing open her mouth, slipping inside allowing her to
suckle his finger.  


Her wet tongue was his undoing.


Grasping himself, he offered to her
the taste of him.  Most willingly, she accepted, reveling the power she
suddenly felt.  Her small hands rested against his thighs as he guided
himself in the warmth of her mouth.  Unable to contain himself another
second, he roared, lifting her from the bed.


“Wrap your legs around me.  Now!”


She obeyed, slowly sliding down
upon his hardness.  They fell back upon the bed, his plunging a furious
tempo she matched just as violently, raking his chest, thrilling when his skin
bled.  Brazenly, she pushed against him, rolling him onto his back,
matching his thrusts as she straddled him.  Her breasts were squeezed, she
cupping his hands, encouraging him to squeeze harder.  He let go, yanked
her hair, pulling her down to him.  It was her turn to bite his
neck.  Though her human teeth failed to break skin, he pressed her head,
encouraging her to bite harder.


He rolled them, dominating atop her
once again.  Throwing back his head, he bellowed loudly as he exploded
inside of her, gripping her thighs with massive strong hands.  Panting,
dripping sweat, he gazed down at his tiny woman in awe.  “What have you
done to me, Keer’dra?”  His eyes seared a trail down her body to where he
still was deeply embedded in her.


She licked her lips. 


He laughed, moving quickly to cover
her mouth.  “Do not do that.  I beg mercy.  Please do not do
that to me.”  He freed himself of her, pulling her with him.  “I’m
sure your father has been entertained enough.  Bathe.”  He pointed
towards the softly lit alcove, mindless of the red staining her face over the
reminder her father was but a room away.


“My legs feel like rubber.”


Quickly, he lifted her.  “I
will bathe you.  It is very important you eat immediately.”


“I’ll be fine.  I’ve gone a
few days without eating before.”


“Yes, but this time, you are with
child.”


“What?!”


“You slept the intoxicating deep
sleep only following sex containing the seed strong enough for the battle into
your womb.”


“Jesus, don’t quit your day job and
start writing poetry.  We’ll be homeless.”


“Gosh darn, lil’ lady, I think
you’re pregnant,” he said, imitating a thick Texas drawl.


Emily roared with laughter. 
“Shut up, Dezenial.”  She laughed again.


“I do not think I like this, being
told to ‘shut up’.”


“Get used to it.”  She raised
a hand, halting his litany, and mimicked his voice.  “Not in public, or
you’ll have your tongue cut out.”


“I should beat you.”


“I’m not intimidated by your
threats.”


“I could refuse you sex for several
weeks.”


“I will cower at your feet
accordingly.”


“At last, I find a way to control you.” 
Gingerly, he set her down in front of the deep pool.


“I still can’t believe this is
actually a bath.”


“Those porcelain contraptions you
humans—uh, your brethren call baths are an abomination.”


She giggled.  “I agree.” 
She eyed the scratch marks on his chest.  “Sorry.  I get a bit
crazed.”


“It is a Lumynari trait.”  He
grinned.  “One I enjoy.”


“Gah.  You would.  What
did you and my father discuss while I slept the sleep of the dead during the
great battle into my womb?”  She rolled her eyes, sauntering down the
wide shallow steps into heavenly hot water.


“I do not speak in this ridiculous
voice you enjoy impersonating.”


She waved him off.  “What
plots did you discuss with my deadly dad?”


“That you are incubating.”


“What?!”


“That you are—“


“I heard you, Bubba! 
Seriously?  You discussed my womb—“


“Of course.”


“Oh my God, Dezenial!” She splashed
him.


He torqued sideways.  “Ha! 
Missed!” Laughing together like kids, he guided her deeper into the water,
black hot liquid enveloping their bodies.  “It would seem your anger has
turned to purring.”


“You’re cut off from sex.  And
I’m shaving your head.  And snapping off your fangs—“


“You wouldn’t survive it.”


“Shut up.  I’m angry at you
right now.”


He sank into the water, pulled her
against him and licked her neck.


“Okay, I’ll be angry at you in a
minute.”


“Imp.”


She arched her neck to the
side.  “Wanna bite?”


“No, and I told you, I can’t. 
Cease with your teasing.  The final time I bite you, Keer’dra, your soul
will forever be possessed by mine.”


“Isn’t that what we are already,
soulmates?”


She felt his body change. 
Turning to look up at him, the playfulness vanished, replaced by a quiet
seriousness. “Tell me,” she whispered.


“It will change you.”


“What, I might finally be able to
bite back?”


Grinning, he shook his head, turned
her around and began washing her hair.  His hands, he noted, were massive
against her small shoulders.  Unable to resist, he reached around her,
cupping her breast, allowing its weight to sit in his palm.


“Two can play this game.”  She
reached back, cupping between his legs until he laughed, shrugging her hand
away.


Moaning, tilting her head back, she
enjoyed the luxury of her very own masseuse.  His growing hardness was too
good to pass up pressing back.  Without warning, she pushed away from him
and sniffed.  “What do I smell?”


“Dreadful stuff inhabitants from
your world dare call food.”


“Cinnamon rolls!”  She smacked
his arm.  “Move or die!”  Attempting to shove past him, his laughter
enveloped the room as she tried sidestepping him.  He encircled her small
waist, hauling her back against his nakedness.  Soapy hands roamed all
over her body, cleansing her while she squirmed, batted and swatted, struggling
to be free his iron grip.  Her stomach joined the fracas, rumbling its
annoyance at having suffered so long without nourishment.  Dezenial dunked
her, holding her down for several seconds. 


Until the most intimate part of him
was unceremoniously yanked.


Howling, he pulled her free of the
water, slamming her against him again.  “For that, I should make you not
eat today.”


“Have you forgotten how much I like
fire?”


His voice was low and purposefully
seductive.  “Have you forgotten how much I enjoy the taste of you?” The
look on her face, torn between wanting to eat, and wanting to sexually play
caused him to laugh as he pushed her away.  “Go.  Get your
food.”  


She paused.  His grin was
beautiful, his body breathtaking as it submerged.  She dried off quickly
before she changed her mind and rejoined him.  Slipping a few times, she
squeaked, coming close to landing on her butt.


“Keer’dra!  You will harm
yourself, should you fall.”


“Yeah, yeah,” she waved him off,
wrapping the massive towel around her body, escaping to pursue delicious aromas
wafting free from the galley.
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“You still search through your
books, why?” Emily asked, mouth full of warm bread slathered with melted butter
and apricot preserves.  She no longer cared how they came into possession
of such delights, so long as they never ran out.  She’d already wolfed
down two cinnamon rolls.  Decadent.  And was on her second cup of
coffee.  Life was good.


“Your vision,” Inzyr mumbled, preoccupied
by what he was reading.  “Checking against what . . . you saw.”  His
finger ran down the page, his muttering dropping down too low for Emily to
hear.  A strong hand clasped her shoulder.  Dezenial smiled down at
her, his gaze a soft caress before settling himself in front of his own plate
of food.  He made her blissfully happy; alive.


“So, what do you eat?  Fresh
kill still bleeding?”


“I prefer still living. 
Quivering, when pierced with my fork, adds a certain freshness to the flavor.”


“Disgusting.”


He stabbed something on his
plate.  Screaming pierced behind her.  Emily yelped, threw her arm
up, and dove halfway off her chair.  Male laughter erupted.  Like two
boys triumphant with an awful prank.  She glared at her father’s back, the
assassin returning to his books.


Dezenial still laughed.


She pulled her spoon back and
released.  Orange, sticky glob boomeranged through the air and landed squarely—


Girlish giggles filled the
apartment as Emily erupted from the table.  Dezenial lashed out, grasping
her towel.  She froze.  One more inch, and the towel would no longer
offer modesty.  


“Remove this.”


She glanced his iron grip on the
towel.  “You want me to remove the towel?  Here?  You
said never to allow anyone to view my body.”


“This madness upon my flesh,
Keer’dra!”


She could have sworn snickering
slipped from her father.  She turned around, picked up a linen napkin—


“That’s too easy.  Lick it
off!”


“Well, if you insist.” 
Straddling his thigh, she dipped her head, very aware that certain naked parts
under the towel rubbed against his thigh.  She shifted, ever-so-slight
upon his leather-clad leg.  Warm tongue slowly grasped the bottom of
apricot preserves, and lapped upward.  Without warning, she suckled the
sweet into her mouth, catching his flesh as well.  A few seconds, and she
released him, grinning wickedly when she saw the slight raspberry mark her
mouth had left behind.  “Better?”


“My mating quarters are no longer
for use,” Inzyr announced dryly.


Emily watched Dezenial’s throat bob. 
“Something catch your tongue?”


He set her from him, giving her a
smack on her bum.  “She needs clothing.”


Inzyr grunted, pointing to the
couch near him.  Curious, Emily sauntered across the polished, cold
floor.  Her back scorched, passionate eyes following her while she licked
her fingers free of butter and jam.  Wiping them on her damp towel, she
examined the clothing.  The room filled with sounds of ooohs and
ahhhs.  Draped over the overstuffed couch, a long white skirt of softest
velvet, together with a silky, long sleeved white shirt waited for her.  For
the shirt, the cuffs were heavily embroidered with silver threads, a swirling
design identical to the hem of long, gauzy shirt.  The skirt looked to be
straight with a long side-split, the edges too done in the silver threading.  Both
pieces were beyond gorgeous.  Delicate.  Feminine.   


“This can’t be for me.”


“You do not approve?” Her father
paused, leather-bound tome in hand.


“They’re so . . . pure.” 
She fingered the fabric gently.  “Exquisite.”


Dezenial’s presence caressed her,
only a breath away, yet enveloping.  “I told you, a priest awaits us,
Keer’dra.  You are worthy of white, Lady Emily.”


She raised her eyes to find him
looking at her with raw emotion.  “I would have stepped away,” he said,
his deep baritone full of passion.  “But, I see your thoughts, and I know
your heart even when your words attempt to flay me.”  He traced her lips,
then cupped her face.  “Dress, Keer’dra.  I have made you mine in the
ways of my world, now I will take you in the tradition you recognize from your
realm of humans.  I will allow no doubt to remain in your mind, my claim
upon you.”  He dropped his hand, held her gaze for several more seconds
before turning away, where he stalked to another door she’d yet to
notice.  “I will not be kept waiting.  Inzyr, bring your daughter, as
is customary in her world and Olympus.”


Her father gave a short bow,
turning to his offspring.  “Your eyes leak.”


She swiped quickly, drying her
hands on her towel before lifting the beautiful clothing.  “Were these—“


“They were hers.”


“You married her?”


“Yes.  In nine thousand years,
she is the only female I ever made such a vow to.”


“Thank you,” Emily whispered,
clasping the fine fabric against her heart, bonding with the spirit of her
mother.
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Inzyr held out his arm.  His
most prized possession shyly placed her tapered fingers around his forearm, and
drew close, smiling up at him.  He very nearly fell to his knees and
sobbed like a small child.  Though Emily was his image, her smile
definitely came from his beloved Kendra.  Her final gift to him, this
miracle—and maddening—legacy of a rare event for Lumynari: ability to love,
marry, and remain faithful.  Even now, twenty-four years after Kendra’s
passing, Inzyr had never shared his heart again.


Except with this amazing gift by
way of Kendra’s infinite love.  He felt his pride swell; his heart break, for
his beloved was not here.  Maybe, just maybe, having lit the appropriate
candles and prayed for several hours, his request had been heard and carried
out by the gods—that Kendra, from wherever her soul resided, would be granted
ability to look down and watch their daughter take her vows.


Upon a stone path littered with
fragrant rose petals, Emily soundlessly stepped.  He smiled
to himself.  His daughter clutched his forearm as if walking towards
her execution.  She was as beautiful and as brave as her mother had been .
. . and, he couldn’t refrain from feeling smug, as deadly and temperamental as
himself.  He breathed easier this day, lighter than he’d felt in a very
long time.  He knew Dezenial did as well.  This path had waited four
thousand years to come to pass; for her to walk into the arms of her 
life-mate.  The Claiming.  He hoped her shockingly fierce courage
would see her through what was about to transpire.  Not even Kendra had
been faced with what Emily was about to experience.  He had his
orders.  


Prevent her from bolting.
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The presence of many was felt, but
remained nothing more than shadowy figures.  Dark hair was about all she
could make out.  Roses perfumed the air, coupled with an odd spicy scent
reminding her of cardamom, and something she couldn’t quite get enough
of.  Heavenly.  Like those old timey candle shops back home where
various fragrances comingle.  Home.  No longer a state in some
parallel universe.  Nope.  Home would now be wherever Dezenial
was.  A smile teased her lips.  She inhaled again.  Ah, now she
recognized the scent, the same one that seemed to cling to Dezenial when she’d
first been whisked into his arms after Peter’s attack. 


Golden bowls of flames, placed on
tall marble pillars, romantically illuminated the dais.  If she didn’t
know better, she’d swear she was in a Greek temple.  White columns swirled
upwards to such heights, if she craned her neck back, she’d topple.  And
wouldn’t that leave an impression with the guests she still could sense more
than see?  An elderly man, draped in long lavender robes, studied her as
she and her father drew near.  Where was Dezenial?  Her foot upon the
first wide, shallow step, Dezenial casually strode into the firelight, his eyes
smoldering down at her.


Emily faltered.


Her father’s grip on the small of
her back tightened.


Her warrior was clad in white! 
And she thought he’d looked hot in black!  Just as her tunic was
embroidered with loops and swirls of silver threads, Dezenial’s was nearly
identical, though left open, baring his muscular chest and tapered waist. 
Silver-ribboned cuffs grazed his magical fingers.


Breathe, Emily, she schooled
herself.  


His white suede leggings with
tightly braided seams hugged magnificent thighs incased in boots of palest
skins.  His hair was left flowing, firelight heightening its luminosity.


Gently, she grasped her long skirt,
terrified she’d trip over the beautiful silver hem. And continued to ascend
towards a being she was madly in love with.  He watched her with open
possessiveness.  It kinda made her toes curl and her insides go squishy,
and swell with enormity of being loved by such a powerful creature.  His
lopsided grin made her giggle.  


He looked . . . angelic.


White brow arched down at her.


Okay, almost angelic. She
rather hoped the angelic would go no further than his clothing.  


She liked the idea of having her
very own bad-boy.


A flash of humor crossed his
chiseled face.


Her father placed her hand into
Dezenial’s outstretched one of strength.  “I gift you, Lord Dezenial, my
daughter’s body, blood, and soul to keep.  Should you fail in the endeavor
I entrust you with, your own body, blood and soul I will eliminate from this
world, as well as exterminate you from next.”


Dezenial bowed his head.


“Did he just threaten you?” Emily
whispered.


“Yes,” Dezenial whispered back.


Emily felt suddenly very, very shy.


Dezenial pulled her protectively
closer, guiding her to stand before the man of cloth.  The priest’s words
droned and blurred.  Finally, something she recognized, though it hit her
much more strongly than chick flicks she’d dabbed her eyes in front of, a
lifetime away from here.  Dezenial, proud Lumynari prince over all Shadow
Masters, spoke words from her world, promising to honor and protect through
sickness and in health until his dying breath—though he added his love would
carry over into the beyond.  She repeated his sentiment.  She thought
they would kiss.  He shocked her again by producing a silver band and placing
it on the fourth finger of her left hand.  Tears left glittery trails down
her cheeks.


“Now, wife, you will take my
oath.”  Her new husband uttered words, translating them into
English.  Emily found herself swearing allegiance to him, and to the
Lumynari.  Dressed similar to the Grim Reaper, a faceless warrior
presented a gold dagger, reminding her, even on this fantastic day, potential
death surrounded her.


“Inzyr, escort the priest from the
temple.”


“As you command, my liege.”


Emily found herself curious and
apprehensive.  The elderly clergy pat her shoulder on his way to being
ushered out.  Atmosphere shifted.  Something huge was about to
transpire.


God, don’t have them kill a goat.


“We don’t do that, Keer’dra.” 
Dezenial squeezed her hands, then let them go.  “This time, I offer
you a choice.  My blood to course through you, binding you to me for
eternity.”  His head reared a bit.  “I will have your blood as well,
this time, coursing through me.  I will never be able to find
satisfaction, nor tolerate the sight of another.  This I offer you. 
Soulmates.  Do you accept?”


He wanted her forever.  Beyond
forever.  Only her.  Emotional, her throat tightened.  She
whispered her agreement to his offered gift.  Relief flooded his eyes,
though lasting only seconds, it revealed volumes to her.  Her right wrist
was grasped, the blade wielder tossing back his hood.


This was no Lumynari warrior
standing before her!


Emily gawked.  Dezenial
shrugged free his tunic, and held out his own arm.


“Lady Emily, I complete the bond
that has entwined you with my son for over four thousand years.  This can
only be performed by a god.”  Hades leaned closer to Emily.  “That
would be me,” he whispered. “And with the blade of Zeus, forged in the fires of
Mt. Olympus.”


“Hades?” she squeaked.  “The real
Hades?”  Emily swayed.  Hades’ grip tightened.


When Dezenial resumed speaking,
Emily instinctively knew he no longer spoke Balkorian.  Hearing the
language touched something deep within her.  She wanted to both laugh and
cry, as if she’d finally come home after being lost for an immeasurable amount
of time.  Dezenial’s voice grew, a singsong timbre she’d yet to hear from
him.  Hypnotically, she stared into his gorgeous almond shaped azure eyes.


Hades delicately sliced across her
palm.


She refused to cringe.


Her husband returned her trancelike
stare, his voice escalating as his own palm received the same treatment. 
Scent of spice filled the room.  Her mouth watered.  


Weird.


Drums began, starting off softly,
beating louder and louder, Dezenial’s chant matching their powerful
tempo.  Their palms were thrust together, raised above their heads,
clamped by Hades’ tight grasp.  Emily’s head fell back.  Buzzing
filled her ears.  Dezenial’s head fell forward.  A slight shake, he
looked to her, his eyes crimson.


He silenced.


Fangs were longer, sharper and
gleaming in the temple’s firelight.  Drums beat wildly as man and wife
stared at each other.  Emily noted not a drop of blood coursed down their
arms from the open wounds on their palms. Truly now, they flowed into the
other.


“Now, Dezenial, you will complete
the bond.  She must accept who and what you truly are,” Hades
commanded.  His voice was as powerful as the drums.


“Dez?”


A hand clamped down hard on her
shoulder.  Why was her father immobilizing her?


“You now flow through him as he
does you, daughter, but the taking is not complete,” Hades stated.


“There’s more?” she whispered,
eyeing her new father-in-law.  Smoky gray skin, a color similar to
Dezenial’s, but the similarity—except for breadth of shoulders—stopped
there.  Where Dezenial had glowing white hair, Hades’ was blue black,
though just as long.  Her gaze snapped to her husband.  “What are you
hiding from me?”


 


Dezenial remained silent, watchful. 
Her pounding heart cadenced in his head.  Would she deny him? 
Scream?  Demand freedom?


 


Were they about to sacrifice
her?  Was that it?  Panic rioted within.  Her new husband
abruptly raised his arm.  Absurd thought before her death, for surely this
was the part where he plunged the dagger into her heart, but shit-hell-damn,
he was magnificent shirtless!


 


Drums ceased.


Emily sensed he was torn. 
Nervous.  A Lumynari hesitant?  Her fear increased tenfold.


“I am your life-mate.”


“As I am yours,” she muttered,
eyeing his raised hand.


“Now, son,” Hades growled.


Inzyr’s hold tightened. 
Painfully.  His body braced against her backside.


“Dez?”


No sound.  No warning. 
Not even a twitch from his body.


Wings unfurled from his back.


Emily gasped.  Subconsciously,
she pressed back against her father.  Wings.  Featherless.  Like
a dragon.  Gigantic.  And still expanding.  Flapping ever so
elegantly.  Flames rollicked where there should have been irises.  This,
she’d seen before.  But not the flames at his feet.


Sixth sense screamed Run!


He had watched over her since
birth.


Run!


He had loved her since before she
breathed in this lifetime.


Escape!


Emily pat her father’s hand, and
stepped from his clutch.  Holding Dezenial’s stare—promising to later
examine the fact that Hades had begun to float—she took one unwavering step closer
to Dezenial.  “Well, at least you don’t have horns.”


His grin caused her heart to
skip.  His fangs gleamed.  


“I love you,” she said, caring
little who heard such an intimate declaration.  “You’re going to have to
do a lot worse to scare me off . . . but, uh . . . can we so use you to scare
the kids on Halloween night?”


Hades barked laughter.


“Come to me, Keer’dra.  The
ritual is not yet complete.”


“I get my own wings?”


“I like this girl,” Hades muttered.


“I take your soul.”


“Oh, well,” She widened her eyes at
Hades.  “Why didn’t you say so?”


His hand held out, she refused to
hesitate.  Immediately, his wings enfolded around her, his breath
hot.  Her body shuddered.  Flames at his feet shifted to include her,
his hold tightening around her waist.  Their eyes locked and held, his
hand coming up, cupping the back of her head and pulling back until her neck
was tightly arched.


“Mine, Keer’dra.  Mine,”
he growled. 


Fangs sank into delicate
flesh.  And though she winced at first, a myriad of delicious sensations
coursed through her.  She saw the first time she’d been his lover, in a
life far removed from this age.  A sensation of floating, a forest slowly
blurred.  Mist cleared and she observed his frantic search for her only to
arrive in time to ease her passing into death.  His pain profound, she
watched as he traveled deep beyond Balkore.  Three thousand years,
she heard someone mutter.  Inzyr?  Dezenial again, as if she hovered
over his shoulder.  He held her at birth.  She saw her mother, agony
and joy marring her soft features.  He was searching again. 
Frantic.  Drakar’s name there, in his thoughts.  His heart swelling
when she’d toddled to him completely trusting.  Throughout her life, she
now saw him hidden in the shadows, protecting, and aching . . . aching with
need, denying himself, her safety paramount.  Tighter, she held him,
feeling him drink of her, knowing she experienced what no living human had: her
ancient soul singing, rejoicing, then sighing deeply, content to once again
belong to her beloved.


[bookmark: _Toc371762646]*   *   *   *   *


 


Heavy skirt, and a shirt resembling
more a corset than clothing appropriate for this cold underground city, made
her snort.  “Definitely picked out by male species.”


Inzyr was incredulous.  “You
object?”


Emily held up the pieces.  “As
soon as you two allow me to select my own clothes, jeans and sweaters are going
to rule the day.”


Inzyr scoffed.


“Don’t tell me my mother wore these
types of outfits?”


“It is how she conceived you.”


“Alrighty then.”  Emily
stormed off to her private chambers to change.


And obsessed in the full length
mirror.  Sexy.  Imperial.  The long skirt swished, light as
breath against the tops of her feet.  A long slit to her thigh allowed
ease of movement.  And an erotic view with each step of her leg.  And
what a leg!  Since when do I have shapely thighs?  Toned
calves?  All this walking has paid off.  Take that, Julia
Michaels! She ran a hand across her abdomen.  There’s something to
be said about weapons training.  Her solitary complaint was the way
the corset cupped her breasts and pushed them upwards.  Only thing
missing are a pair of Victoria’s Secret wings. Gah!  


“If you are finished?”


She spun around.  “I . . . I’m
beautiful.”  Heat warmed her neck and stained her face.


Dezenial crossed the room, stopping
when his body sighed against hers.  It was a domination thing she’d come
to absolutely love.  And be a little turned on by.


“You have always been.”  He
caressed her face. “Thank you, Keer’dra.  I did not know if you would
demand freedom . . . scream . . . or accept . . . me.”


“Your eyes, you . . .” her lips
quivered, for, unashamedly, tears coursed down Dezenial’s dark face.  “You
truly thought I would bail?”


“I am Daemon.”  He
hesitated.  “Yes,” he finally said.  Her quizzical frown needed no
words.  “Still Lumynari, but . . . saving your life in the tunnels, I
chose my father’s path.  I’ve never allowed any to see me except under full
duress of attack.”  His voice lowered.  “Not even when you were
Zaiyne, did you know.”  He grinned, dropping his hands.  “I guess you
bring out the worst in me.”


“What exactly is your father’s path
compared to the one your mother obviously laid out for you?”


His sheepish grin was contagious.


“Do I wanna know?”


“Now, instead of the slayer
of mortals, I am their protector.”


Emily gawked.  With his index
finger, Dezenial lifted her chin until her mouth closed.


“I love you,” she whispered,
suddenly very serious.  Standing on tiptoe, she kissed the traces of his
tears.


“Jin kase bissa.”  His closed
fist touched where his heart lay, then rested upon hers.  Deeply, they
kissed, his hands caressing each side of her face.  “I love you,” he
translated, smiling tenderly, their foreheads resting together. 
“Regrettably, I must end this.  Come.  Your father has found
something he wishes you to view.”


“Wait, am I going to uh, am I going
to—“


“No,” laughing, he shook his
head.  “Do you desire to become Daemon?”


“You could let me finish a sentence
versus reading my mind.  As for that, it could have its advantages if I’m
ever in the modern’s realm.”


“Oh, how?”


“Greggs Bakery.  I could scare
the bejesus out of them, then scoop up all their Yum-Yums and sausage rolls,
and vanish.”


“Yum-Yums?  There’s really
such thing called—“


“Yes, and you won’t feel like such
a fool asking for them once you’ve tasted their sticky sweetness.  Get
that look off your face.  Not all sticky sweetness involves your
anatomy, perv!”


He pulled her into the circle of
his arms, chuckling and kissing the top of her head.  


“Is your father still here?”


“No.  Rarely, does he leave
his domain.”


“I’m special.”


“Actually, to him, to us, yes,
Keer’dra, you are.  He has long relished the idea of having a daughter,
and in this lifetime of yours, he is especially fond of your orneriness.”


Dezenial was duly whacked on his
derriere.  He squeezed hers in return, then sobered.


“Should I die, he will send a
Daemon warrior to you.  The warriors are never pathetic humans, Keer’dra,
but always Hades’ elite.  None will serve you more loyally.  To those
serving me, you are now their queen.”


“Die?  How? 
Aren’t you a god?  Why would I want a warrior?  Hades is the god of
death, right?  Wait, wait, wait—queen?  As in,” she
curtsied. “Oh, hang on, you mean that madness Broc spoke of about everyone
waiting for my return.”  She waved her hand.  “Absurd.”


“You will not be able to survive in
the event I meet my demise, and yes, queen—most assuredly not of
Quemori.”


“You’ve got that right, I most
certainly will not survive if you . . .” she couldn’t bring herself to say it.


“Keer’dra, I am not speaking merely
of broken hearts likened to your romance novels.”


“You know about my books?”


“You’ve inherited your father’s
unnatural appetite for reading.  Your books are . . . bizarre.  I did
like the sex parts.  Until you fantasized that it was you as the
pirate’s captive.”


Her hands slapped against her
cheeks, a failed attempt to cover her blush.  “Peeping Tom.”


“You are forbidden to read those
books ever again.”


“Oh, okay.”


“I can see you are going to be a
difficult wife.”


“Residing with Hades, I would have
to be dead, right?”


“We are bonded. 
Soulmates.  I drank of your soul.  In the event that I die, and there
are a few ways it can happen, Emily, your grief will not ease with time. 
It will manifest until you . . . my father will come for you.  You will be
cherished and protected by the Daemon warrior he sends until such time as your
own journey commences.”


“Seems if I’m to be taken to Hades’
realm, I’d see you there, even if it’s your spirit.”  Her gaze
narrowed.  “There’s a whole lot more you aren’t telling me.”  She
waved her hand.  “I don’t want to discuss this anymore. You’re not going
to die and that’s that.”  She began to shake.  “I don’t want talk
about this.”  Her chin trembled.  “I don’t want—“


He swept her fiercely into his
arms, cocooning her in his strength.  “Shhh, Keer’dra.  I am here for
all time.”  His hand cupped her head, holding her against the beating of
his heart until its rhythm soothed her.  He would not share with her what
he and Inzyr had spoken of moments earlier.  His eyes squeezed shut,
blocking out images of his own death.  An impossibility, but visions his
father had broken sacred vows and shared with him.  Life contained various
roads.  Unfortunately, not even he would see the fork in said road, and
know which path lead away from his own downfall when such a time came.  


For the first time in ten thousand
years, Dezenial was shaken to his very core.  
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Tolling bells reverberated. 
To Emily, it sounded like far off thunder, warning of a mighty storm heading
their way.  “Those don’t sound like the usual hourly bells.”


“Market opens.  Land-dwellers
have been traded with.  Merchants will now bring down their wares to offer
for purchase and bartering.”


“You mean, a flea market?”


“What is this flea—ah.  I
see.  In a sense, yes.”


“Can we go?”  She wasn’t
waiting for him, but was skipping out of her father’s chamber.  Inzyr
stood, his back to her, hands clasped behind him.  For the first time, the
black curtain was swept to one side of the massive loft.  Emily stole up
behind him.


Balkore, in its entirety, spread
out before them.


“Holy crapfest!”  She found
herself looking down over a massive ancient city.  A bustling city. 
Minus the cars.  A bevy of movement, and a buzz of life teamed hard packed
dirt roads, the occasional sparkle winking.  On one of their treks to the
dining hall, Inzyr had explained that most roads were inlaid with quartz. 
She couldn’t remember the reason for it now.  She only remembered being jittery
over the prospect of another fight being started for nothing more than her new
status as wife to their prince.  Private meals enabled the three of them to remain
casual, versus high tension of being on guard.  And, she pointed out to
Dezenial, if her father was all he said he was, shouldn’t dinner offer a
reprieve where he could let his hair down?  After several jokes at Inzyr’s
expense, and the vanity the assassin forever-possessed regarding his hair, Dezenial
had relented and allowed them to take their meals here, in her father’s
home.  In private.  Emily highly suspected the two males found it
pleasing, though they grumbled until she glared, then exaggerated good manners
and table conversation.  Her mouth quirked, amused with a side of them she knew
for certain no other had ever witnessed.  


Down below, there existed a large
central area where vendors were set up, brilliant colored tents behind them,
acting as a store of sorts.  It looked like bazaars from old Hollywood
movies.


“Do they see us up here?”


“No,” he stated, glowering at
something down below.  This was the Inzyr she’d first met, not
her father.  She followed where his icy stare fixated.  Hundreds were
milling about.  Some paused, browsing, while others strode purposefully
down a street filled with nothing but carts boasting various foods.  She
wondered if this was how Zeus felt, looking down from Olympus.  So weaved
amongst one another, and most carrying market baskets, she had a difficult time
discerning who was slave and who shopped for themselves.


Regardless, they sure are lucky
to be down there.  I bet there’s wonderful stuff.  “We have to
go.  I have to shop.  I bet there’s all kinds of—“


“No.”  Inzyr’s stare had yet
to waver.  He reminded Emily of a cat watching a foolish bird, the winged
creature too dumb to realize it hopped very close to its deadly enemy.  If
his ass begins wriggling before he pounces—


A snort behind her caused her to
giggle.


Inzyr’s glare sobered her.


Until he looked away.  


“Spies.”


Dezenial moved to stand beside the
assassin.  “Ah.  It would seem my mother desires to infuriate me
further.”


Emily peered down towards where he
was looking, but with so many people milling, no one person was
discernible.  Except the guards.  Escapees from a Hollywood horror
flick lurked, though their weaponry looked far more threatening than plastic
props.  “Why is your mother making you angry?”


“She sends one testing my authority
into my midst to garner information about you.”


Emily looked at a handful of males—


“No.  The female.  There.
Blue flowing gown, though if in my presence, she would not have that on—“


“Excuse me?”  Amber
eyes ignited.  “I’ll rip your face off, skin your hide, bronze and mount
your test—“


Laughing, Dezenial yanked her into
his embrace.  “Hellcat.  There are those having so disrespected my
position, daring to think I am beneath them because I am male, that I, in turn,
make them suffer what I’ve seen in their minds to be their ultimate humiliation. 
She is forbidden to be clothed in my presence because she is cruel, bitter and
it brings her the same amount of shame she has cast on others.”  He cupped
her chin, lifting her gaze.  “Trust me, none will ever know my touch, my
mouth, nor the taste of my flesh—“


“No sinking fangs either. 
They’re mine.  One bite of some bitch, no matter the body part, and I file
‘em down.”


Inzyr snorted.


Dezenial’s fangs began to
elongate.  “A Lumynari male becomes very enticed when his mate shows
possessiveness.”


“Thirsty?”


“Very.”


She arched her neck, and much
obliged, he lowered his mouth, his large hand on the small of her back pressing
her against him.  Hot air blew across her skin as he waited for her
heartbeat to increase, her artery throbbing its desire, calling to him.


She raked his chest, making him
holler out.  Ribbons of blood sprouted.  “I don’t like
waiting.”  Her lip actually curled.


The smell of his own blood now upon
her, he incensed.  Fisting her hair, forever the need to dominate, he sank
his fangs into her hot flesh, blood filling his mouth.  Her moan increased
his need to drink deeply.  Not wishing to weaken her, he eased his teeth
from her, lapping droplet of blood until the pinpricks closed.


“You will need to have her drink
from you.  You have put it off long enough.  She will dangerously
weaken if you do not.”  Inzyr continued his observation out the massive
window, but Emily caught the reflection of his eyes staring at her.


His expression was that of a
Lumynari who would brook no argument.


“I am so not biting into
him.”


“You would be wrong, vaifyr. 
Now, Lord Dezenial.  Too many times, you have tasted of her.  I do
not wish to lose her, having just regained her in my life where I no longer
have to observe merely from shadows.”


Before Emily could question or
argue, she was swept up into powerful arms and carried to her father’s
comfortable oversized down couch.  As if a princess, and Dezenial her
knight, she found herself delicately laid upon the suede couch.  


Immediately, she sat up.


“You said you weren’t a
vampire.” She jabbed his chest with her index finger as he leaned over her.
 “You said you were just, ‘tasting your soul, Keer’dra’.”


Inzyr laughed.


Dezenial scowled.  “I told
you, I don’t sound like that.”


“And you swore I would not
have carnal desires . . . you two better stop laughing!  This is
not funny!”


“Ah, but it is.”  Her husband
dropped down, one leg tucked under him, the other positioned that his arm
draped across his knee oh-so-casual.


It pissed her off.


“I’m going to kiss you.”


“Since when do you announce your
intentions?”


“Since, when I’m finished, you will
have the insatiable need to bite me.”


“I think you’re just trying to be
kinky.”  She glanced her father.  “My dad will kick your ass.”


“Your dad,” Inzyr stated, “will
hold you down, slice Dezenial’s vein, and force feed you if you do not comply
with what your mate is about to do.”


“You sure you’re not my step
dad?”


He turned and glanced at her. 
“Every vile thought in your head comes from my DNA.”


“How the hell do you know
about—“  Emily held up her hand.  “Never mind, forgot my dad’s a
professor.”


It was Dezenial’s turn to laugh.


“Shouldn’t we at least go in the
room?”


“No, Keer’dra, privacy is required,
but the hour grows dire that you must feed.  Your sire is ally, and fully
aware of what is about to happen.  He is the only, besides my mother, in
this domain, who knows of my true identity.”


She tapped his nose.  “You’re
out of luck.”


“Oh?” He rubbed his nose, never
having had someone take such liberties before.


“My canines aren’t razor sharp, so
my biting into you would be equivalent to gnawing.  Think it’ll be a tad
painful for you.”


“Once again, you skim
surfaces.  My blood now flows through you, Keer’dra.”


“Uh huh.”  Her tongue
exaggeratedly ran across the underside of her top teeth.  “Nope, nope, no
fangs here.  Sorry, no biting today.  Must be up on my rabies shot
after all.”


“Willing to make a wager?”


“What, that I’m not rabid? 
Sure.  And that I’m not thirsty—“


He lunged.  Savagely, he
kissed her, bruising her lips.  Pulling her tongue with his teeth,
releasing just as abruptly to nibble her lips, he pinned her arms to her sides,
forcing her into submission.  He nipped her neck, but when she
instinctively arched, he pulled away, his fangs descending.  Several
times, he licked back and forth across her artery, teasing her blood, boiling
it until it throbbed for release.  He attacked her mouth again, licking
across her lips until her own tongue clashed with his.


Intentionally, he nicked his bottom
lip on his very sharp canine.


Emily jerked, blood in her mouth
from his small cut.  “You’re hurt!”


He pulled back and arched his
brow.  And waited.  Eyes orbs of fire.  She licked her bottom
lip, not realizing more of his blood lay upon the soft flesh. 
Spicy.  Honey.  Tart.  She licked again.


Nothing.


She licked harder. 
Gone.  Her gaze snapped to his.  What had . . . he . . . her
attention dropped lower.  His neck.  Pulsating.  Just below his
ear.  She could hear pounding.  His heart?  Ever-so-slight, she leaned
closer.  A wild scent filled her.  Spice.  His.  Deeper,
she inhaled, not realizing she licked her bottom lip, unconsciously searching
for another taste of the nectar that had been there seconds earlier.  Her
eyes fiercely locked with his.  “That’s,” she eyed the throbbing pulse in
his neck again, “what I tasted?”


“Yes.”  His voice had become
husky.


She lunged from the couch, fisted
his hair, yanked his head back and glared down at him.  


“I will taste it again!” 
Incisors pulled and lengthened as her head plunged downward towards the sweetest—she
bit deeply.  And drank great mouthfuls of spicy, sweet nectar.  Her
insides swirled, blazed, until she crazed with the throws of climaxing. 
Not realizing her nails elongated as well, she skewered them into the dark
flesh of his back, a Lumynari holding captive her mate.


 


His denial of sexual release during
her first drink of him nearly crazed him.  His hands clasped her thighs
tighter, fighting to control the Daemon within roaring to mate.  Emily
would have imbibed until he was but dust, if he had not placed his fingers near
her teeth and began to ease her from his neck.  In time, she would learn
to control the feed.


When they had privacy, he would
show her just how powerful she was over him with her bite, her nails, and her
hot sex.


“Dizzy.”  She sagged against
him, deeply slumbering, her body adjusting to the change.


“At long last, the oath and bond
are complete,” Inzyr said softly.


Dezenial glanced his
assassin.  “You sound relieved.  Yes.  Your daughter wholly belongs
to me now.”


“There is no other I would ever
trust her care to.  She remains naïve about a great many things.”


“You would have this differ?”


“No.  Refreshing. 
Dangerous for her, but refreshing,” Inzyr conceded.  “You have been
gifted, Prince Dezenial, with the only thing that I hold in higher esteem than
you or I.”


The Dark Prince gave a deep nod,
yielding deference to the only being he’d ever considered friend and ally. 
“Know that I am humbled, honored, and fully aware that you quake in your boots,
panicked that I was going to leave this hellcat in your custody.”


They shared a knowing laugh.


Inzyr turned back to the window.  “The
priestess gazes up here longingly.  Which means, she knows I watch.”


“Do you desire . . . company?”


“I do believe much time has passed
since I’ve bothered.”


Dezenial’s head tilted slightly,
his eyes vacant for mere seconds.  Inzyr’s eyes glittered
mischievously.  “She has vanished.”


“She will do your bidding.”


“Ah, A female Lumynari not clawing,
fighting, and plotting to plunge her dagger in me as I mate her.  I think
I will actually enjoy this session.”


“I take your daughter to the
palace.  She will be weak for some time, and then—“


Both males grinned when tinkling
bells announced the Lumynari priestess now waited outside Inzyr’s door. “Your
mother will be furious when she discovers I have sampled one of her chosen.”


“My mother is about to sacrifice
the bitch for daring to assume she’s above adhering to the laws my mother
deigns her temple guardians follow.  You will not be her first lover.”


“Not virginal?”


“Do you desire another?”


“No.  I think this one will
serve perfectly the present mood I’m in, since she’s experienced.”


“I always wondered what men talk
about when they think they’re alone.  Uber gross.”


“You’re awake?”  Dezenial and
Inzyr exchanged looks, the assassin shrugging as if to say, nothing about his
daughter followed protocol.


“You should be clawing at me for—“


“Finish that sentence with my
father standing right there, and I’ll bleed you.” She squirmed from Dezenial’s
arms.  The bell sounded again.  Dezenial stood and glared at the
door, a quiet snarl emitting.  Emily felt his rage.


“Are you going to hurt her?”


“No, daughter.  Some enjoy
that tasteless type of . . . sport.  I prefer someone who will not cower
when I take her, but won’t prefer violence either.  I am not the lover you
have experienced with your husband.  I do not desire cuddling, kissing,
and conversation.”


“Somehow, I just never envisioned
having this conversation with my dad.”


Inzyr grinned.  “Come, you are
in luck.  A viewing.”


“Of you having sex? Eeeewww! 
I’m drawing the line!”


“Of why you are forbidden to go
down to market, Emily.”


“What about your lover?”


“She has been commanded to wait
until invited to enter.”


“Rude.”


“She is forbidden to be in your
presence.”


Emily gave her father a look. 
“Seriously?”


“You are far above her and I will
not have you exposed to the likes of that one,” Inzyr stated. 
“Besides, she’ll be dead tomorrow, so why bother with introductions or
manners?”


Emily flinched.  


“I’m an assassin, Lumynari,
daughter.  I’m not interested in candles, ambiance, or coffee with
these fools.”  He swept his hand to indicate the inhabitants down
below.  “Perhaps, when you experience Lumynari sex, then you will
understand I only seek basic needs from the females of this realm, nothing
more.”


“Dez, can we—“


“No, you most certainly will not
convince me to teach you Lumynari sex.”


“Ha!”  Viewing out the window
again, her father, she noticed, held himself in a way that reminded her of how
he’d looked when she feared him.  Almost, she fell to her knees and gave
thanks that these two lethal Shadow Masters were her beloveds, and not her
enemies.  If events were different, and they’d arrived seeking her death,
the two of them would have been vastly disappointed, for she’d have saved them
the trouble by ending her life herself.  


Unobserved by her, Dezenial stared
at her, reading every thought.


“You won’t let me go down there,
even escorted with dozens of guards?”


“No.”


“I thought I was under my husband’s
rule now?”


Inzyr arched a brow at her by way
of his reflection in the window.  


Emily sighed.  “Fine.  I
won’t beg, plead, or hold you at knife point.”


“As if,” Inzyr muttered.


My mother will try her hand at
every turn to confiscate you from my care, Keer’dra.


Emily nodded, while watching
shoppers below.  


“Kendra never went into the city
during open market,” Inzyr turned to her.  “If it’s any consolation.”


“I understand.  But you two
are sooo gonna owe me.”


“Cheesecake.”


Emily gasped and spun to face her
new husband.  “How do you—“


“We have watched you forever,
Keer’dra.  Your sire remains mute, but he has acquired the ability to bake
such treats that you swear off each time you step upon your odd body scale.”


“You are evil personified.”


Dezenial bowed.  “I do my
best.”


“I was but curious to see why you
moaned with each bite.  An atrocity equivalent to eating mud.”


Emily clutched her throat. 
“Blasphemy.  Cheesecake rocks!”


“There,” Inzyr pointed.  Emily
moved closer and followed where he indicated.  A skirmish unfolded. 
She gasped.  “Are those dwarves?”  She stepped closer to the
glass, hoping for a better look.  Opera binoculars were presented to
her.  She smiled her thanks up at her husband.  “I’ll be,
dwarves.  What . . . hey!  What are they doing?  Man, they’re good
and pissed about something—oh my God!”  Emily reared from the bloody
scene, fearing it touchable even from way up here.  “You have to do
something.  He just stabbed that Lumynari merchant!”


Inzyr’s eyes grazed her. 
“Haggling.”


“Pfff, so you stab the person when they
don’t agree to what you’re offering to pay?” She shook her head.  “I’m not
watching this.”


Inzyr shrugged.


She fidgeted with her skirt. 
She’d really rather return to that couch and taste Dezenial again.  Morbid
curiosity won out.  She raised the tiny gold binoculars to her eyes.


“Bloodthirsty,” her husband
accused.


“Curious,” she defended.  It
took a minute of searching, glancing out the side of the glasses, then back
through them trying to get her bearings.  Without breaking his
concentration, Inzyr reached out, guided her line of sight, then resumed his
folded-arm-stance.


“Thanks.”


The dwarf was now leashed, a rope
looped around his thick neck, though barely seen under his thick, matted hair
that hung to his plump elbows.  She could tell he was calling out to his
companions, but they turned away, making themselves obscure within the
crowd.  “Will he be put in jail?”


Both males snickered.  For a
moment, she lowered her opera glasses and tried reading her father and
husband.  Dezenial watched her; Inzyr watched the market. She returned to
monitoring down below.  This time, it was Dezenial who reached around and
adjusted her position to relocate the macabre scene unfolding.  


Wounded Lumynari limped, his thigh
haphazardly wrapped with fabric doing little to staunch the flow of very dark
blood.  Dragged, thrown upon a huge wooden stage of sorts, the dwarf
scrambled to his feet and shook his fist.  Crowds gathered.  Like
ants, they swarmed from tents, stalls, and dark alleyways.  Two very large
Lumynari males stepped up onto the stage, and began shouting.  Several
hands raised at various intervals throughout the crowd.  Within minutes, a
Lumynari pushed his way through the throng of beings now dispersing and leapt
onto the stage.  Emily watched coins exchange for the dwarf’s leash. 
A soft gasp escaped her.  “Did that Lumynari just buy his freedom—why is
he struggling against a Lumynari trying to save—oh.  He was sold. 
What will happen to him now?”


Dezenial’s hands cupped her small
shoulders.  “He will be placed in tonight’s arena.”


“Arena?”


“After open market, much food,
dancing, a bit more trading,” he leaned down, “sex is enjoyed.  Then,
blood sport.”


“Blood sport?”


“To the death, Emily.”


“Will we be going?”


“You wish to attend?”


She shrugged, catching herself
before either male could comment she’d inherited Inzyr’s habit.


Too late, I’ve already noticed.
And long before you knew of his existence.


Making a face at her husband, she
looked back out the window.  “I used to watch boxing.  I even paid my
way into a cage match, not realizing it was a death match.  It was . . .
gross.”


“You attended this alone?”


“Uh, yeah.”


He looked over her head and she
knew he was exchanging a look with Inzyr.  “What?”


He clutched her chin and lifted her
face to make sure she read the seriousness of his expression.  “Never,
Keer’dra, never attend such an event here, in Balkore, alone, without
your guards.  These crowds are infested with killers looking for
any excuse to throw spectators into the arena as well.  That’s what
heightens the sport.”


“Really?”  His warning had the
desired effect.  The thought of having to fight like that was—she arched a
pale brow.


“Keer’dra.  Your powers are no
match against the trolls and other beings you’ve yet to imagine.  A
troll’s hide takes a very long time to burn.  You would be pulverized long
before he died of your fire, which would disturb him no more than a bee
sting.”  He waved his hand.  “Never mind the guards.  I forbid
you to attend.  I would lose my mind, should something happen to you.”


“I was kidding.  I . . . I
really don’t like this magic thing.  It always seems to erupt only when
I’m good and pissed.  I don’t like when the rage consumes me.  I’m
left shaking for hours afterwards.”  Sidestepping Dezenial, forcing him to
drop his hold, she made her way towards Inzyr’s galley, muttering, “Everyone
wants me to be well behaved and well protected.  Caged.”


“I have no desire to cage you,
Keer’dra.  You’re hungry.  And, no doubt, emotionally exhausted,
otherwise, I know you would understand my apprehension for your safety when
down here in a realm you’ve never experienced.”


She stopped and slowly turned to
look at her mate from across the vast room.


“I know your pain, Emily.  It
has been a burden settling deeply in my heart, but no longer.  Never will
you be parted from me again.”  His eyes glowed softly.  “Eternity,
Keer’dra.”


“I’m starving.”


His glowing eyes heightened,
perusing her body.


“Not for that!  Food. 
Spicy.  I’m craving Mexican food.”


“Show her the book, the
illustration,” Inzyr interrupted, his scrutiny unwavering of the market
below.  “We need to know.”


Dezenial’s eyes were focused so
heatedly on her cleavage, her breasts burned.


“First thing I’m requesting are
real clothes.”


“Denied.”


She giggled, crossing her
arms.  


Dezenial flashed a smile.


She looked down.  “Oh!” 
Quickly, she dropped her arms, her chest having been pushed up even more as if
offering him a platter.  “I need that sweater.”


“Put it on and suffer severe
consequences.”


“Then stop staring.  What
picture are you two grumbling about?”


“Here, take a look.”  Dezenial
picked up a book, opened where a marker stuck out—


“What is that?” She pointed at the
marker.  “It looks . . . like beef jerky.”


“A tongue.”


Emily gasped.


“You thought we jest?”


Awkwardly, she cleared her
throat.  No good.  Her voice was stuck somewhere between shock and
disgust.


Dezenial turned the thin volume
towards her.  She reached out, using a pillar to steady herself. 
“Does he realize what a place like this would cost in New York?”


“It costs me down here as well,”
Inzyr growled.  “Should be free, for all that I do.”


“I was speaking about money. 
How much it costs in money.”


“Must you think everything we do
results in bloodshed?” Dezenial asked.


She jabbed the air just above what
had been a tongue.


“Yeah, okay, there is that. 
Your father keeps souvenirs.”


“Oh, God.”  Emily
gulped.  “Not to mention fangs protruding when irked, eyes glowing red
when enraged, favorite pastime beheading and removing,” her eyes dropped to the
bookmark, “tongues, and weapons that would have Homeland Security swearing
they’d finally found weapons of mass destruction—“


He laughed.  “I’ve heard of
that search.”


“You have?”


“I live in Balkore, Keer’dra, but I
assure you, we are not ostriches.”


“Ostriches?”


“Bury thy head in the sand,
suddenly, reality no longer exists.”


“You’re freaking me out.  Yes,
I believe every route you travel is for the final gain of bloodshed.”


“For many Lumynari, it’s
tradition.”


“You claimed your kingdom was
different, but that dwarf was just sold.”


A shadow of annoyance crossed his
face.  “He arrived at the entrance a free being.  Once permitted in,
he falls under the laws of my territory.  His brethren will take with them
tales of their fallen comrade’s consequences.  Next time temperamental
dwarves visit my kingdom, they will remember they are guests here and maybe
will seek to adhere to my laws.”


Emily snorted.


“You disagree?”


“More like, they enter, they’re
secretly tagged.  Belligerent ones are then insulted, set up with the
beforehand knowledge they’ve explosive tempers.  Your cronies have the
perfect alibi to purchase the unsuspecting victims, bet spectators on which
will survive, then toss the hapless creature into this arena.”


Dezenial turned and looked at
Inzyr.


“Vaifyr.”


“What does that mean?”


“Daughter.  Dwarves have never
been trustworthy, nor ally.  Conversation transpires all the while their
eyes dart, assessing our holdings, so they may aptly report to their king what
they have seen of value.  In a few days, as every time after open market,
the scavengers return with their pathetic weaponry in hopes of conquering and
claiming dwellings and riches not theirs for the taking.”  He turned his
back on her, his post never neglected.  “Word of you has reached
them.  Those who arrived today were here for no other reason than to see
you for themselves, then plot your capture and sell you to the highest bidder:
Drakar, or Shadow.  My spies are much more fluent in weeding out
information, the dwarves never bright enough to realize I am always several steps
ahead of them.  That one who you witnessed being sold had orders to
capture you, alive,” he looked at her for long moments, “or dead.”


“Oh.”


“I will amuse myself with him
later, in the arena.  It has already been arranged.  I told you, none
attempt to harm what is mine.”  


Emily swallowed.  Hard.


“Come, wife.”  Dezenial
waggled the small book, then reopened it to a page he’d wanted her to
view.  Grateful to change the subject, she stepped closer and craned her
neck in order to see around his large bicep.  She inhaled.


“Your thoughts cloud my thinking,”
he warned.


“Your near nakedness clouds
mine.  That’s it!  That’s the same medallion . . . wait a damn
minute!  It’s the same one Blade had me locate in this small trunk
thingy.  Why are they so damned determined I wear this?”


“Determined to shroud
you.  A lapse in time occurred, cloaking you from my mind.  It was
the same when you were a child for many years.  You wore this, this amulet
he gave you?”


“Yes, I didn’t want to hurt his
feelings, and was going to take it off once I boarded the plane, but, honestly,
I forgot about it.  I don’t remember wearing one as a kid.”


“I transported my mind back to your
dwelling, hoping to garner information of your whereabouts.  It was where
I found the human male, Peter and attached to his mind.  Very dark, that
one, for a human.”


“Right at home, weren’t you?”


“He had visions of torture upon
your person that I will never reveal to you.”


“Trust me, I’ve seen enough movies,
I have a pretty good imagination.”  She looked up into his beautiful blue
eyes.  “You forget, I was there for some of his ideas.”


Dezenial entered her mind with more
than just their connection.  Strength enveloped her.  She felt him as
if physically placing his strong arms around her.  Gently, her fingertips
rested on his arm.  “I know nothing like that will happen again.”


“Arrogant.”


“Regardless of you being in my
mind, I doubt you truly understand the depth of what I feel for you.”  She
looked away, embarrassed by her words, and his stunned silence.


“Anyway, I was wearing the
medallion and really didn’t notice it missing, just figured it was lost during
the car accident.  I found another in a chest, hidden in a room. 
Broc’s castle—can we change the subject?”  She turned.


His hand snaked out, grabbing her
arm.  “You miss your Forest Lord?”


“He hurt my feelings.  You’d
rather I lie?  You dwell in my mind.  You tell me what I’m thinking.”


“He betrayed you.”


“Then why are we discussing it?”


“Perhaps I need to eradicate him
from your memories?”


“You can do that?”


He grinned.  “You would begin
to experience lapses and, in the end, would resent me, wondering what else I’ve
forced you to forget.”


“And, of course, you’ve never done
this before.”


His eyes burned brilliantly, then
cleared.  “You will regain memory of a personal server—“


Emily’s eyes widened.  “I
forgot about him . . . no?  You’re shaking your head.  You eradicated
the memory?”


“You seemed transfixed over
amputation of his hands.”


“Wait, what? When?”


“Your first dinner amongst my
scheming guests.  He was assigned to prepare and serve your meals. 
Apparently, the chore was above him.  So, he’s now missing his hands.
 Hungry?”


“For hands? Oh. Real food.  If
I gnaw the furniture, would you be convinced I’m starving?”  With each
word, her voice grew in pitch.


“Females are temperamental when
hungry.”


“Hence the term: raging hormones.”


She hightailed it to the galley and
began foraging.  “I’d really enjoy bottled water.”


“You have been provided the
necessary nutrients and liquids in my kitchen.  Touch nothing you do not
recognize.  We eat differently.”  Inzyr turned back towards the
massive pane.  “The fungus we use for spice might kill you. 
Dezenial, your attention.”


She wondered what they debated,
what Inzyr pointed at.  Mutterings could be heard as she rummaged through
a cabinet of odd foods, then glanced the two males as her father pointed to
stalagmites in the far distance, eye level with the great window.  Food,
then nap.  They’ll be able to speak more freely.  “Squeeee!  You
have Oreos?!  And, they’re  Double stuff!  Oh my God, oh my
God, oh my God!”  She ripped open the bag and inhaled.  They could
have their secrets.  She had gold right here!


Respect I do not keep secrets
from you in betrayal, but in protection of your mind and what I know you can
and cannot yet handle, Keer’dra.  Just as I have removed the human scourge
from your life, all things pertaining to you are now through me.


Nodding, she didn’t bother looking
at him as she twisted apart another cookie, licked the white treat from one
side; gobbled the other.  What the hell to drink around here?


A smile of satisfaction, their
mental connection now subconscious to her, he resumed his attention on spies
attempting to slip past scrutiny.


She whirled, facing him.  “Be
wary, Lumynari, for so too can I see your thoughts . . . though Emily
may not.”
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Amber eyes illuminated the large
dim room she found herself in.  


“What is your desire with the
modern, that you dare claim her as your own?”  Her hand shot out. 
“Sheath your weapon, Lord Inzyr.  It is not my wish to war this day. 
You sire her by my choosing, and Hades’ wicked humor.”  She tossed
her head a bit, luminous hair swaying and shimmering.  “Resentful, I
thought to cast a twist of fate by being reborn as the Lumynari the Elders
despised.  But,” amber gaze softened on Dezenial, “I had not realized the
depth of our bond.  I think your father knew, however, which explains why
he readily agreed to my proposal.”  She shook her head.  “The extent
you have taken, vowing allegiance to her . . . many things have changed in this
age I find myself visiting.  It would seem you father delights in keeping
his secrets.  Yet, some events remain consistent, such as the Outlander betraying
Emily’s trust.  You restore her dignity, but both of you will shed your
lives, should this be Lumynari-intrigue  In all the lives this soul has
lived, each has ended at the hands of your brethren.”  She took a step
closer, her voice lowering.  “Emily may not have the power to slay you,
but I do.  She will not die prematurely, as we have before.  I vow
it!”  She inhaled deeply.  “Great effort is required to submerged
into Balkore, the journey exhausting the last of my strength.  I will
return within Emily no more.  Which is why, here and now, Dezenial and Inzyr,
you either survive, or forfeit your lives.”


“Remaining veiled, you watch, yet
now you show yourself.”  Dezenial’s voice oozed lethally across the chasm
between them.  “Why?  I have sensed you, but thought you realized my
feelings.”


“Lumynari prize themselves in the
art of revenge.  It isn’t necessarily the death, but rather, the
destruction of their victim’s mind.  Complete annihilation.  What
better way to disintegrate Emily’s, than to convince her of your love . . .
then mock her for believing you were actually capable of such an
emotion?”  Amber glow heightened.  “Degradation would follow, amusing
to your kind the insult to command, having any whim obeyed.”


“She is my daughter.”


“Because I allowed it. 
And since when do Lumynari claim offspring, especially an Im’pyur? 
I was under the impression you would rid yourself of your get as quickly
as possible.  I was to walk in the Outlander’s world, not yours. 
Yet, contradicting the Lumynari of my time, you claim Emily, regardless
the consequences.”


“You would prefer I treat her as
Xyn did you?”


“Fair enough.”  Aurelia
contemplated Dezenial’s words.  “It has not passed from my memory, your
words that eased my pain, nor your caress as I died.”  She glided
closer.  “Your father was most kind and protective. But, tell me, will
Emily die as I have three times before?  Oh yes, Prince Dezenial, I, as
Aurelia, am very aware of our time as children, along the beach, running,
playing, splashing each other . . . until your mother learned of your friendship
with a human child and had me killed for daring such liberties.”


Dezenial’s eyes glistened, his
voice a whisper.  “Almost ten millennia ago.  I had not forgotten; I
had not realized that child was part of . . . great Zeus.”


“A long time, you and I have been
entwined.”  She lifted her hair off the back of her neck before allowing
it to fall back into place.  “Each time, you live, I die.”


Dezenial’s fist clenched.  “I
cower from nothing.  I answer to none.  You dare show your presence.
 It is not my nature to ask twice your reasons, regardless who you are.”


“I will answer your question when I
reached an accord to do so.”


Dezenial’s gaze flatlined.


Aurelia’s hand flung out.  A
great clattering resounded.  “I will not warn you again, Inzyr, sheath
your various weapons, or find yourself being put through your viewing
glass.”  Her brow arched.  “Doubt my power?  I am not little
Emily.  I have full faculties, and am sure those down below will find it
quite amusing the great assassin lays quivering, every bone broken.”


She snapped her fingers. 
Inzyr slammed against the window.  “My threats are not idle, Shadow
Master.”  Her eyes flicked to Dezenial.  “You cannot keep her
here forever.  You know this.  I would know your crusade,” she
demanded.  “She loves you deeply, though she battles herself.  Humans
complicate everything.  I tell you this most innermost sanctum of emotions
previous to giving you counsel.”


“I need no counsel from a
sorceress.”


Aurelia laughed.  


Dezenial found he did not like this
woman, nor the sound of her bitterness.


“Deception is like death. 
Eventually, its stench leads to the pillage.  You cannot ever rule
Quemori.  But, Dezenial, son of Shadow and Hades, she will grant you
entrance.  She will even crown you.  Forever, she annihilates rules. 
Be that your intent?”


“I rule here.”


“Yet even now, your mother plots
your death and to capture of the Keeper’s soul.”


Dezenial’s jaw ticked.


“You didn’t know?  The
priestess outside this very door was sent, your mother knowing the female would
gain Inzyr’s interest.  Her mind is not her own.  Your mother travels
within her, seeking entrance to the one chamber she is barred from.”


Inzyr growled, his own fangs
lengthening.


“Think me fool, Shadow
Master?  Three thousand years residing with your sire, I learned a few
things.  You have crossed over and become the Dark Prince.  Your time
here is marked.  Again, I ask, what is your intent?”


“Quemori holds no interest.”


“Why is it, your hunt for Drakar
has thus far failed, with the advantage of so many centuries to proceed? 
Does your skill fritter away?”


Dezenial charged.


And catapulted back, up over the
couch and landed in a heap.  “Once more, and then I finish this, most
especially before your mother has a chance to yank free our souls.  I will
take both myself and Emily back to Hades.”


The Dark Prince slowly picked
himself off the floor.  When he turned to face his nemesis, powerful wings
erupted from his spine.  Eyes were now burning fires of Hell. 
Fingers elongated into talons, fangs sharp and ready to sever arteries. 
“Think to take Emily from me?” he said in a voice Inzyr had not heard in
several millennia.  “I will swim the vile Styx to retrieve her, after
I have made sure you’ve burned for eternity!”  Dezenial gaze
broiled.  Inzyr’s loft glowed red.  Shadows slithered and hissed as
they climbed down the walls.  “I-will-not-live-without-her!”  Floor
vibrated and shook, toppling various artifacts Inzyr collected.  


Emily’s sharp wit, and scathing
tongue amused him.  But it was her complete love, freely given, and the
way she made him her slayer against all her dragons that endeared her to
him.  He loved her to the depths of—


“I resided in your father’s
realm.  Your daemons and shadows do not frighten me.  Call them off,
and leash your fury.  I merely need you to understand, I am not
Emily.  My questions will be answered.  Is this too much for you to
bear?”


“Rumors swarmed of a sealed room
being disturbed,” Dezenial’s voice dropped, “in a castle no longer in existence
for this realm.”  He breathed deeply, forcing himself to calm. 
Because the alternative would be that all of Balkore would be reduced to a
burning pit of sulfur.


Aurelia pondered his words for a
few minutes.  “Dulinia’s chambers.  Beyond evil.  Voices
lingered from spirits she’d manipulated.”


“My father has them now, Lady
Aurelia,” he soothed.  “But a book was taken.”


“Book?  Saints!  I know
of which you speak.  Do not utter a word from that
tomb!  You must destroy it!  Only the fires of—“


“Olympus.”


“Not even your powers will
withstand what I witnessed etched on those parchments.”


“I am a god.  A few spells are
hardly a danger—“


“It is the Book of Hera, written as
she cried tears of blood when Zeus slept with another.”


“A scorned woman.”


“A very lethal book—against male
gods.”


“The human it was placed upon was
murdered.  Possession is not mine for the claiming, though I now
understand my mother’s fixation in obtaining it.  Hmmm. Inzyr?”


“Puzzle pieces fitting together,”
the assassin said.  “Now we understand why Shadow tolerates Drakar.”


“And why he dares to transgress her
authority,” Dezenial finished.


Aurelia pinched the bridge of her
nose.  “You two make my head pound.  You are like Aunsgar with his
infuriating riddles.”


“Drakar possesses the book, though
in a different realm.  My mother’s voracious quest is to own this book.”


Aurelia tapped her lips
thoughtfully.  “It explains his continued presence.  His madness must
know no bounds, having lived this long, for, I assure you, Drakar does not
enjoy any god in his lineage.  But your mother coddles him, and that is
something.”


“So it is rumored.  My mother
manipulates and dangles his ilk like puppets.  He thinks to plot against
her.  Company she keeps is not my concern, only when it crosses over into
my domain.  My mother and I parted company three thousand years ago. 
Amends have never been made, nor will they be.”


“Why do you not embrace all that
you are?  You will need the power that has always been yours for the
taking.  Your skill with blade will be wasted against prophecy of Drakar’s
intentions.  If he possesses his mother’s magicks, his own honed after so
many ages of existence, plus your mother’s vile power . . .” she glanced
Inzyr.  “Is this your intent with Lady Emily?  Take advantage of her
hidden power, turning her into one of your priestesses—the ultimate power
against Drakar . . . against Shadow?”


“Emily belongs to me, Princess
Aurelia, exiled Queen of the Realm.  I would join her in the light, not
keep her in darkness, as your Elders did you.”


Cold laughter filled the large
living area, so unlike Emily’s wild abandonment of giggles that always promised
tomfoolery.  Or a scathing retort.  


“Mention of my sacrifice does not
bode ill my feelings towards you.  My revelation will be enough revenge
for your slight.  You see, I lack knowledge of how to return to those
cloaked lands.  Very perplexing, isn’t it?  You do not seek the
Keeper’s power?”


“I sought to protect.  It was
not my intention to claim your soul only to have you die from my world again.”


“Yet, Emily is now your mate.”


“The woman vexes me.”


“She is madly in love with you,
Lord Dezenial.  Do you understand what power that gives you over
her?  The woman is a fool.”


“As she takes in air, she is my
ability to breathe as well.”  He would not lose Emily to this
ferocious, cold warrior.  He was well aware that this specter standing
before him had the power to have Emily awaken completely despising him. 
It would be irrevocable.  It would be his death.  Never, could he
live without Emily.  The realization nearly had him flopping to the floor.


Aurelia nodded.  “A gift, I
present to you.”


“I need no gift, warrior princess.”


Her eyes took on such bravery, such
fierce determination, he was riddled with remorse for having not located her
soon enough in her own life, that he could have given her warmth in a world
that had only shown her coldness and contempt.


But, something about Emily made him
walk away from millennia upon millennia of abhorring mortals and welcome his
new position as their protector.


“If you wish her to be better
prepared against Drakar, then you will cherish my offer.  Mock me, you
will not, for my offer is given grudgingly, Lumynari.  I do not know if
the modern is ready to face what she truly is.  Have you explained life
with you, and what that accurately means?  My time ends.  I will
sever ties with Emily.  It is her turn to guide this ancient soul.  I
have used the last of my strength, and a bit of help from your father, to
journey into your world, seeking revelations.  You will tell her your
motives.  And, you will tell her the truth of who and what you
are.”  Her scrutiny flicked to Inzyr.  “You will tell her the
truth of her heritage.  You cannot keep it from her.”


“And what revelations did your
journey here garner, Princess?”  Dezenial asked.


“That I leave a foolishly in love
woman in very capable hands with no other motive than that which the two of you
claim.  If only the Elders had granted me the same.”


Emily’s entire body glowed for mere
seconds, then diffused.  She stumbled.  Grabbed a chair, and gulped
huge mouthfuls of air.  “Dizzy.”


Dezenial remained rooted.


“I had . . . and episode . . .
didn’t I?”


“So it would seem.”


Perplexed by his tone, she tried
focusing on his face.  “You’re angry.  Did I attack?”  Her
father had his sword drawn.  Not good.  “I always attacked . .
. Broc.”


“It is too bad you did not
succeed.  But his blood spilled will be by my hand, nonetheless.”


“You must tell her,” Inzyr
stated.  He lowered his weapon; his stance remained battle-ready.  


Oh, this is bad. 
Emily inhaled slowly, deeply, and did her best to shake off the
dizziness.  She’d felt a tingling sensation, but before she could shout
for help, her conscious had been stamped out.  She clutched the chair
tighter, her body trembling.


“Look at me,” her husband
commanded.  His voice terrified her.  “When you come into your full
power, I may not be able to proceed with you.”


“I hate riddles.”


A deep breath swelled him.  A
look passed between he and Inzyr.


“I wish to take you above ground,
Emily, and share your life with you.  I will never allow you to be denied
your sun, your stars, nor the wind in your hair.  I would see things by
light of day, versus this perpetual darkness I have opted to remain in for ten
millennia.”  Proudly, he stalked.  “But, set you free I will, once
you have taken control of your power, living another eternity without you,
before I succumb you to the prison that is our way down here.  For you
will go mad, Keer’dra, and in that madness, I will become your nightmare, your
reason for hatred beyond anything you would be able to control.  And that
is the desire of Drakar . . . of Shadow.  Obliterate your mind with terror
and darkness, then unleash your power against mankind; rejoice in your
madness.  And, sweet Emily, it is why I shunned my father’s desire to join
him.  Who would have protected you?  Who would have known firsthand
plots and deviations my mother has routed in order to find you?”  And
still, he moved closer.  “Having lost you twice, it was preferable to
submerge amongst Lumynari hatred.  Now, you are here.”


“Becoming the Dark Prince, defender
of mortals, brings you much regret?”


“Princess Emily of Quemori, Keeper
of The Elders’ magicks, you will always require protection.  We are
bound for eternity. I took my oath with full knowledge it was to remain by your
side forever.”


“As guardian?”


“As lover.  Mate,” azure eyes
narrowed.  “Husband.”


“There’s more, isn’t there?  A
very bad more.”


“Vaifyr.”


Instead of facing her father, she
closed her eyes.  “Tell me.”


“There exists a goddess denied her
beauty as punishment for atrocities not of her choosing,” Inzyr began, his
voice low and even. “Vipers in place of her hair.”


“Medusa.”


“Lovers fail to exist.  A
woman becomes . . .  lonely, no matter her vileness.”


Emily’s eyes snapped open, cold
laughter escaping.  “Who else would dare approach such rage?  Oh,
wait, I know—it’s a stretch—Lumynari?  I thought she had her head cut
off?”


A terrifying realization washed
away her sarcasm.  “You were her lover?  She really existed? 
Well, stupid question, considering what I reside amongst.  But
lovers?  With Medusa?  Dad.  Dude.”  Her nose
wrinkled.  “Didn’t the snakes bite?”


“I am her son.”  


Amber eyes locked and held ancient
amber eyes of her sire.  Both hearts pounded.  “That would make me .
. .” breathing labored.


“Immortal.  And don’t ever
call me dude.”


Her hands fisted.  “So, if
you’d failed to re-enter my life—“


“Never an option.  I would
have one day come for you, vaifyr, your acceptance or not.”


“Big of you.”  Her attention
swerved to her husband.  “And you?  Shall we spring clean your
closets as well?”  His silence left an array of thoughts converging to
their own findings.  She allowed subconscious musings to surface,
undeniable and dreadful facts linking and locking into place.  Dezenial’s
sudden expression of dread confirmed her realizations.


“You’re not just son of Hades and
Shadow, wings hidden.”  She couldn’t control the spasmodic
trembling.  “And those fangs, you are right, have absolutely nothing to do
with being even close to a vampire.”


He only offered a negative shake of
his head, seemingly content for her to jury her own deductions.


“Son of Hades.  Mythology
teaches he’s the god of Underworld.  I think I even read somewhere it was
the Greeks’ version of Hell.”  Her head lolled back, eyed closing as she
continued.  “That would make you—“


“A Daemon.”


“There was mention of that.” 
Amber eyes snapped open.  “I would see you as you truly are.”


“Nay, you will not.  What you
witnessed, during our wedding, is enough.”


“I’ll be damned—oh, look an
accidental pun—if I’m going to push your children from my womb and not know . .
. you are going to show me your true—“


His arms outstretched.  His
body rose to massive proportions, his flesh becoming thick scales of red,
black, and dark blue ribboned with gold.  Mega sized dragon wings
unfurled, his fingers stretching into deadly talons serving no other purpose
than to shred bone and flesh.  Black fire erupted at his feet, yet burned
nothing.  Ember red replaced his eyes, his hair crackling white flames.


Emily didn’t move.


“Come to me, Keer’dra,” he
commanded in a thunderous voice that promised death.  He blinked. 
Eyes returned to azure, and in them, she saw what none living would ever see,
should they be so unfortunate as to awaken this beast.


He feared her revulsion.


Though her heart had no doubt
ceased pulsating blood through her, she charged towards him.  Ensconced in
his winged embrace, she tried not to dwell on what held her; that lethal talons
combed her hair.  “Keer’dra,” he rasped, “now do you understand?”


“That telling you to ‘go to Hell’
is redundant?  Uh huh.  Absolutely. Yep-yep.”


Her father’s laughter eased the
moment.  Dezenial unwrapped his wings from around her.  Her scalp
tightened.  “Dez?!”  Without warning, she clawed him for
balance.  “I can’t see!  Dezenial!”  Wings snapped, enfolding
her again.


“Lean against me.”


“I feel so . . . weird.”  She
shook her head, trying to clear the dips and sways. “I’m standing on a wave.”


She felt herself lifted. 
“Keer’dra?”


Her head lolled.  Dezenial
retracted his wings, hands returning to normal as he placed her gently upon her
father’s couch.  He wedged his booted foot on the other side of her, into
the depths of the cushions.  In a fashion of straddling her, a serrated
blade settled into his open palm.


“You will make it quick.”


“I will not receive joy in what I
must do, but I will not allow her to suffer,” Dezenial stated, his weapon
poised, ready, waiting.  If Aurelia had somehow made good her threat and
Emily awakened insane, she would be beyond dangerous.  She would become
what his mother was.  One goddess wielding such fury, combined with
magicks . . . Emily’s eyes fluttered.  Dezenial was unaware he held his
breath. 


“Orut quaten cefar.”  She
grinned.


Dezenial searched her mind. 
He reared, taking his stance from over her with him.  His look of awe
puzzled Inzyr.  A cutlass manifested in the assassin’s hand.


“Do you remain connected with her
mind?”


“Yes.”


“What do you see?”  Inzyr
asked, scrutinizing his daughter.  If she were now an enemy, his couch
would be her deathbed.  She’d said ‘the warrior kills’ in perfect
Balkorian.  He could barely succeed in having her properly repeat
fundamental words.  Emily sat up, swung her legs off the couch.  His
daughter had not been born with the knowledge all Lumynari are born to. 
She did not know their language in the least.


“They move closer, you know. 
They seek to take me, using the priestess at the door as their way in.” 
Emily rubbed her temples.  “Tell him before he thinks to slice and dice
me, forcing me to rip his throat out.”


Inzyr snorted, his weapon
vanishing.  “Only my vaifyr would dare such impudence.”


“She has been granted ability of
our language and that of the Mountain Elves.  She has been gifted with
power . . . yet, not quite.  It is . . . odd.”  Dezenial hesitated
but a moment before proud continence resumed.  His stance was both regal
and dominant.  “You will look at me,” he commanded, satisfied with her
quick compliance.  “I will have you tell me.”


“I simply know things now.” 
Her head tilted.  “Does it disturb you that I will understand your
conversations with my father?”


He hunkered down in front of her,
his long white hair shrouding his wide shoulders.  “It is more comfortable
to speak in my language.  It fails to have consequences you assume.” 
He searched her eyes.  


 


Inzyr sauntered back to his post,
satisfied Emily remained his daughter.  He refused to dwell on the fact
that Aurelia’s spirit had thrown both he and Dezenial around as if they were
nothing more than sticks.


 


Emily stared back at her husband. 
“What is it you seek, Dezenial? Ah.  I see.”  She caressed the strong
tendons at the back of his neck and pulled him close.  “Perhaps this will
convince you my feelings haven’t changed.”  She licked his sensuous lips
before probing for entrance.  Grabbing fistfuls of her hair, he yanked her
off the couch, allowing her to receive what she requested.  She was the
first to pull away, easing down to stand on her own feet.  “Don’t worry,
Killer, you’re still in command.” A playful shove, delighting in the hesitant
grin she was able to steal from him before his scowl returned. 
“Dez?”  It was her turn to search his eyes.  “Don’t
leave me, now that I’ve changed, okay?”


“I have told you, Keer’dra, you
belong to me.”


He stepped back and briskly
rejoined her father; to leash emotions he’d never experienced.  And none
too soon.  Drakar’s boldness grew.  The perpetrator’s spies were
passing themselves off as vendors.  Tonight’s arena was about to acquire
more participants.


“She lacks awareness of her power,”
Dezenial whispered.


“It is as before, equating your
own?”


“Yes, but I can conjure mine at
will, her temper ignites hers.”


“Then, at all costs, keep her
humored.”  The assassin laughed outright at his liege’s annoyance.


Emily smiled, hearing both males
chuckling like conspiring little boys.  She assumed another arena
recruiting incident unfolded in the market-square, and being males, it was
likened to a boxing match for them.  They probably had already placed
bets.


She leaned back, sighed loudly, and
missed the visual caress Dezenial gave her.  Sinking into the down-filled
pillows amassed on her dad’s couch, she stole a few minutes to mentally
rest.  What a day!  Too many revelations.  Overload of
knowledge.  Nice, cold glass of white wine—


“Dezenial!”


Suddenly, he was next to her. 
Shakily, she pointed at the frosty glass of wine.  “I was thinking how
thirsty . . . how nice wine . . .”  She started shaking.


“Inzyr, my elite are here to
eradicate the offenders, but for now, your daughter and I return to the
palace.”


“As you say, so it will be done.  I
will enjoy this bloodbath.”


“Yes, I knew you would.  Come to
me, Keer’dra.”


Bounding away from the mocking
goblet that had out-of-nowhere appeared, she crashed into his solidness. 
Encircled in powerful arms, she heard his heartbeat, its cadence soothing
her.  “I’m scared.  This is more . . .” she buried her head into him.


“This is nothing; however, if you
imagine something like an ogre,” he chuckled.  “Then we have problems.”


She hit him.


“A great battle is beyond avoidance. 
We must prepare you to be in more control of whatever power you’ve been deigned
to have.  My palace will offer safety.”


“From Drakar?”


“Yes, Keer’dra.”


“Can’t you just turn into that
demon—“


“Daemon.”


“There’s a difference?”


“One protects mortals, the other
rather enjoys feasting on them.”


“Gee, thanks for that. Turn into a
Daemon-thingy and zap him into brimstone.”


Inzyr chortled.


“My mother protects him, though
I’ve a suspicion her graciousness is coming to an end.”


“I don’t want to keep looking over
my shoulder.  I don’t want to be part of this battle.”


“The Outlander is part of this as
well.”


“I won’t return to him,
Dezenial.  I will not!  I won’t let you send me away—“ she yanked
from him.  His strength far outweighed her puny attempt.


“It no longer remains a choice for
you to be privileged with.  As I have stated, you belong to me.”  He
held her tight.  “I will kill your Forest Lord, if he thinks to ever again
harm you with words.  For you, for your human side, I grant him this one
reprieve.  I will not play the humanitarian a second time.”  His hand
moved to the back of her head, fisting her hair.  “Tell me.”


“I am yours.”


“No battle?”


“Not very effective, since we’re
both standing here clothed.”


“Ha!” Inzyr snickered.  “My
chambers are no longer graciously given.  Out. Both of you.”  A
cutlass appeared in one hand, a serrated dagger in another.  “A bloodbath
is about to unfold.”  His smile caused Emily’s heart to hiccup.  “And
right outside my door.  I do appreciate the convenience, my liege.”


Dezenial’s mouth twitched with
amusement.  “As always, I aim to please.” 
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“Is there pain?”


A cursory glance at his captain,
and Broc resumed staring into Elvish fire.  He absorbed none of its warmth,
this blackest of nights.  “Nay.”


“The fire has captivated ye’ for
long hours, brother.”  Garreck settled next to his laird, clutching furs
closer around himself.  “Damn, but it’s cold.  No’ used ta’ long
nights out in the open.  We’ve become coddled, what with our hearths,
roofs, and bedding.”  He watched his breath billow away before speaking
again.  “We assumed after the bonding wi’ Blade, ye’ needed time
alone.”  He leaned closer, conspiratorially.  “ ‘Twas helluva sight
ta’ witness.  Ye’ve no’ spoken of it, these past days.”


“She eavesdropped.  My words
of anger were the last she heard before her abduction.”


“ ‘S’blood!  I warned ye’,
have I not?  Yer’ temper and its bite.”  Garreck eyed the dark void
just beyond the bonfire where light of flame yielded nothing.  Thank Danu
for the accompaniment of Elves and their uncanny eyesight.  Otherwise,
they could be surrounded by Lumynari, and remain none the wiser—‘til their
heads were rolling around in the snow.  Garreck poked a log, sparks
showering.  He watched them for a time, reminded of fireflies in
Quemori.  A home, no longer his.  He’d been in this strange land far
longer than the other.  He knew not whether he would bother to ever
return, should such a time come upon them to make the journey to Quemori. 
He gave his brother a sidelong glance.  Aye, words of anger indeed! 
The Celt had shared with him, Broc’s words of hate; words of filthy
accusations.  Another reason he knew his time, as part of Clan MacLarrin,
was coming to an end.  He had no desire to be laird; he had even less
desire to continue as captain for Broc.  The mohn’s temper had crossed
lines he could no longer stomach.  Remain and eventually lift a sword
against his brother, or embark on a journey into the modern’s realm, for, aye,
tha’ was where he would make his way.  Edinburgh called to him, its
ancient stones comingling with modern comforts.  But, for now, he would
see through his duty to his brother, their present circumstances no’ a time
fer’ personal endeavors.


Garreck craned his neck, looking
high above.  In the firelight, his dark wavy hair glistened like wet
ink.  “Nary a star to guide us.  Ye’ think she lives?”  He
closed his eyes.  “Think you, she holds governance over her own mind?” he
whispered.


“Aye . . . she lives.”  Broc’s
head drooped, and though the night was darker than any of them could remember
having seen in all the centuries they’d roamed, Garreck and those quietly
warming themselves by the fire witnessed the trembling shoulders of their
laird.  


Disheartening silence engulfed Clan
MacLarrin.


After a time, Aunsgar slipped into
their view, gravitating towards the Elvish fire.  Footfalls barely
discernible in the snow, he dropped down next to Broc.  “Aurelia has
passed.”


Broc’s grieving deepened.  


“The Lady Emily?” Reignsfeugh’s
voice cracked.  “She walks amongst our dead?”


Aedan draped an arm around the
ancient clansman.  Tension thickened until pourable from a caldron.


“Give us the worst of it,
Elf.  I’ve sensed for some time there is naught good the secrets you
wrestle,” Broc softly commanded.


“Counsel with Xyn reveals no more
than prearranged frail threads for us to grasp.”  Unable to hide his
defeat, Aunsgar turned from them, absorbing the flames Kelinai had thoughtfully
built for the Outlanders.  Any night, Aunsgar could look above him and
receive guidance from the constellations.  On this night, he and this
party of Elves, Forest Lords and humans were on their own.  “Emily is
Lumynari.”


“Blasphemy!” Aedan hissed,
lurching.  Reignsfeugh’s hand snaked out, yanking the hothead back from
bounding up to attack the prince.


“In a not so distant past, a child
was born.”  Aunsgar had yet to turn from the fire, allowing flames to
hypnotize him into detachment.  “A child of love to a Lumynari and a
human.”


“Unheard of,” Garreck argued.


“The human possessed extraordinary
powers and was shunned from her own kind.  She painted, and in this, found
beauty and isolation from taunts for her lack of eyesight.”


“How could she paint?” Aedan
muttered.


“I assume this was part of her
magicks causing those in her village to be unsettled.”  Aunsgar turned,
looking directly at Broc.  “She died shortly after childbirth.  Her
child was taken above ground, though she’d been claimed.”


“Claimed?”


“As life-mate by an ancient
prince.”


“Drakar,” Broc muttered, cursing.


“Dezenial.”


Garreck fist the air.  “Great
Danu!  ‘Tis why the heathen remained in our vicinity.  ‘Tis why he
was able to find her when that madman kidnapped her!”


“The more of it, Aunsgar,” Laird
MacLarrin commanded, rising.


“Emily remains of her own
accord.  She keeps her own council.”


Aedan lunged, grappled this time by
several men.  The Shield Master found himself plopped down between
Reignsfeugh and Kavan.  Urkani unsheathed his sword, silver glinting in
the flames.  An unmistakable whoosh alerted the Forest Lords to the close
proximity of Elves—their arrows fitted into long bows.  


None would dare charge their prince
again, and remain breathing long enough to witness the coming dawn.


“Will ye’ no’ defend the lass’
honor against what the Elf implicates?” Garreck asked.


“Ye’ canna’ mean ta’ say Lady Emily
remains with the Lumynari willingly!” Reignsfeugh spat.  “I willna’ accept
it.”


Broc’s continued silence settled
rumbling mutters.  At long last, he spoke, though to none in
particular.  “Aunsgar’s words, I know them to be true; visions, as I
sleep.” His stare drifted to the flames, once again, void of emotion.  His
arms tightly folded, barring the world.


“Do we just leave her?” Garreck
demanded, rising as well.  Lady Emily was Lumynari.  It explained
much, to his way of thinking.  “What visions have you suffered,
brother?  What more will unravel our lives?”


“We prepare for the battle that is
but a few sunrises away,” Xyn’s deep voice resonated from the darkness. 
The Elder stepped into the firelight, his heavy black cloak rippling slightly
in the night’s breeze, its ermine hem swishing in the churned snow.  As he
turned his uncanny stare upon each man, tempers diluted, grumbling silenced,
and swords sheathed.  “Regardless her heritage, Emily guards our
secrets, is keeper of power bestowed upon her from Aurelia, some of it
at least.”  He looked behind him.  Forest Lords and mortals peered
into the darkness, but could see nothing beyond the perimeter of
firelight.  “I was not aware Aurelia’s spirit held the ability to accomplish
such a task.  A testament to the strength we underestimated in her.” 
He turned back to the gathered men.  “There is more for Emily to fulfill
then simply guarding our ancient ways in order to save humankind.  ‘Tis
past time Quemori had its queen . . . and the future heirs to the throne she
currently carries.”


Broc flinched.


Understanding dawned on those
present, Aunsgar’s haunted expression, their own now mirroring his.  “Why
would Lady Aurelia choose ta’ leave now?  What heirs?  Lady
Emily?  She be wi’ child? Surely she canna—“


“Och, Aedan, ye’ sound like the
lass when—“  


Finnegan silenced.


Lady Emily was gone.  ‘Twas
too sorrowful to continue the memory of a full-of-life-lass.


Aedan snarled, rabid glare aimed at
their laird.  “Lady Emily didna’ leave just to be traipsing within the
hidden tunnels.  She was running!  I know this as sure as my mother
soars above, adrift in Sister Wind’s arms!  Never will I forget the look
upon the wee lass’ face when I thought ta’ reach her before she slammed the
door to Aunsgar’s room of memories.  Loathing!”


“Aurelia was never to return,” Xyn
interjected, breaking into the tension between Shield Master and laird.


Several angry faces turned to glare
at the Elder.  “What in Lugh’s blood ‘ave we been waiting for then?” 
Reignsfeugh spat.


“The god, Zeus, discovered she was
misplaced.  Rebirth was ordered.”


“Aunsgar has the right of it: Emily
remains below of her own accord,” Broc muttered so softly, he was almost not
heard.  Heirs?  No!  But memory impaled his mind with
what he’d seen hours earlier in his private tent.  ‘Twas the reason 
he brooded alone, out here, in the cold, allowing the flames to wander away
with his mind.  Emily.  So real, he’d reached out to caress
the silkiness of her long white hair.  Then everything else came into
view.  Enfolded in the arms of a Lumynari, void her clothing, her own arms
encircled ‘round his neck, fingers twining his hair and deeply kissing . . . the
Lumynari’s eyes ember-red, gored him from over her head just before biting into
her neck.  Broc flew from his pallet, grabbing his sword, but sliced
instead haunting laughter of phantom images.  He thought for sure madness
set upon him, another shift of grief . . . save for her lingering scent of
vanilla.


“Aurelia resides with her father
now, in the valley beyond the sun.  King Breton summoned her, duty always
first, she answered.  No longer is she a part of Emily.  So too, she
has relinquished her position as Keeper.  She has relinquished these
duties into Emily’s keeping, though I know not if the young woman is aware of
what this truly entails.”


“Emily will never betray you,” Broc
ground out.  Though she betrays us by succumbing to a Lumynari!
 He tried to purge the accusation from his mind.  Emily had no
understanding of Forest Lord history and what devastation Shadow Masters had
caused.  His lids shuttered, hating his mind’s fixation of her in the
throes of passion with another—with the hated enemy.  


She hasn’t been mine in over
thirty-six hundred years.  


Still, he saw her face as
Aurelia’s; therefore, as his wife.  He rocked back on his heels,
the enormity of this self-admission overpowering.


 Reflection of Elvish
firelight made Xyn’s eyes appear to be the color of their beloved thistle
flower.  His stare upon Broc, just as unwavering as their ancient
flower.  “No, she won’t betray me, but we are unable to communicate with
her.  She remains hidden, sequestered in darkness we have no power to
penetrate.”  His steadfast glower did not waver from the Outlander. 
“And, she is content.”  


“Then how do ye’ ken she is with
child?  How can ye’ be sure she remains of her own volition?” Kavan
demanded.


“I have entered their domain under
the guise of being something they would all suspect to come looking for the
human in their midst,” Pendaran answered, and stepped into full view. 
Ageless, his visage was as awe-inspiring now as he was thirty-six hundred years
earlier.  Forest Lords sank to their knees, heads bowed, pulling quaking
moderns down with them.  A myth had come to life before their very eyes,
stories as mysterious as the immortals they guarded.  A druid.  Real
as their own flesh and blood.  ‘Twas an astounding moment, the ageless
wizard’s power and magic emanating the vicinity his presence commanded. 
Several openly gawked.  Others discreetly wiped their eyes, overwhelmed
that legend was in fact truth.  More fervor would be applied, when next
they told the stories.  And the lasses—how they’d blush and giggle when
told of Lord Pendaran’s long black hair, midnight eyes and ancient garb of
leathers, large silver sword at his waist, another strapped to his back.


Broc felt the heat of the ancient’s
stare penetrate the back of his skull.  “My words were in anger.” 
He’d be damned before sliding to his knees—ah, he already was.  Damned for
eternity.  Insane laughter skittered across his mind.  Damned to hear
the echoes of his cruel words about Emily.


“Their meaning as devastating as
your sword,” Pendaran growled, glancing the crowd upon their knees in the
trampled snow.  “Rise. Now is not the time for ways of old.”


“Och, just as well.  Mi’ bones
are too auld ta’ soak in this icy muck.”  Reignsfeugh struggled to his
feet, clutching Aedan as he did so.  But Aedan shrugged free the hand
attempting to hold him back.


“What words?”


“I was angry, pup.”


“Aye, called the woman whore,”
Kavan shouted, “and that she beds Garreck and Pendaran, all the while, plotting
our demise!” 


Garreck was dumbfounded.  He
sought Reignsfeugh who simply shrugged.  The Celt had not told the all of
it.


“Emily stood within earshot of yer’
yellin’ just as I rounded the corner and stepped into an alcove ta’ see why she
cried.”  Kavan stomped closer.  Garreck drew his sword and stepped in
front of the MacLarrin, waylaying the tower guard’s  advance.


“ ‘Tis our laird.”  Garreck’s
eyes narrowed, the rest of his message not requiring words.


“Only hope stopped me, hope
I’d no’ heard correctly words so ugly, I craved bloodletting.  Yers’,
MacLarrin!  Ye’ accused her of treason and whorin’!”  Kavan glared,
fists clenching and unclenching.


“I’ll kill ye’!” Aedan launched
onto Broc’s back, hammering fists against the face and skull of his
laird.  “I could ‘ave claimed her as mine!  ‘Twas my right!  She
gave her life fer me when Lumynari attacked! ‘Tis why I attempted,” Aedan
pummeled Broc’s head with each word, “ta’ give mine ta’ her when that bastard,”
another wallop to Broc’s face, “took her!”  His fist graduated to
choking.  “I respected yer’ oath of guardianship.  I respected ye ‘as
our laird!”  


Broc twisted.


Aedan yelped, his body hurtling
towards the flames.  An arm snaked out, smacking Aedan from the air,
waylaying him from landing in fire.  Broc’s sword freed, an ancient battle
cry wrenching from deep within his soul.


The undeniable hiss of several
claymores and broadswords being unsheathed filled the night.


“Nay, MacLarrin.  Ye’ll no’
fight against any o’ us for yer’ betrayal of Lady Emily.  Ye’ cast her
aside when she was yer wife; ye’ cast her aside when she was yer’ ward.”


“Move aside, Celt,” Broc
snarled.


Reignsfeugh’s voice remained calm,
his gaze steady.  “Cool yer’ head, mohn.  We stand by yer’ side ta’
fight the Lumynari, but her Shield Guard has the right ta’ defend his lady.”


“She is mine!”  Broc
staggered.  Claymore slipped from his fingers.  His admission sobered him
like a slap.


“Not for a very long time,” Xyn
corrected before turning away and melding into the dark.


“Here,” Garreck proffered a flask
to his laird.  “ ‘Twill help yer’ mind as well as ease some o’ this cold.”


Broc slowly accepted.  Neither
brother commented on how badly Broc’s hand trembled.


“You will tell us what you saw of
Emily,” Aedan demanded of Pendaran.  “How she fares.  How could you
guise yourself, yet the Elders dare not enter the Lumynari lair?”  Aedan
rotated his shoulder and glared venom at Broc before returning his scowl upon
the druid.


“A powerful priestess travels as a
shadow, when spying for her goddess.”  Pendaran’s black hair billowed,
lifting, then settling the length of his back.  Sister Wind, they noted,
could not help herself.  It was the same with Aunsgar’s hair. 
Always, the Elemental made them aware of her presence, lifting their hair,
weaving her fingers through the tresses, smoothing them down.


“Emily remains blind to her power
unless provoked to protect herself or those she feels are in her care.” 
Pendaran locked gazes with Broc.  “Dezenial desires to return her to the
light.”


“Used her, now discards her.” 
Broc spit.


“Protects his twins she carries.” 
Pendaran rather enjoyed the effect of several men sitting heavily, ogling in
shock.  But mostly, he enjoyed the contortion upon the MacLarrin’s
face.  His pain was but a small payment for having failed—again.
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“Okay, so, if I clap my hands once,
and focus on shadows, darkened alcoves or corners of rooms or unlit caverns
or—“


“Or my bed . . .”  Dezenial
growled.


“I can barely walk as it is.”


“Keer’dra!”  Booming
laughter filled their chamber.


Emily raised her hands and clapped
once.


And vanished.


“Oh-my-God!”  Emily
stepped from a dark corner and waved at her husband.  “This is just
too cool!”  Another clap echoed.  “Wooot!”


Dezenial rolled his eyes, his wife
squealing from their bedroom.


“Gotta do it again!” 
Giggling, envisioning where next she desired to be, Emily manifested in an
alcove boasting a locked door.  “What’s in this room?”


“Never enter.  Never
allow your curiosity to rule.  A portal, such as is in your father’s
dwelling.”


“To?”


“To Otherworld, Emily.  You
cannot return if you pass through that door.”


“Can you?”


“I am Daemon.  The way is most
open to me.”


“Pfff, your dad and I are going to
have to discuss my having a few keys to your territories.”


Another clap and another squeal,
this time a bit further, as it sounded like she’d appeared in their gathering
room.  Dezenial settled his tall frame into a leather chaise recliner—a
human comfort he much enjoyed.  Thoroughly amused, he watched and listened
as Emily vanished and reappeared repeatedly.  His long legs crossed, a rare
moment of complete leisure.  He’d allowed her to drink from him again, this
time yielding to the awakening of her carnal desire.  The vixen had then,
thanks to a certain assassin unable to keep his mouth shut, wanted to know how
a true Lumynari made love.


She’d proven to be an apt
pupil.


His inner thigh, where she’d bitten
and drank from him while working wonders with flames emitting from her hand,
had ignited in him something never experienced—


His hair was viciously yanked,
jerking his neck!


Howling, he rocketed from his
chair.  Emily was nowhere for him to latch onto and throttle. 
“Insolent witch!  I command you to return, sorceress!”


Silence.


Not even a giggle.  Emily never
contained mirth when besting and pranking him.  He frowned.  Had she
yanked in fear?  


Keer’dra? 


Nothing.  She’d sworn oath
never to use her newfound power to shut him from her mind.


“Dez . . .”  Emily appeared. 
And yelped, falling to her knees.  Huddled.  Shaking.  Teeth
chattering. “I don’t . . . feel . . . help me.”


She was lifted, carried and gently
settled onto his lap.  “You will tell me, Emily, did you enter the
portal?” Her skin was ice.  Her mind remained closed.


“No.  I don’t know. 
Darkness was everywhere.  No sound.  No light.  So cold.” 
She curled into fetal position.  “A chasm, Dez.”  Convulsive
swallowing commenced.  “I think I’m going to . . . gag.”  Color
drained from her.  Cold sweat beaded across her brow.


“I warned you are with child. 
We will have to be more careful what magicks you practice.”  His cool hand
rested upon her cheek, incantations muttered to slow her racing heart.  As
her body warmed, her mind thawed.


And their connection renewed. 



Drakar!


The Lumynari grew bold.  Which
meant, he was becoming desperate.  Dezenial pondered this for several long
seconds while sifting Emily’s hair through his fingers, encouraging her to
relax as she regained her balance.  Either his mother’s patience for
Drakar drew to an end, or Shadow had somehow ascertained Emily was about to
slip from her grasp.  A mental command and Daemon Elites closed ranks
throughout his palace.


“Why do I hear Drakar’s name in
your mind, Dez?”


“He borrows magicks from my mother
in an attempt to pull you from my protection.”


“Is that where I was?”


His arms tightened around
her.  “I believe so. Do not fear, little one.  That band on your arm
is not something anyone down here is aware of—not even my bitch of a mother. 
The elite wrapped around your arm is immune to Shadow’s powers; can pulverize
her.


“We should then hold out hope she
succeeds in pissing this whatever-around-my-arm off.  Why don’t you just end
her miserable existence, once and for all?”


“Certain rules we gods have to
obey; however, should she cross the line, I am free to do what you suggest. 
And that, little one, is authority given to me from Zeus.”


“You sound hopeful.”


“My mother killed a child.  It
wasn’t the first time, and it wasn’t the last, but it scarred me.  Because I
dared show sentiment, I was punished until my father arrived.”


Emily huddled against him. 
“This only convinces you more to send me atop.”


He kissed the top of her
head.  “Yes.”  His voice was very resigned.  “I cannot allow
anything to happen to you, and now, you are in a very delicate state. 
When my mother realizes you are pregnant, her determination to claim your soul
will increase in ways I’d rather not have you even remotely near.”


“There’s no way I’m already
pregnant, and there’s especially no way you could know.”  No sooner
said, than her hand slammed against her mouth and she was shoving away from
him, making a beeline for the bathing chambers.  Moments after emptying
the contents of her stomach, followed by rib-aching dry heaves, a cold cloth
pressed against her face.


“Dez.  This isn’t
exactly how I want you seeing me.”


Dezenial swept her up into his arms,
this time carrying her to their bed.  “Keer’dra, you will remain under my
watch, even though it is now easier.”


“It’s the main reason you finally
claimed me—just to make . . . your life easier.”


“The rewards of tasting you each
night make it well worth the agony I must suffer being in your company by day.”


“And you wonder why the black widow
kills her mate.”  Emily groaned.  “Maybe all the flitting about, I
simply suffer vertigo.”  She eyed him.  “Pregnancy . . . pfff.”


He pulled the quilt up to her
chin.  “You know I must sit on council today.  Eldaryn will protect
you.”  He would counsel the Daemon death squad to ferret out
Drakar’s priestess, obviously loaned to him by his mother.  A well-known
fact down here in Balkore: Drakar was useless with spells.  The only way
he’d been able to pull Emily into a dimension was through Shadow.  Perhaps
he should eradicate his mother’s entourage as well?  It has been
four-thousand years since my last rage cost her dearly.  Apparently, she
needs reminding. Then again, having claimed Emily as his own versus
bringing her to Shadow was a dangerous dance he’d chosen to participate in.


“Must I keep that dog in here?”


Dezenial chuckled.  “That dog,
as you persist in continuing to call it, will protect you better than any
Shadow Master, save your sire.  Besides, I trust Eldaryn more right now
than most who claim allegiance.”


“I’m not ungrateful, Dez, just
tired of feeling sick.  It’s making me bitchy—“


He snorted.


“Are you implying I’m always
bitchy?”


“It is not an implication. 
You are Lumynari.  Ill temper and ill repute are expected . . . and
admired.”


She waved him off.  “I’m just
tired.  No Lumynari, no evil, just good ole’ fashioned exhaustion.  I
think we have to give sex a break for a while.”


He suckled her fingers.


She snatched her hand back. 
“Okay, so sex is staying, but I think I’ve just been through too much, too
fast, and my body is finally shutting down and having itself a fit of sorts,
though I’m starving for super spicy food too, and that surely doesn’t make—“


Dezenial placed a finger over her
mouth, silencing her barrage.  “Keer’dra.  You are with child.” 



She rolled over, presenting her
back to him.


“Temper tantrums do not improve my
mood.”  He rolled her right back over.  “You will rest.  When
I’ve finished my obligations, I’ll take you on a short journey.  You’ll
enjoy its end result.”


“Sex?”


“No, you lustful wench, not
sex.”  His boyish grin made her blush and laugh.


“See, get a girl pregnant, and
she’s no longer needed.”


His lips delicately touched hers,
his hand splaying her abdomen.  She felt cherished.


“Mine, Keer’dra.  Never
forget how much I enjoy the domination and claiming of you, as I have done for
these past several days since taking you as my mate.”


She forced his hand to squeeze her
breast.  “How can you know that I’m with child?”


In answer, he deftly separated the
buttons of her shirt and slipped her offering from his hand to her mouth. 
She arched, his suckling becoming ravishment.  Just as quickly, he raised
his head.  “Observe.”


Milk seeped from her breast. 
“That’s impossible!  I would only be in my first trimester.”


“You’re Lumynari.”


“Im’pyur, to be precise.”


“Mine, to be exact.”


“I’m pregnant, Dez.  We’re
pregnant.”


He smiled lovingly, caressing her
face, his other hand sliding down, possessing where her womb lay.  His
head jerked.  He shifted and stared at her abdomen, frowning.


“Dez?”


He looked up at her.  Lumynari
warrior, sovereign at that, Dark Prince, wore such an uncommon look of surprise
on his face . . . ‘twas more unsettling than if he’d donned a halo.


“You’re scaring me,” she
whispered.  “Oh, God!  It’s a gargoyle, isn’t it?  Do you know
how cruel kids can be, his days at school will be awful, his little horns—“


“Emily, for the love
of Hades,” he shook his head, laughing.  “Gargoyle?  Only Daemon
Elites can morph into such creatures.  No, it is something I’ve
suspected.  There beats two hearts.”


Her mouth moved several
times.  She clamped it shut and looked down at her stomach.  Finally,
she found her voice.  “Twins?” It still came out as a squeak.


He scoot down, petal soft kisses
tickling where his babies rested.  “Keer’dra,” he whispered caressingly,
“you are most beautiful.”


“You’ll hurry?”


“Not in the least.”  He stood,
covering her again.  “Eldaryn!”


Eight-hundred pounds of beast
padded in.  “You bellowed?”


“Protect her.  None enter but
Inzyr.  Kill any unless it’s Daemon, or Cianna.”


“A most anticipated pleasure. 
Shall I save them for your questioning, or am I granted your permission to
feast?”


Emily shuddered.  A two-headed
dog sat back upon its haunches, watching her with one head, Dezenial with the
other.  A groan escaped her as she collapsed back on the pillows. 
The snout of the beast raised, its other joining in unison, sniffing
loudly.  “Your mate is with child.”


Emily groaned.  “Is nothing
sacred?” 


Beast and Shadow Master exchanged
words in a language not even Emily’s odd powers could decipher.  Both
males studied her for long moments in silence.  She felt like a lab
experiment gone horribly wrong.  Her eyes narrowed.  Dezenial grinned
before taking his leave.


Silence weighed down on her,
Dezenial’s footfalls having long lost their echo hours past.  And still,
one pair of eyes watched her and panted, the other set watched the door.


“Why must you stare at me?”


“You were ordered to rest.”


“I cannot sleep with something
staring at me.”  She swept the hair off her neck, twisted its length, then
dropped the rope down beside her head across the pillow.  “Just come up
here.”


“I am not a household pet.” 
The bed dipped precariously.  Emily lurched and grabbed fistfuls of the
blankets, saving herself from rolling off.  She’d not taken into
consideration the beast’s weight.  It was akin to having invited a polar
bear up onto the bead.


“It’s very unsettling to have one
head glowering at me, the other watching the door.”


Eldaryn licked his chops.


“Oh, I feel much
better.”  She caressed her abdomen, turned on her side and moaned.


“It is always difficult in the
beginning.”


“You’re an expert on human
pregnancy?”


“Somewhat.”


Emily lifted her head a bit. 
“Do tell.”


“I guarded the nursery.”


“You were in charge of babies?”


“You sound doubtful.”


“You look the type that watched
them as your next meal.”


Almost, Emily could swear the dog
grinned as he answered.  “Human flesh was a delicacy I was tortured to
watch over for the trolls.”


“Oh, God!”  Emily lurched from
the bed and ran for dear life for the toilet.  She was on her knees,
hugging the porcelain basin when panting warmed her back.  “Tell me
Dezenial rescued you, and this is some sort of debt you will soon be free
from.”  Emily kept her face aimed into the basin.


“I am not a dog.  Why would I
need rescuing?  And, no, I will not be separating myself from your
presence anytime soon.”


“There’s a scar of missing fur
under your jaw.”


“Chains.”


“You require them?”


The beast dipped one of his hulking
heads, nosing her away from the toilet.  “Wash your face with cold
water.  It helps.  Balance yourself against me, and I will guide you
back to your pallet.”


“Okay . . . in a . . . minute.”


“No.  Iron in your body is
inadequate.  You are about to faint.  You will obey me.”


“How the hell . . . do you know . .
. my ears are ringing.”  Dezenial!


Eldaryn nudged her roughly, forcing
her to lie down upon cold tiles.  One gigantic paw cushioned her, the other
lightly, but firmly, held her down.


“What are you . . .”  Everything
floated away. 


Ringing.


A voice.  Far off. 
Steadily closing in.  No, not right.  Someone spoke . . . through a
snorkel?  Odd.  Sticky.  Cold.  Clammy.  Hot.


“I cannot obtain water for
you.  I cannot obtain food, unless you are interested in fresh kill? No?
Nourishment is what you need.”


The beast sat upon haunches, again
with the one head trained on her, the other on the bathroom door.


“I passed out?”


“Can you stand?”


“I think so.”  She turned her
head a bit.  “Maybe in a minute or two.”


“Use me.”  The beast nudged
her, helping her with its solid stance as crutch for her to get up and hold
onto during her stumble towards her bed.  Her brow beaded with
sweat.  Gratefully, she collapsed upon down softness.  The last bit
of strength she owned was used to pull up the coverlet.  In tight fetal
position, she promised herself she’d never move again.  Eldaryn lay
against her back, one head resting upon her thigh, staring at her face, the
other watching the door.


“What are you doing?”


“You are cold.  I produce
enough heat to warm you.”  His body shuffled, closing any gaps that may
have existed between human and animal.  “Just do not think to pet my
head.  I am not a dog.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it.”  Heat
radiated.


“Dezenial’s mate.  You were
correct.  I was rescued.  Trolls owned me.  Snow trolls.”


“Snow trolls?”


“The most hungry; therefore, the
most feared.”


“The chain was to keep you
leashed?”


“The chain was used to hang me.”


Emily’s eyes snapped open. 
“You were being killed?”


“No.”


“Dog or not, I do not like
riddles.”


“I was being used as sport.”


“What happened to the troll?”


“I understand you are forbidden to
enter the palisade containing the arena?”


“How do you know?”


“My guarding you is not reserved
for those times in which you can observe me.  Dezenial knows of your
desire to see arena battles.  If you enter the passageway leading to that
area, I am to carry you as a mother would her pup, and if need be, drag you by
a leg—though I must say, the taste of your flesh—“


“Know this, mutt, one drop of
saliva touches my skin, you will be a rug I wipe my feet upon. 
Questions?”


“I’ll make a list of them. 
Dezenial warned you lacked fear.”


“I’m going to sleep.  Leave me
alone.”


“I have been ordered to—“


“Sleep, Rover.”


“Your lacking fear will—“


“Rover?”


He eyed her malevolently.


“I am grateful you were in the
bathroom with me, and helped me back in here.  Please don’t let anything
harm me.  I’m so tired of sleeping with one eye open when Dez is away.”


“Dez—uh hem.  Should
even air disturb your rest, I will attack with a vengeance.”


Emily grinned, nuzzled deeper into
her pillow, her eyes closing.


“Dezenial’s mate?” it whispered.


One amber eye slitted.


“Save what pride I have left and
keep the name Rover our secret.”  Eldaryn actually smirked, the
other head swiveling to glance its agreement before returning its death watch
upon the door.


Emily fell into a deep sleep,
grinning.
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Emily’s eyes snapped open.


As did the beast guarding her.


She scrambled up, clutching the
snout resting upon her thigh.  “Not a word,” she whispered.  The head
snatched away from her.


“It is not for you to decide.”


Emily snatched Eldaryn’s snout
again.  “Trust me in this.”  She scooted from the bed.  “Come
with me.”  A slight shift in atmosphere, and Emily knew, what had awakened
her, now broke through invisible defenses.  It currently lurked down
below, in Dezenial’s gathering hall.


“I have grown to like this
particular coat of fur.  Very few of us are flattered with gray instead of
the dreaded brown.”


“Dezenial won’t skin you.”


“He is Lumynari.  He will make
me rip the fur out myself.”


“Revolting.  Silence. We’re
about to have company.”  Emily dropped her voice down to barely audible
levels.  “Into the water.”


“I cannot protect you—“


“It will be I who protects you,
mutt.  Into the water—I command it!” She shoved hard.


Emily’s scalp tightened.  The
change was coming over her.  But now, she remained coherent.  There
was magic Dezenial taught her to hone; there was power she knew existed
deep within her, intuitively understanding it was forbidden to exploit. 
And right now, rules be damned.  Nothing would endanger her unborn
babies.


A black mass began sieving its
entrance.


Emily became one with surrounding
black marble.  Stepping back, she melded into the glossy surface. 
Eldaryn could scarce believe his eyes—all four of them!  He stilled. 
And watched Dezenial’s mate fade, yet her heartbeat still pounded against his
ears.  How could a human exhibit Shadow Master ability?  She’d become
part of the wall!  Strange, this human-Lumynari.  Special.  None
he allowed close to him, trust obsolete.  She’d called him Rover. 
Four yellow eyes blinked, barely surfacing the dark water.  Her heart
pounded against his keen hearing.  His dark snouts twitched a bit, seeking
scent of enemy.  Lacking.  His eyes swung to the wall confirming
Dezenial’s mate still ceased to be visible, then swung to the bedroom.  A
shadow loomed!  It hovered near the bed the human-Lumynari had moments ago
slumbered upon . . . slumbering as he’d watched over her.


She’d trusted him enough to close
her eyes, and sleep.


The shadow pooled the
doorway.  Hesitation.  Throbbing.  As if a plug had been pulled,
it abruptly cascaded in, slinking along the floor.  


She had pushed him into the
water—why water?  


The darkness of shadow contorted
into various shapes as it traveled atop the onyx tile, stopping at the edge of
the bathing pool.  A piece of the shadow stretched . . . touched the
water, and recoiled.


Interesting.  A Shadow Master
had no aversion to water.  So what was this entity weaving throughout the
bathing chamber?  Dezenial’s mate had known he would be safe in
water.  Her concern had been for him!  But, what of herself? 
Did this traveling shadow have an aversion for walls?  Isn’t this how it
had gained access?  A solid door had not stopped its intrusion!  A
heavily guarded door!  He had sworn oath to protect Dezenial’s most
treasured—“


Shhh, my friend.  You
cannot attack what does not bleed.  Wait it out.  It seeks only
information, nothing more.


Eldaryn whimpered.  He never
whimpered.  The human-Lumynari had spoken to him through his mind. 
His mind!  How could this be?  Even the all-powerful Dezenial
lacked ability to mentally converse with him!


Black pulsating darkness bobbed and
weaved a few more times, oozing around the basin and sink.  Abruptly, it
vanished.


“Come, Eldaryn, we are alone.”


The beast slinked from the water.


“Oh, shake and stop your
pouting.  I’ll find you a nice prisoner to pounce and sink your gargantuan
teeth into.”


Eldaryn complied, spraying water
everywhere.  Emily shrieked, her raised arms doing little to ward off the
shower.  She spun away, laughing.  “Eldaryn!  I’m soaked!”


The beast settled back down. 
“What are you?”


“Pardon?”


“Your words were in my mind. 
You blended with the wall. You hid from a priestess and knew water would hide
me.”


“That, my new fanged friend, was no
priestess.”


Emily removed her sodden nightgown.


“I appreciate you sharing the
viewing of your body.”


“Perhaps you’d also appreciate me
placing you on a leash and taking you for a walk?  We could begin in the
market square.”


Eldaryn turned around, sighing at
the taxing effort it cost him before plopping down, his tails swishing the
tile.


“It knows I’m with child.  You
can turn around now, and stop wagging your damn tails, you’re shedding!”


“It did labor around the
contraption you were sick into.”


Emily rolled her eyes.  She’d
changed into a long heavy skirt hugging her legs, and falling low upon her
hips.  She’d enjoy her flat stomach for all of the few weeks she had left
before maternity wear would be needed.  Twins! Gah.  She looked down,
incredulous that two babies were growing inside.  Where they’d find
room, she had no idea.  She wore a sleeveless tunic, the armband doing as
Dezenial promised: radiating just enough heat to warm her when she wasn’t
cocooned in blankets.  


“C’mon.  We’ll eat while
awaiting my husband’s return.  I assume you want your meal raw?”


“I prefer you answer my questions.”


Emily swung around, the skirt
swishing like whispers upon her legs.  She held her hand in front of her,
palm up.  Blue flames leapt and curled, folding inside themselves. 
They snuffed without any more than a thought.  


Both Eldaryn’s’ heads
scrutinized the woman.


“Be wary your demands, Rover. 
I protect that which I feel kinship towards, and slaughter those thinking to
harm me or mine.”  Void of expression, Emily locked Eldaryn’s stare to her
own, her eyes now glowing amber.  Without warning, she snapped around, briskly
walking away.  “Coming?”


“I think Dezenial and I will be
renegotiating my status.”


“You won’t have long to wait. 
He should be . . . roaring . . . in here right . . . about—“


“Keer’dra!”  


Guards surged in after him,
javelins, cutlasses, and hand axes drawn, fanning out, searching.


“Trick or treating again?”


“It fails to be the time for your
humor, ari.”


“Mate, in case you needed
translating,” Eldaryn grumbled.


“Thank you, mutt.  I haven’t
mastered fluent Hell yet.  I’m fine.  Beast here protected me.”


Dezenial scoffed.  “A great
battle to be sure.  Tell me, does the enemy now float in my bathing
waters?”


Still dripping, Eldaryn sauntered
closer to the Lumynari.  “You forgot to mention your life-mate has a
temper and curious powers.”  Both heads stared balefully at the
warrior.  Without warning, Eldaryn’s body erupted into a formidable shake
of drenched fur.


Saturated Dark Prince hissed and
bared his fangs up at the beast.


Nonplussed, the hellhound loped
towards his new mistress.  Snorfing back laughter, Emily pretended
interest in sorting meats.


“Eldaryn!  Your fur is a thing
of the past!”


Emily giggled.  “Here, Rover,
catch!”  A large steak whizzed through the air.


Eldaryn ducked.


A loud whack was the only
forewarning something dreadful occurred.


All present became shock-still.


Even the raw steak adhering to
Dezenial’s face.


Hellhound rocketed into the
sleeping chambers.


“Emily!”  Meat burbled,
Dezenial’s voice muted from under it.


Hysterical giggles bubbled up and
spilled over.  Emily slid to the ground, uproariously laughing. 
Warriors backed away, the crazed woman surely about to die.


“Remove this from my face!” 
Meat fluttered, making Dezenial lisp.


“Can’t,” Emily gasped.  “On .
. . your own.”  Submerged deeper into laughter, she failed to notice her
stalker.  


“I should beat you.”


She opened tear-filled eyes to see
a pair of boots standing near her collapsed form.  “I swear . . . so not
planned!”  She dared peek up at him.  Huge mistake.  He was
sogged, his hair plastered.  “Oh, God!”  Holding her sides, she fell
onto her side, laughing harder.  Smacking the floor failed to provide air.


“I will wait.”


Burying her fists into her stomach,
she laughed harder, sure her sides would literally split.  Slowly,
oh-so-slowly, sanity returned.  In small increments, she was able to first
sit, dry her eyes, then, eventually look at her husband without exploding into
guffaws.  His eyes were twinkling.  


“Tell me of the visitor.”


“You lack alarm.”


“I am Lumynari.  You would
have me show fear?”


“You could fake it.”  His
outstretched hand was grasped, pulling her up from the floor.  With a damp
towel, she mopped meat residue from his face.  “God, Dez, that has to be
the funniest damn thing I’ve ever seen.”


His lips twitched.  “Glad to
amuse you.”


“Notice the mutt took off running?”


“I’m aware the fiend bolted.”


She sniffed, mirth still leaking
from her eyes.  “Our visitor knows I’m with child—oh, and apparently, I
can change my body to blend with a background I press myself against.”


“I am aware of your newly discovered
Shadow Master skills.  Your father’s conceit will now have no
limits.  You still do not know all your capabilities?”


“Nah.”  She gave a negative
shake of her head.  “Magic just seems to come knocking with such clarity
and comfort . . . annoying, really.  Was it the same for Aurelia?”


“Doubtful.  Perhaps this has
merit.”


“It’s an odd feeling.  What of
you?  Did you accomplish what you set out to do during your official
duties?”


“You must return to the light.”


“Oookay.”


“Shadow grows desperate.  Her
rage over my betrayal . . . the hearsays Inzyr and I are receiving—“


Emily stopped foraging in the cold
box.  “I’m not leaving.”  The door slammed shut with a loud whump. 
“We argued about this last week!”  She jabbed above her.  “I’m not
going up there without you!”


“I’m sleeping in here!” Eldaryn
shouted from the room.


“You really wish me to
leave?”  Emily’s eyes welled up.  “Just like everyone else,
huh?  I’m irritating to you now.  Just like Broc, Peter . . . I’m
insignificant—“


Dezenial charged, but she threw up
her hands, warding him off and shoved past him.  “No!  Fine! 
I’ll leave.”  Her arm was gripped.  She was swung around and slammed
against his strong frame.


“You will look at me, now.”


“No.”


The back of her hair was yanked,
her head arching back.  Pulsating red gaze met with tearing amber. 
“I am Lumynari.  Romancing you is a ridiculous notion you waste your time
harboring.  Heed my words: you belong to me.  You are not going
anywhere that I will not be with you.  Occasionally, I will remember to tell
you of my love for you, only because humans need to hear such words.”  His
grip tightened.  “No, Emily, do not squirm, thinking to pull away from
me.  Ever.  I do not speak words, but it does not mean I don’t feel
them.”  His lips descended down closer to hers.  “Keer’dra, does not
my heart pumping fire and my eyes burning when I look upon you speak louder
than your silly words?”  His hand moved to caress her abdomen.  “Do
not the lives I placed within your womb speak of who I am to you?”


“What’s wrong with
me?”  She whimpered.  “I know all this.  I feel everything
you’ve said.  I don’t want you to become some sap.”  Her eyes spilled
their tears, her forehead falling against his powerful chest.  “I feel
like I’m on an emotional rollercoaster, commonsense evading me every minute.”


“You are with child.  It will
make you cry, sleep, sick, eat, but most of all, it will make me wish to take
my own life.”


“You are evil incarnate.”


“Thank you, madam, for your
compliment.  I try my hardest.”


“Your hold on my hair is giving me
a headache.”


He tightened his grip.


“Bad day at the office, honey?”


She knew, without looking, that his
fangs extended.  His hold relaxed.  “You are very possessive and in
need of serious anger management.”


“Come, I promised you an outing.”


“Aren’t you going to bite me
first?”


“No, imp.”


“You’re in a foul mood.”  She
held up her hand.  “More than normal Lumynari rage.”  Emily grabbed
her boots, and sat down on Dezenial’s very modern recliner.  He
confiscated her shoes from her.  At her questioning glance, he motioned
for her foot, having hunkered down.  Placing her foot upon his
leather-clad knee, she was almost tempted to move her foot ever-so-lower and
gently kneed—


“You most certainly will not.”


“You know you’d like it.”


“Precisely.”


“So, putting on my boots . . .
kinda contradicts that Lumynaries are above romance thing.”


“First, how many times will I have
to tell you I don’t sound like that when I talk?  Second, this is simply
dressing you during your delicate state.”


“I’m half Lumynari.  There is
nothing delicate about me.”


“A real warrior.”  He smirked.


“I can hold my own.”


He hissed, imitating
Spinners.  She repelled.  “That’s cheating!” Trying to pull
her foot away proved useless.  He held tightly, chuckling and hissing
until she squealed. 


“Your fear of spiders . . . so human.”


“I’ll get even.”


He waggled a finger at her. 
“No, now we’re even for that meat-madness landing on my face.”


Reminded of the visual, she burst
out laughing.


“Give me your other foot, imp.”


“Can’t we just stay here . . . and
have lots of sex?”


“I’m still sleeping in here!” 



“I think at your next council, you
should seek implementing animal control,” Emily said overly loud.


“Would you look at that,” Eldaryn
shouted.  “Fleas!”


Dezenial’s booming laughter filled their
private quarters, the next sound filling the room the unmistakable rustle of
scratching.  Emily shuffle-ran towards their chambers, one boot on, the
other halfway laced up, her lunatic screams and threats to burn Eldaryn’s hide
easing the Dark Prince’s foul mood.
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Strength and grace weaved in and
around her aura.  Dezenial’s heart swelled.  His Emily had come a
very long way from the silly young woman venturing from her homeland into
his.  How many would have succumbed to madness upon introduction to the
wonders of the realm he and the Forest Lords resided in—Forest Lords he would
be sending her back to.


Though battling him at first, she’d
gracefully acquiesced his gift of slaves—servants, she’d amended. 
He observed while she concentrated during Cianna’s teachings of sorting through
various fungi’s for consumption, poisoning, and healing.  Some of the
rotted mass pouring forth from their jars wafted such noxious odors, Emily ran
with hand over her mouth.  He’d had her servants quickly remove those
particular jars, reassuring Cianna no true harm had been committed.  Their
dwelling had been depleted of anything emitting odors that could possibly upset
his mate.  Cianna had felt awful.  He’d smiled and given her reassurances,
then teased her for the contradiction of being an elite, yet sensitive.


 


Some of the older servants thought
this would finally be Cianna’s downfall, for one did not upset the mate of a
Lumynari.  Little did they realize how long she’d been a part of this
Lumynari’s life.  Once, so long ago, that several ages had weaved across
the terrain above, she’d hoped to call Lord Dezenial her own.  She’d been
young and silly.  A maiden with no worldly experience.  So much
better to call the tall proud god friend, for, as a lover, she’d have been
forgotten.  And when she would have perished, trying to save Zaiyne’s
life, Lord Dezenial had asked if she would prefer death or to be one of his
elite.  Hades had gifted her with powers none of Dezenial’s current
elite’s possessed.  She was now more a sister to Lord Dezenial than
friend, both having shared grief and anger over Zaiyne and, later, Aurelia.


Her eyes misted.


She missed Zaiyne, the laughter and
friendship they’d shared.  It had been like losing a sister.  The
treachery was an ache that had not subsided with time.  And now, she had
Emily to watch over.  She liked Emily.  Unlike soft-spoken Zaiyne,
Emily was fire.  Unlike Aurelia, Emily did not always obey.  A smile
touched her lips as she dared a peek at the proud god she served.


“Cianna, you may go.  I’m sure
you would enjoy time to call your own?”


Deeply, she bowed, backing away
before turning to rise again, as had been taught to her during her
childhood.  It was a habit Emily had been trying to make her forget. 
“Your highness, there is the lord’s dinner under that cover, and yours under
the blue one.  I added a pinch of spice to yours, as you requested.”


Emily smiled her gratitude. 
“Have you eaten?”


“I have friends asking me to join
them.”


“Ah.  I’ll see you tomorrow?”


Cianna bowed her head.  “But,
of course.”


Emily stared at the door for long
moments after Cianna had left.


“Keer’dra?”


Emily could still hear the tinkling
bells of Cianna’s anklets.  “She loves you, deeply.”


“I will remove her eyes.”


Emily gasped.


“I practice humor.”


“It needs work.”  Emily still
eyed the door, frowning.  “Not lust-love.  The kind of love someone
feels for a brother.”  Emily padded over to her jars and began spinning
their lids back on.  “There’s a history there between the two of
you.  You’ll have to fill me in, one day.”


“Speaking of history and secrets .
. . a Lumynari does not dally as I have, allowing you to remain silent
regarding our visitor the other day.”


Emily merely looked at him and
continued cleaning up.


“A priestess does not fear water.”


“No, but Pendaran’s form would have
manifested, Lumynari water clinging to him like oil.”


How dare she not flinch that he’d
known!


“You would protect him in my
domain?”  Glittering red rubies in firelight, his eyes smoldered.


“Pendaran’s desire was not to
formulate a rescue.  He simply gathered knowledge.”  She paused,
looking across the room at him, her own eyes now glittering.  “I did not
see him, but rather, felt his identity.  There was no granting him
entrance.  I barely had time to hide and observe.”  She shook her
head, disgusted.  “You sit there and imply I’ve done something
treacherous.”  She didn’t bother waiting for anything he could possibly
say.  There existed nothing she wanted to hear.  The last of her lid
spun tight.  She ignored him.  Dick.  She lifted the blue
dome and sampled what Cianna had cooked.  Rice, beans, and some sort of
meat . . . pork?


Silence gulfed.  She did not
like this breech.


“Pendaran has never exhibited
fondness towards Broc.”


“I hardly need history lessons,
Keer’dra.  I was there.”


“Testy, aren’t we?  What’s
wrong?  Prisoners running low?  No one to torture?”  She slammed
down the blue dome back over her plate.  


“I have misplaced my tongue slicing
blade.”  His potent stare enhanced his meaning.


“Probably resting next to my
castration kit,” she snarled.  “Check the bedroom!”


His laughter ripped apart their
standoff, but remorse was too tangible a force, beckoning her even deeper into
its cloak of misery.  No matter how busy she kept herself, it was never
enough to cloud her mind and what must be.  Even their occasional spats
failed to restrain the forever-present knowledge of the change coming about.


“I cannot stay.”


“I?”


“We.”  Her smile did nothing
to remove the sadness from her sparkling eyes.


“You will be lost to me again, for
a time.”  Not a muscle moved on his powerful frame, but Emily noted the
ticking of his jaw.  His eyes were full of pain and fury.  “I must
remain in order to watch for Drakar’s next move.”  Intoxicating azure eyes
stared at her.


“The further along in pregnancy I
grow, the more susceptible I am to their attack.  Your mother pretends to
tolerate my presence, but we both know she’s waiting for any chance to
pounce.  She won’t rest until my head adorns her table.  My being alive
and as your mate causes her to grow bold . . . she fears ridicule. 
And now that you’ve switched camps—“


“That’s putting it a bit lightly.”


“Dez, you and I both know the power
I hold—the power they crave to imprison my soul and control—is enough to turn
even your own kingdom against you.  I’m getting to where just stepping
into our private gardens, I sense some of the guards watching me with keen
interest, and it has nothing to do with honoring your command.  You should
see what Cianna had to go through just to convince me to come out here to the
apothecary.”  She tapped one of the fat jars.  “She promised no
decapitation would transpire today.” Emily grinned.  It did little good at
easing his mood.


“Why did you not tell me what you
sensed?”


She shrugged.


“That does not work for the
assassin and it will not work for you.  I despise that the two of you
shrug in place of answering.”  


Emily resumed picking at her
food.  


“My elites surround you, so perhaps
it is their menacing ability that you’ve sensed.  When I say elite, I mean
from my father’s domain.  They’ve no loyalty, nor fear of what Shadow
thinks she can do to them.  My mother, however, is not aware that what
look like Shadow Masters guarding you are in fact, Daemons.”


“Oh.”


“Another answer you and your father
have in common.”


“We seek to annoy you.”


“You are both well versed.”


“You should taste this. Cianna is a
remarkable cook.”


“You are safest with me,” he sighed
deeply and moved to join her.  “And yet, also in the most danger.”


“How am I to tell the difference in
your guards when they all resemble Lumynaries?”  She fed him a bite and
watched him nod with approval.


“I have never surrounded myself
with anything but my father’s Daemons.  Lumynari are loyal to my
mother.  I learned that painful lesson during my youth.  Hades sent
Elites when I was in my fourth winter and my mother had you killed . . .”  He
silenced, suddenly interested in his own food.  They stood at the bar,
enjoying several bites of food before Emily spoke.


“I had an odd vision, when Aurelia
took over.  A beach.”


He nodded, set his fork down and
looked at her.  She stood straighter, food forgotten.  His eyes
watered.  “I failed at being a true Lumynari because I cried over the
human she sacrificed.  Furious I dared show compassion and tears, Shadow
thought to do the same to me, but Hades made a rare appearance.”


“What . . . did . . . “


“With nothing more than a sweep of
his hand, he wiped out nearly her entire population of Shadow Masters.  I
still hear the screams and the sudden silence.  And then, he told me that
the day would come where I’d face a choice, but until then, I was to remain.”


“Why didn’t he take you with him?”


“My place was not yet to be at his
side.”


“You seem cool with that.”


“You’re thinking on this with your
human sentiments.”


“Ah.  Hang on.  Lemme dig
deep and get in touch with my Lumynari—“


“Keer’dra!”


She lightly smacked his arm. 
Though they shared a light laugh, her heart ached.  Her womb
fluttered.  Dezenial pulled her to him, his hand splaying her abdomen. 
Eyes closed, he muttered words she didn’t know.  Warmth spread through
her.  


“What did you say?  You’re
speaking in that weird language again.”


“I would have my vaifyr and my
vaifyn know our sacrifice is for their survival.”


“Son and daughter?”


“As their father, I commanded they
settle, lest they prematurely leave the safety of your womb.”


Emily clutched her stomach. 
“Miscarriage?”  Panic seized.


He chuckled.  “Quick they are
to want revenge for the anguish their mother feels.  They think to do me
harm.”


“You’re simply trying to make me
feel better.”


“My children already speak to me,
Keer’dra.  As I hear everything in your mind, so too, do I hear
theirs.  Be warned, it won’t be our son who will be the
rapscallion.”  Devilry pooled his eyes, spreading to his chiseled mouth by
way of a wry grin.  “Feisty, like her mother, and grandmother before.”


“My thoughts are never going to be
my own again, are they?”


“They never were.  Nor will
your fantasies.  I am especially anxious to fulfill the one where I am in
full Daemon form and you are on your knees.”


She blushed, whacked his arm, and
blushed more.  “Jeeze, Dez.”  She took a few more bites of her food,
stabbed a few morsels from his plate and sniffed.  “Safe?”


“That part is.”


“Tastes like pineapple.”


“Because, it is.”


She laughed.  “I thought it
was something savage.”


“Here, if you’re looking for
savage, have half this kidney.  It still bleeds.”


Emily reared.  “Uber
eeeewwww!”  Her fork clanged onto her plate.  “We’ve never spoken
names for the two heathens threatening you.”  She laughed more.


“My mother holds rights to name my
descendants.”


“Yippee.”


He cupped her chin.  “I think
I should continue my downfall and break yet another Lumynari tradition. 
Remember their names should at least signify the positions they will
hold.  They are both royal and they will be gods.”


“I would have his name be Denzyr.”


Azure eyes softened.  “Half of
me, half to honor your father.  The arrogance of your sire will be
limitless.  I may have to increase my stock of poisons.  And the
little sorceress?”


“Kendara.”


“For your mother?”


“For my mother.”


“Kendara,” he said slowly.


Flutters rippled within her.


“It would seem they approve,”
Dezenial announced for his offspring.


“Good thing, since the choice isn’t
theirs.”


“A firm hand will be needed.”


“Spoilt children make for rotten
adults.”


Dezenial looked stricken. 
“They’re Lumynari.  I prefer them rotten.”  He deflated. 
“I supposed you’ll teach them table manners, and an honorable code of behavior,
completely ruining them?”


Tears welled. 
“Absolutely.”  She covered her trembling mouth.  She was going to
have to leave him.  God!  But divine intervention did not step in and
lessen the pain currently stabbing her chest.  And why would He? 
She’d chosen a Daemon for mate.  


Dezenial pulled her back into his
arms, and for an immeasurable amount of time, they clung.
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“See that the men are ready to move
out by first light,” Broc commanded.


Garreck nodded, has hand habitually
resting on hilt of sword while he walked beside his laird.  “I still
cannot abide the Elders and Pendaran’s refusal to share knowledge of how to
enter the cities below.”


“They think to protect us.”


“Why would it matter now?” 
Garreck gave a quick scan of their surroundings, worried they’d be overheard. 
“Lady Emily has chosen ta’ remain with the Lumynari.  But, has she
really?  Do ye’ think ‘tis the dark magic?”


“Nay, I do not.”


They strode the campsite perimeter
in silence until Garreck sighed deeply.  “If you should see her ever
again?”


Broc studied the white terrain
around them.  Riders galloped in.  Their slumped shoulders, lack of
usual taunts, and overall negative dispositions revealed to Broc that no
entries into the Lumynari realm had been discovered.  His attention
swiveled to the grizzled Elders.  Stench of magic soiled the air.  He
knew with certainty of sunrise they were behind the failed attempts to locate
Emily.  The why of it, he could not speculate without coming close to
drawing his sword.


“I would tell her I love her. 
I would beg forgiveness for this life and Aurelia’s.”


Garreck caught himself before
sitting heavily and ending up with his arse in the snow, looking as dumbfounded
as he felt.  A curt nod, and he stomped away, calling a few squires to
help him spread the laird’s command for withdrawal.
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 “Do you have problems with
invasions?”


“Invasions?”


“Homeland security?”


Dezenial flogged her a look of pure
ridiculousness.


“Sorry. This silence is getting a
bit long, and you did threaten that if I taught Rover here another ditty like
Row, Row, Row Your Boat, you’d skin us both.  Alive.”  They’d been
journeying downward, long winding tunnels illuminated by torches producing
little heat and even less light.  She wondered if these guards were
Dezenial’s Netherworld buddies or real Lumynari.  She was quite
tempted to request a plastic jack o’lantern to put her candy in, should they
happen upon a door, thus, giving her an opportunity to say, Trick or Treat.


I wouldn’t advise it.


She made a face at Dezenial’s back.


“Put a Lumynari in charge of any
country’s security, it would cease to be an issue.”


“Massacre all, ask questions
later,” Emily quipped.


“Massacre all.  What
questions?”


Emily giggled.  “You’re
awful.”


“It’s a lifetime of
perfecting.  Eventually, you will be successful at it as well.”


“Do you think?”  She clasped
her hands, doing her best imitation of a very young Shirley Temple.  “And,
gee, do you think we could hold hands, and wish upon a star so that I too can
be just as dark and dangerous as you?  Oh puhleeeeeze, kind sir?” 
She even managed to make her eyes well up with tears.  “I just know we
can.  I just know, if we truly believe—“


“Your death will be slow and
painful if you continue even one more word of your ridiculous barrage!”


“Oh puhleeeeeze, kind sir, why
wait?” Eldaryn whined, padding behind, keeping rear guard.


“Now you think I’m
ridiculous?”  Hot tears burned her eyes.


“Tonight will be our last dinner.”


She sniffed.  “Why? 
What’s happening?”  Was their time to part already upon them?


“I’m drowning myself in the bathing
chamber.”


She smacked his back. 
“Tyrant.”


“Witch.”


“My endurance thins over your
lacking compassion for those of us forced to endure your pathetic attempts to
battle each other.”


“I thought you said you were gonna
muzzle him?”  Emily whispered overly loud.


“Muzzle?  What is this muzzle?” 
Eldaryn asked.


“Silence.  We approach the
bridge,” Dezenial commanded.


“You will not succeed in your
attempt to dismantle my question in regards to this muzzle, Lumynari.”


“His eyes are turning red,” Emily
warned.


Eldaryn scoffed.  “His eyes
are always turning red.  Daemons are in a permanent state of
ferociousness.”


Emily saddled a bit closer to her
husband, wrapping her hand around his bicep, plying him with motherly little
pats.  “It’s okay, honey, you can kill him later.  You have my
blessing. We’ll stew him, and whatever’s left, we can use for a throw rug.”


“More caution from
here forward, Emily,” Dezenial warned in a low voice.  His eyes were
everywhere, though his expression remained passive.  “Your father asked us
to join him for the evening meal you so relish forcing us to sit down to, so
our time here is short.  Take this.”


He presented her with
a wicked dagger.  Emily turned it over, daunted by its lethal
beauty.  Its creator didn’t feel the serrated blade would be enough, of
course not, he, or she, decided to have the thing look like a double ‘S’
with its tip serrated on both sides.  “Where exactly am I supposed to
carry this?  It doesn’t match a thing I’m wearing, not to mention the shape
leaves something to the imagination of how to attempt a sneak attack.”


“Thrust it with as
much gusto as you do your observations,” Eldaryn snapped.


“You mean, like this?”


Eight-hundred pounds
of Oltheg collapsed, legs sprawled, one of his heads nearly decapitated. 
Her amazement obscured threatening growls and Dezenial’s heartened chuckles at
his mate’s volatile temper.  “I’ve warned you that her Lumynari side
strengthens the longer she resides down here amongst her kin,” Dezenial stated.


Emily was busy flicking
the dagger over and over, its blade snaking out like a deadly viper.


“A hormonally
unbridled woman, Lumynari blood mixed in, and he hands her a weapon.” 
Eldaryn picked himself up, mustering what dignity remained.  “For an
encore, shall we anticipate you introducing your new chef to your private stash
of poisons?”  Both Eldaryn’s heads scowled down at the lethal Shadow
Master.


“A magic
dagger.”  Emily nodded slowly.  “Who would have thought?  I
mean,” she motioned her surroundings, “I don’t know, my first clue should have
been the death squad forever escorting us, or perhaps—“


“Keer’dra,” Dezenial
hoarsed.  “Spinner.  To your right.  Drop!”


Emily screamed. 
Dropped to her knees, her sword whipping around in hopes of lopping off a few
icky arms.


Empty air stared
back.


Dezenial and Eldaryn
erupted into laughter.  Even their guards grinned, enjoying the ruse.


Emily’s gaze
narrowed.


“Not one spark,
Keer’dra.”


“I have far more
powerful weapons to use against you other than simple fire, ari.” 
Her tongue darted out, quickly moistening her bottom lip.  Dezenial
ignored her threat and her tease.


“As tempting as that
is, we must end our quibble.  A master horticulturist, and temperamental,
the maggot tries my patience, too secure in the knowledge I cherish what he
grows.  If we’re late, he’ll not linger.  Waiting, it would seem, is
above him.”


“And yet, he still
lives?  You’re softening with age.”


“It’s the mortals I
surround myself with.”


Emily extended her
strides, catching up with her husband, holding her skirt up a bit so as to not
break her neck over its long hem.  Her boots warmed her, hugging her legs
like black velvet gloves.  Dez most enjoyed placing them on her, his
strong hands caressing her calves . . . if she could reciprocate by oh-so-lovingly
pulling up his black leather waxed-on leggings.  She shuddered and almost
skipped, smiling a woman’s secret smile.  Surely, he wore them for the
sole intent of keeping her speechless, being that it was his only attire! 
If she stood in front of him, man-package made her mindless.  If she
walked behind him, his perfectly curved ass screamed for her to cup with her—


Keer’dra!  If
you continue those thoughts entertaining you, I will be forced to tuck you into
one of these numerous caverns we pass and remove these leggings you obsess
over.


Oh, God, could
you?  Devilry plagued her.  A few more
visuals were conjured of what she’d like to do to him in Daemon form.  For
added merit, she wonder if everything expanded, not just his wings.


A wild grin erupted
across his face as he stopped and whipped around to look down at her.
 “Why do you cherish such dangerous games, Keer’dra?”


Her attention snapped
to the left of their small party.  “Dez?”  Her voice quaked. 
Her footsteps acted of their own resolve.  Fixated, she gravitated towards
varied jagged walls and stalactites so large, they were used as living
quarters, meeting halls, and tawdry sex.  None of this commanded her
attention.  A fissure and several stories tall, was filled with such
darkness, she shuddered.  The massive rip in the wall appeared to be
screaming!


Horror siphoned her
mind into its depths.  Darkness crept out, a living thing, eclipsing her
surroundings.  Color dissipated.  Cold settled in . . . and
shadows.  Death enveloped her , rancid from the brine of a thousand years
of carnage.  He pulled away from his shroud of darkness, cobra intense
stare imprisoning her.  The barest hint of a smile touched the corners of
his cruel mouth.  Arrogant in his stance, one booted foot rested upon a rock,
his massive arms folded as he glowered down at her.  Depravity saturated
her soul.


Drakar.


His smile broadened, offering her
the barest of nods, as if they’d been introduced.


“It would seem our prince lacks
ability to remember the rules of Balkore.”  His abrasive voice sounded
like someone having gargled venom.  Shouting penetrated from so far away,
she assumed it to be her soul crying out.  Never had she faced such
evil.  Thick.  Suffocating.  Visions of mutilating horror
screamed through her mind, thousands of voices wailing in agony.


“You will come to me, Princess
Emily,” Drakar whispered, his wicked voice clearing the agony within her
skull.  But, as soon as he finished speaking, wailing surged.  If she
went to him, he could halt the cries of the damned.


“Keer’dra!”


Emily screamed.  And
screamed.  And screamed.  Her eyes focused.  Dezenial held
her.  Muttering surrounded her.  Dezenial, muttering.  His arm
banded around her, pinning her to him, his other hand cupping the back of her
head.  “Long moments I have called to you.  Show me, Keer’dra. 
Show me what you see.  I will keep you safe, little one.”


Warmth penetrated her
temples.  Drakar’s guttural laughter pulled her deeper into his quagmire
of terror, and away from Dezenial’s light.


“Eldaryn, guard us.  She’s
slipped too far away,” Dezenial commanded the Oltheg in their ancient
language.  “I have no choice but to enter her mind by force.”


“My hackles rise.  Things are
not as they seem.”  One of Eldaryn’s snouts raised, sniffing.  The
Lumynari guards shuffled, tightened their hold on weapons, they too dissecting
their surroundings.  “A feast?”


“No, these Lumynari are not
who they seem.”  Dezenial raised his hand.  An arc of light
manifested from his fingers before he pitched his arm back and threw the small
orb towards the far ridge.  “Daemons, show your true form.”  


Lumynari warriors morphed into
gargoyles.  A few craned their necks, giant wings stretching at odd angles
before settling back into their folded reserve.


“Ah, your father’s Elite. 
Thought I smelled burnt flesh of Daemon hide.”


“Emily’s life can be trusted to
none other, save for yourself, Eldaryn.”


“And upon the ridge?”


“Her father and his squad track
us.  Guard, Eldaryn.  Our lives may depend upon it.”  Dezenial
muttered incantations as his mouth descended towards Emily’s ear.  “Your
eyes become mine, your mind no longer your own.”  He breathed in her
essences and, in the taking, absorbed her terror.


Darkness engulfed.  Peripheral
vision vanished.  Color ceased to exist.


“Hello, Highness, or should I
use your new title, The Great Betrayer?  Decided to join our chat?”


“Three thousand years, and you
still scavenge like rats,” Dezenial hissed.


Drakar’s fanatical gaze narrowed
dangerously.  “You are branded traitor, slinking into my city, into
my prisons—“


“No city in Balkore belongs to
you.  Careful your treasonous claims, sewage rat.”


“Treason?”  Hissing ensued
before Emily realized it was laughter.  


Her mind closed.


“The Keeper is very strong. 
Her mind drifts from my hold.”  Eyes glittered fury.  “Not for
long.  You must know by now your mother no longer remains idle, amused by
your despicable whims.”


“My mother’s approval is not
something I’ve ever groveled for, Drakar.”


“I hardly need to grovel when I
have in my possession a book of vast power and now the Keeper along with it.”


“Once again, you prove
lacking.  True Lumynari kill.  As usual, you
quibble.”  Dezenial turned Emily towards him, pressing her ear against his
chest so that his heartbeat would be heard by her soul, beckoning her to return
from whence she mentally hid.


“Tell me, will you cower in the
bowels of Balkore, as before, when I kill your Im’pyur?”


“Do you really think you
retain such an ability?”


Drakar’s smile uncoiled. 
“Your downfall but a few minutes from occurring, and me, here, about to carve
your seeds from your concubine.”


Dezenial’s eyes burned crimson to
such magnitude, the cavern became engulfed with a red hue.


Drakar’s stance faltered. 
“Lumynari eyes are amber, not blood red.  What sort of beast did your
mother spread her legs for to create you?”


“Careful.  I might be tempted
to show you.”  Incisors lengthened.  Emily was not returning as
easily as he’d hoped.  He would have to taste her soul, forcing her from
her haven.  It had the added benefit of stripping Drakar of his casual
manner.


“Gods, what are you? 
‘Tis bad enough your mother actually granted you life, where she kills her
other get, but to allow a beast to live—ah, that’s it.  You were an animal
for her to toy with.  A favorite pet.”


Dezenial smirked before sinking
fangs deep into Emily’s neck.  Torturous not to close his eyes and savor
the taste of her, but he dared not remove his visual stake from Drakar.


“Dez?”


“Remain facing me.”


“Cold.”


“You have been touched by
evil.  Drink from me to heal your soul.”  Dezenial pushed his wrist
against Emily’s mouth until he felt her own incisors bite into him.


Drakar snarled with rage. 
“What manner of Lumynari are you that you drink blood, and from an animal?”


“The manner that is son of Hades.”


“Hades—“  Drakar stumbled
back.  “No!”


But, it was too late for
Drakar.  Dezenial’s hand morphed into talons, grasped the air in front of
Drakar and yanked.  Drakar lurched, clawing his neck.  Emily pulled
free from her bite, but Dezenial pressed her head against him with his free
hand, forfeiting her ability to view more horror. 


Drakar screamed.  Spittle ran
from his mouth.  His body quaked as his eyes lolled.


“Flesh to brine, soul to burn, I
damn you, Drakar, demons to dine.”


Gurgling, legs buckling, Drakar’s
flesh began to pop and sizzle.


“River of dead, in Styx you will
drown—“


Drakar choked.  Great amounts
of water spewed from his mouth.


“Your name forbidden, your lineage
to ground.”


Abruptly, screams echoed throughout
Balkore as Drakar’s centuries of descendants fell dead.  Violent seizures
contorted Drakar’s body.


“To Otherworld, I damn you!” 
Flinging his hand, Drakar’s body stilled.  But the silence was simply a
crescendo before the final act.  


Hissing, screeching, horrific
snarling ensued as beings materialized around the Lumynari’s body.  Emily
tried looking.


“You will keep your face
averted.  Obey my command, Keer’dra.  You have seen enough without
this entrenched in your mind, causing you incomprehensible nightmares. 
These are not the Elites, little one.  These are the demons your realm
prays against.”


“Can you take away my hearing?”


Drakar’s soul wailed as it was
viciously pried from his chest by ravenous demons.


“Please!” Emily shouted into
Dezenial’s chest.  Muttering quickly, he touched her ears, almost smiling
as she sagged against him with relief.


“Be quick about your business,”
Dezenial commanded.  “You frighten your queen!”  A quick nod in
respect for their Dark Prince, and the demons grasped the struggling soul,
dragging it towards nothingness as they vanished.


“Keer’dra, follow my voice, little
one.”  A few seconds later, he asked if she could hear him.


“What happened?”


“You met Drakar.  He was under
the impression he could bring you to my mother.  Her precious soldier
won’t be doing her bidding any longer.  Desperate and furious, a bad
combination where Shadow is concerned.  We must leave.”


“What did you do to him?”


“Gave him to demons to feast upon,
killed his descendants,” Dezenial shrugged.


She looked up at him.  “You’re
as indifferent as if you did nothing more than go for a walk.”


“Were you not here, Emily, I would
have done far worse.  Eternity in the hands of demons is gentle, compared
to what I would have personally done to him.  As it is, my father has
stepped into the arena and is tormenting Drakar’s soul as well.  You see,
he made the mistake of threatening our unborn children.”


“Hades’ grandchildren.”


“Exactly.”


“Oh, my.”


“Lord Dezenial, flashes upon the
ridge.”  Eldaryn sniffed.  “I smell flesh and . . . demons
feasted!  You did not think to share?”


“Drakar’s hide is not something you
would have found pleasing to your palate.”


“Drakar?  Your mother won’t be
far behind.  He was her favorite pawn.”


“He has in his custody the Book of
Hera.”


“I look forward to hearing this
tale, but another time.  Where Drakar lurks, his scourge follow.” 
Eldaryn studied Dezenial’s life-mate for a few seconds.  “How long before
the attack?”


“Drakar, as usual, does not guard
his thoughts.  Shadow calls for the death of the Keeper—and me.”


“Ah, the love of a mother. 
Makes me miss mine all the more.”


“Emily will need you, where she is
going.  Your loyalty has voided your debt . . . friend.”


“Dez?  What are you two
talking about?  Your growling and grunting is, well, creepy.”


The Dark Prince caressed the face
of his beloved.  “Our journey has just changed.”


Emily sniffed.  “What’s that smell? 
It’s sweet, but burning.”  Emily gagged, turning away and covering her
mouth and nose.  Shouts erupted from across the cavern.  Inzyr
morphed from shadow, his lithe form appearing up on the ridge.  He and
several Lumynari sprinted towards a ghastly formed bridge of rock. 
Emily’s eyes  raced ahead of them.  “Oh-my-God!”


“Keer’dra!”  Dezenial grabbed
her arm and spun them away.  “Run!”  


Acrid smoke angrily spewed from a
slashed opening in a granite wall, directly where her father ran towards! 
And from the smoke, a monstrous sized troll barreled towards them!  The
ground vibrated from its pounding clubfeet.  


“Your orchards,” Eldaryn
yelled.  “Chath!  They knew you would be there!”


“A trap?”  Emily hollered over
her shoulder.  They sprinted, retracing their steps.  This wasn’t
happening.  If only she could shake this daze, a darkness clinging to her
like sticky webs.  Bile threatened.  Again, she glanced over her
shoulder.  Troll bellowed.  


Emily screamed.  “Creatures .
. . flying out of its mouth!  What the hell?!!”


“This way!”  Dezenial suddenly
cut across the hard packed earthen trail, tugging her into a crevice. “Eldaryn,
our backs!”  They came out the other side, stopping so Emily could catch
her breath.  Too narrow for the troll to pass through, Dezenial’s
entourage began spilling out.  For Emily, it had been too much running in
her condition.  She spun away, quickly covering her mouth.  Nausea
intensified.  Her entire body began shivering.  So cold.  Her
armband radiated heat, but it wasn’t enough.  Flutters in her womb
succeeded in making her retch.


“Keer’dra,” Dezenial grasped her
shoulders from behind, turning her to face him when she’d finished. 
“You’ll reach deeply within you—“


“And wish for gum?”


“Pull forth the Lumynari battling
to rise.  Stop forcing it to remain dormant.”  Keeping hold of her,
he watched as gargoyles bounded out the crevice by twos.  Sixteen of them
surrounded their prince and his mate.  Mentally summoning more of the
Otherworld legion, the Dark Prince returned his focus on his life-mate. 
“Now, Emily.”


“Shouldn’t we just run, or shadow
jump?  I don’t feel well.”


“Terror consumes, and will continue
until madness sets in.  That is Drakar’s intent.  He poisons. 
Your body is trying to expunge what he’s done, but its power is stronger than
this side of you.  Keer’dra, I command—“


Emily’s head reared.  Eyes
glowed amber, her hair a luminous shroud of white fire.  “I won’t have
sudden urges for bloodletting, will I?”


“Would that be so bad?”


“Right now? Nope.”


“You are most beautiful.”  A
sardonic smile flitted, then vanished.  “The darkness?”


“Seems to be skittering back from
where it came.”


Shouting demolished their
reprieve.  Dezenial clutched her to him.  “Shadow spell.  Do it
now!”


“My father’s chambers.  I’ll
be safe—“


“No, Keer’dra!  This is
Shadow’s doing.  Nowhere in Balkore are you safe.  Go above. 
Forest Lords disassemble their camp.  I’ll join you.  Inzyr’s
quarters have been breached!  Do not go there!  Above!  Now!”


Chaos erupted.  A hiss so
close to Emily, her hair wafted.  A javelin struck.  Gargoyle shrieked
and furiously yanked free the weapon before rocketing over Emily and landing
with a sickening crunch atop a Lumynari warrior.  Before she could view
more of the ensuing battle, Emily found herself shoved towards a dark
alcove.  It was another sliced opening within rock.  Eldaryn’s cold
muzzle pushed her shoulders.  She could feel hot breath from his other
head right above her own.  


Dezenial?


Screams, roars and shrieks, though
muted between these towering walls, was still loud enough to propel her forward. 
She lifted her hem, about to sprint.


She stopped.


Eldaryn nudged her hard.


“No.  Quiet.”  She calmed
her breathing, clutching a handful of the beast’s chest fur for comfort. 
Standing under his heads, she listened.  Ahead of them, where they would soon
spill from this chasm, something waited.  In her Lumynari state, she saw
hovering forms above them as well.  “Spinners,” she whisper-hissed.


“Treachery scents the air,” Eldaryn
grumbled close to her ear, his hot breath making her wince.


“Friend or foe?”


Eldaryn sniffed.  “They are
not those residing under Dezenial’s protection.”


Shouts from the battle chased
them.  Closer.  Metal scraped against metal.  “I cannot pass
you,” Eldaryn said.  “There lacks room, yet I cannot allow you to proceed
either back, nor forward.”


“I can’t shadow jump.  I
haven’t practiced distance jumping yet.  We’ll have to go back.”


Spinners hissed and plummeted
towards them.  Emily hollered.  Fire emitted from her palms. 
Screeching from the onslaught of light, they scurried back towards their dark
havens.  If only her hair had remained afire, they’d have not dropped to
begin with.  “That was too close.”


“They’ll regroup and begin shooting
us with their arrows,” Eldaryn warned.  “Crawl under me.  You’ll be
safer from their shafts there.”


Keer’dra!  I command you
into the light!


“Ahhhh!”  Emily palmed her
temples, fierce pain jabbing her skull.  She felt tossed, stretched. 
Floating.  An in-between, neither light, nor dark—frigid air seized her
breath.


“Cold . . .”


“Emily!”  A male shout rose
above a strange hum.  Air.  God, it was so loud!  


“MacLarrin! ‘Tis Lady Emily!” 



I know that voice.  The
accent curled around her like an old quilt.  “Garreck?” she
squeaked.  What the hell’s wrong with my voice?  “So . . .
cold.”  She gasped, true panic seizing her when she realized her eyes had
been opened, yet—


“I can’t see!”  Blind! 
She began groping.  “I can’t see.”  Handfuls of snow.


“I doona’ recognize yer’ language,
lass.”  Hastily wrapped, she was cloaked in something heavy.  Light
began penetrating.  Why hadn’t she been able to see? Disquieting. 
Hands swept hair from her face.  Shimmering white sleeves of a tunic, her
gaze righted.  For long moments, Emily stared up into Urkani’s eyes.


“You are safe with me, Lumynari
princess, as are the twins you will birth,” he whispered in her language of
Balkorian, keeping their words private.  “We have suspected your heritage
long before the Outlanders were apprised.  You’ll not find an enemy in
me.”


Reaction to his words smothered,
for strong arms wrapped around her, lifting and whisking her away from
Urkani.  Wood smoke filled her nose, assailing her senses with
familiarity.  Acclimation was happening too quickly.  “Put me
down.  I’m not helpless.”


“Nonetheless, you find yourself
suddenly exposed to air and cold you have not experienced in some time. 
Your current garb hardly enables you to fight hypothermia,” her bearer
countered.


Yanking and struggling, she found
herself nearly dropped.  Righting herself on her own feet, she whipped
around.  “You!  You’re that damned limo driver—the bastard in
the photo!”


“You may refer to me as
Pendaran.”  The druid bowed deeply.


Emily punched his face.
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Hoots, hollers, and cheering
disintegrated the hypnotic awe over her sudden appearance.  Strong hands
grabbed and spun her, encompassing her in a bear hug.


“Lass, ye’ scared me near ta’ mi’
grave!”  Aedan clutched her to him so tightly, her lungs fully exhaled
before he let go.  Hard pats upon her back, he held her at arms-length,
giving her a visual onceover.  “The druid thinks ta’ have his revenge for
the smacker ye’ placed upon his face.”


“He’s welcome to try.”


“Any touching mi’ Emily, and they
breathe their last.  Fey power is no’ ta’ be trifled with.”  Aedan
visually raked everywhere at once, seeking wounds upon her body.  She
didn’t miss the way he stopped at her abdomen.  “Are ye’ hurt?”


“Only my heart.”


“Och, we ken the laird’s words ye’
heard.  ‘Twas spoken in anger—“


“Your laird’s words lack priority
with me right now.  A battle that will cost many lives comes to pass far
below us.”  She reached out, clasping his shoulder.  “Your mother is
well?”


Solemnly, Aedan nodded.  “She
frets, since ye’ vanished.”  His expression changed.  “Yer’ eyes,
they are auld.”


“I’ve seen much.  Too
much.”  Emily raised her face, hoping he wouldn’t ask for details. 
Colorless skies were as white as the terrain.  A black dot fluttered and
dove.  “The falcon tires.  Perhaps it is your mother you should
shield guard for the remainder of her days, my old friend.”  She released
him.  “You were kind to Aurelia, memories having come back to me.  I
am most grateful you never turned on me.”  She turned suddenly. 
Tenderness changed into contempt.


Pendaran.


“For all that you have meddled, the
least you can do is show me how I might assist Dezenial.”


Livid, the druid ground his jaw as
if misaligned.  Lightning arced in place of pupils.  The only thing
saving her life for her assault was that fact that, in another lifetime, before
these fools existed, she’d been his sibling.


“Be that as it may—“


He stared, complete surprise on his
face.  “You read my mind?”


“Lucky me.  You’ve involved
yourself in my life since my birth, then vanished, but not before cloaking my
memories.  Tell me, Pendaran, was the woman who feigned to be my aunt
handpicked by you?”  Emily grinned evilly.  “Her kindness was repaid,
Lumynari style.  Seems my kin lack fear to protect their own.”


Murmurs created a humming
background.  Never had she noticed how quiet Balkore truly was until
thrust back into the presence of land-dwellers.  Did they not grasp just
how clamorous even their basic movements were?  An enemy, hidden miles
away, would be alerted to their whereabouts.  And what’s with all the
bonfires?  It’s like numerous beacons.  Flapping of tent skins
sounded like crazed clapping.


Pendaran obviously loathed
answering her questions.  No matter.  ‘Twas more a statement of
observation anyway.  Clutching the heavy cloak tighter around her with one
hand, the other lifting the hem of her skirt several inches above the sludge,
she turned away from them and backtracked towards where she’d made her
appearance.  She glanced Kavan, nodding as she passed.  Strange
silence engulfed them.  Their numbers had grown, she noted.  Scrutiny
deciphered the others were not immortals.  Henry? Jeeze, what
are they thinking, bringing moderns here?  What the hell is going on?
A group of unshaven senior men, garbed in heavy, ragged, black robes remained
huddled, oblivious to her.  She was no fool.  Their cursory glances,
hidden by pretense of packing their horses with gear bore scrutiny. 
Something about them disturbed her.  Knots of men she passed openly
gawked.  Feeling like a sudden blot upon their landscape, she turned from
them, halting her purposeful strides.


Dezenial?


She didn’t want to be here. 
These were strangers to her.  Even the air seemed to weigh her down. 
No mental connection replied.  Was she too far above ground?  She
refused to face the alternative.  Fluttering in her abdomen.  She
caressed the slight swell.  Be still for now, he will return to us.
Hopefully, her babies heard her mental reassurances just as they heard their
fathers.  Men glanced, wide-eyed, searching for guidance.  She knew
they sought composure, and guidance from the one they followed.


She felt him; had since being
whisked into the druid’s powerful arms.  Watching her.  Wary. 
Nervous.  Grief.  Relief.  Exhilaration.  Fury.  His
emotions tangled themselves around her, knotting and threatening to choke her
if she so allowed.  The men were flummoxed as to how to react.  Her
self-assurance confused them.  Her survival of captivity stunned
them.  That she could feel their emotions was difficult to pretend
indifference to.  


The sight of him still had the
power to make her heart squeeze.


“Ye’ fair well, lass?”  His
hair billowed golden in the strengthening glacial winds.


“Better than my husband who battles
for my life.”


There it was.  Laid down like
a gauntlet, her claim upon a Lumynari.  Broc nodded, but remained silent.


“There’s nary an opening.  How
did ye’ get out?”  Kavan asked, daring to pull away from the group, and
approach.


“Dezenial.  His magic is way
more powerful than the few puny tricks I know.  He commanded me into the
light.”  Finally, she pulled her gaze from their laird, acknowledging
Kavan.  “I’m going back.”


Garreck sputtered.  “By the
goddess Danu, we canna’ allow ye’ to go back down there!”  He freed his
sword.


Emily took a step back. 
“Garreck?”


“Something . . . bodes ill.” 
Slowly, he turned a full circle, nothing left unexamined.  “It’s as if
something slithers against mi’ spine, then bites the back o’ mi’ neck.”


Elves suddenly positioned
themselves in two’s, back-against-back.  Long bows loaded, others with
their silver blades raised, they stood battle-ready.  Immortals freed well
used swords, they too now poised.  Shrill scream curdled the air. 
Eyes darted upward, seeking the falcon.  But Emily’s attention diverted
elsewhere.  Movement within a distant tent seemed out of sync.  


That was no falcon cawing down to
her comrades.


Inhumane screams burst across the
sea of snow.  Humans and immortals froze into pillars of fright. 
Final gurgles of the hapless victim’s life followed, blood spraying the tent
Emily scrutinized.  It was likened to fat drops of rain smattering canvas awnings
she’d heard long ago at summer camp.


No children would squeal with
delight here, singing ridiculous songs of rhyme and nonsense.  “Broc—move
your men!”  Fisting a handful of fabric, she lifted her hem nearly up to
her knees and ran like hell, leaping over numerous travel packs in various
stages of being filled and rolled for departure, she shouted again, waving her
arm for Henry and the moderns to arm themselves and make ready.


Balkore’s battle had surfaced.


Piercing whistle stung her
ear.  A Forest Lord calling to his horse.  She was never more
wrong.  A deadly arrow, barely a foot away from her next step pierced the
snow.  If she’d not veered, that arrow would now be in her back.  As
had been done to Aurelia.


“Mi’ lady!” Aedan shouted
out.  “Catch!”


Emily quickly turned, arm raised,
hilt landing tightly against her palm.  She’d reflect later her sudden
skill.  Instinctively, she spun and sliced.  A momentous move. 
Enemy Lumynari dropped his cutlass in order to clutch his midsection.  A
midsection currently spilling innards.  Emily lacked time to assimilate
the gore.  With his last breath, he grappled for her.  She deftly
sidestepped his attempt.  He plunged, face-first into the snow.  She ran,
zigzagging to evade arrows.  Metal clashing against metal, men crying out,
Emily heard her name yelled again and again.  


The grizzled men flung ragged robes
from their persons.  Their bodies were lithe!  Strange black garb
they adorned themselves in hugged very masculine contours.  These were no
ordinary elders.  Elders!  Sudden insight filled her.


“Emily!”  Pendaran shouted,
closer to her.  “This way, now!”  He jabbed towards a clear path free
of warring bodies.


“You wish me to run?”


“I wish you to save your twins.”


Since when?  She ran from
him.  Didn’t all here despise Lumynari?  What the hell did he care
about her twins?  A trap!  Must be.  She galvanized herself
further away from the druid, and deeper into the thick of battle. 
Tightening of her scalp could no longer be ignored.  The change was
coming.  Acute awareness trampled her limited skills, taking over with
such force of power, she stumbled.  The charge within her was akin to
electrocution.  She dropped, swung her legs and tripped a Lumynari. 
Unsuspecting a human to have such agility and cunning, he was easily felled and
silenced.  His partner was not so gullible.  His long blade made
hacking motions aimed at Emily, forcing her to jump back or be cleaved. 
Shouting broke out close to her, a blur of blonde hair and cream leather suddenly
in front of her.  Urkani attacked with lithe and speed, leaving the
Lumynari dumfounded.


It would be his final expression,
carried with him in death.


“Apparently, they weren’t expecting
mountain Elves?”


Urkani chuckled at Emily’s
summation. “More’s the pity, highness.”


“Who is she?” one of the
moderns hollered from somewhere behind Emily.  She glanced him, then the
direction his bulging eyes stared in.  Chaos erupted.  Emily hardly
grasped his frantic yelling before her own arm raised, sword clashing against
sword, another fight to the death.  Lumynari were determined to kill the
quarry they were sent to capture.  Not today, buddy!  She
granted him no quarter and fought with such ferociousness, he was forced to
retreat.  His rage amplified.


Something clicked in her
mind.  What the villager had been frantically pointing at.


A priestess!


Her strangled cry of fear for those
surrounding her not fully realizing the new danger upon them was interpreted by
her current enemy as weakness.


“I lack time to play with you
today,” she said in Balkorian.  Sardonic chuckling from her attacker gave
way to gurgled wheezing.  His throat no longer would pass oxygen to his
lungs.  Emily sliced again.  “Just for good measure.”  She spun
away from him, lest another attack be to her backside.  Garreck and
Finnegan fought valiantly against three Lumynari and a beast she’d yet to be
introduced to.  The horn protruding from its forehead looked
excruciating.  As if on cue to her observation, the creature thought to
charge and ram his head into Garreck.  Swift of foot, Lancelot
leapt to the side while at the same time swiping his ancient claymore through
the beast’s thick middle.  Emily grimaced and turned away; however, not
soon enough.  Upper portion of the creature fell into the snow, black
blood spouting like Texas oil. Seconds later, its legs folded, spilling puffy
intestines and other atrocities into the snow that would never again be
pristine. 


“ ‘Tis no place for a lady,” Broc’s
captain yelled.


“If I see a lady, Garreck, I’ll be
sure to voice your concern!”  She charged onward, towards a worse killer
than Lumynari: Shadow’s priestess.  The bitch was fast collecting
souls!  Sensing danger, the deceptively beautiful handmaiden swiveled her
gaze, her eyes widening when she spotted Emily.  Piercing screeches
emanated from her blood red lips, ghouls halting their massacre.  Hollowed
eyes turned to Emily, swords of the undead lifting.  Collectively, their
newly battle-killed bodies charged towards her.  


Terror seized Emily. Her armband
hissed, jerked a few times then fluttered to the ground.  Emily offered a
mere glance.  No time to retrieve Dezenial’s gift—


Her eyes jerked back down to the
ground.  Her armband flipped over and over like a fish out of water. 
Ghouls gained on her.  Burbling at her feet recaptured her attention.


Emily’s sword lowered, as did her
jaw.


Her gold armband grew and grew into
a towering golden demon.  Wings unfurled, its tail snapping like a
whip.  It mewled down at her, then whipped around and swept enemies aside,
its talons mincing the ghouls.  Their screams, coupled with the shocking
appearance of a towering gold demon, were the only sounds for long moments,
skirmishes and battles paused.  Everyone gawked. The priestess used
this to her advantage.  Leaping over dead bodies, she sought escape.


“Pendaran!”  Emily
shouted.  He sought who called him, spotted her, then followed where she
pointed.  “Your magic! Stop her, or she takes all these lost souls with
her!”  How she knew that, she could only assume something from her
Lumynari heritage.  She could see Pendaran’s lips moving, his gaze intent
on the priestess.  If he succeeded and she died, the ghouls she’d created
would drop, the souls released to find either God, or Hell, depending upon the
life they’d lead, or so Emily surmised.  A shrill scream erupted and
abruptly silenced, the evil incarnate sorceress slumping into a heap of green
flames, the rest of her entourage joining in the fire Pendaran had called
forth.


“Emily, down!” Kaven shouted.


She dropped.  Overhead,
something hissed.  She lifted her face, spitting out bits of snow. 
Kavan stumbled several steps towards her.  Numerous black arrows protruded
from her favorite sentry’s abdomen and chest.  Blood frothed from his
mouth.  His stunned eyes held hers.  He collapsed to his knees, head
bowed, his arms hanging limp.  Before she inhaled her next breath, he was
dead.


Fury unsheathed from deep within
her.


Buzzing in her head pulsated. 
She felt heat in her eyes.  Around her, gasps penetrated the tingling
sensation coming over her.  She knew.  Whispers abounded of her hair
burning like white flame, her eyes amber fire.  Slowly, Emily rose to her
feet. Several mortals fell away, crossing themselves.  Lumynari, however,
thought to charge her by twos.  Easily, they were mowed down as she cut a
path towards a group of Outlanders fighting fearlessly against too many
Lumynari.  


“This day,” she wailed in
Balkorian, “is not victorious for you!”  Utilizing their surprise her
image caused, she cut down three before having to parry against the
forth.  Silver and yellow sparks arced from their colliding blades. 
Horrific stench and smoke burned her nostrils and eyes and she knew villagers
reverted to tactics used by their ancestors.  Burning arrows began finding
their mark in many Lumynari warriors, screams causing her to laugh.


“Emily . . . you are crazed,” Broc
pressed his back to hers and together, they sliced and parried their
enemies.  Breathing became labored.  Too much smoke.  Her
innards roiled, involuntarily gagging, stench of burning bodies horrific.


“You cannot remain here.”


“Seems everyone is of that opinion
no matter where I am.”  There was a sourness in the pit of her
stomach.  She bent over, resting her free hand on her knee.  “Not
now.  I don’t have time to be sick!”


“You must return to the keep. 
It’s the only safe haven for you.”


“I do not need safety.  I need
. . . and end to this stench, and a way back to Dezenial. He battles the same
as we, below.”


“Your husband fights by our side—over
there, Lady Emily.”  Sword clashed against sword, momentarily waylaying
her from reacting to Broc’s revelation.  “Astride a horse, you will be
swift, but in plain view atop of all.  Xyn will send you to safety.”


“Who the hell is Xyn?”


Broc relinquished his sword. 
Blade continued slashing of his own volition until felling the enemy. 
Broc clutched Emily, forcing her to focus on him.  “An Elder, Pendaran’s
sire.  He will cast you back to the castle.”


“I don’t need wizards to assist—“


Keer’dra!  For your safety,
he is concerned.  Obey!  You must leave here!


Emily pushed away from Broc. 
Like a wild woman, she searched through wafting smoke and screaming
mutilations.  Various blades swung, she fought back, cutting a red path
towards what felt like a beacon.  When had he surfaced?  Why had he
not reached out to her?  Her nape prickled.  Instinct dropped her
hard to the red snow.  Arrows sailed overhead, thudding into the
enemy.  Hissing rage erupted, their comrades weaving before falling from
toxic arrow tips meant for the humans.  She pulled herself up and started
running.  For the safety of her twins, Broc was right—she needed to get
the hell away from here!  Though ancient power coursed through her, for
whatever reason, maybe her pregnancy, strength and endurance diminished.  


This was a mere playing field for
the Lumynari.  


“Where the hell are you?” she
screamed out to Dezenial.  Her eyes were fire, watering.  How could
anyone see?  She glanced over her shoulder.  A sound.  Broc,
running towards her.  Shouting.  Waving his arm.  Blade ripping
free from the laird’s grasp, streaking past her.  What?  She looked
in front of her.  Blade protruded from the throat of a body having emerged
unseen from thick smoke.


“My lady.”


Emily was tackled down into the snow,
a body pinning her.


Long seconds passed, no blade
penetrating her.  “Emily?  Are ye’ hurt?”  Broc, frantic.


Emily lifted her face, again
spewing snow.  “Sister Wind, oh lady fair, please command your purest
air.”  She buried her forehead, the numbing effect of snow clearing her
head.  Strange words to utter.  She’d try to remember to ask Aunsgar
or Dezenial how she’d known them.  Genetic memory again?


“Your magic improves.”


Focus.  Too much
haze.  Where are you, Dez?   


Wind whistled, clearing
smoke.  Sudden ability to see enabled villagers and Forest Lords to better
defend against enemy attack.


“You must thank her.”


Emily yelped.  Aunsgar dropped
to her side with such stealth, he could have been the enemy.  Fear hitched
her ability to breathe.  “Sister Wind . . . will be properly tended . . .
soon as I’m free of this carnage.”


Twine snapped, Aunsgar’s bow
setting free a soaring arrow.  Cry of pain.  A second yelp when a
bolt thudded into their enemy as well.  Aunsgar and Emily shared a quick
grin.  Looking over their shoulder, Reignsfeugh was already running away,
crossbow aimed at his next target.  


“You cannot remain.”  The Elf
prince clasped her elbow and helped her back to her feat, holding on a few
minutes more until she felt more steady.  “Broc, we guard her to
Xyn.  The only way she’ll be free from here is the Elder’s power.”


Arguing was moot.  Surrounded
by a dozen Elves and men, she almost giggled at the unrealism.  Running as
quickly as they could in the churned snow, they dodged and weaved through
mayhem of bodies and occasionally were forced to stop and battle for their
lives.  Mental visualization, and Emily swept her hand.  An avalanche
of snow swept up like a wave, crashing down on a group of Lumynari and their
hideous creatures charging their way.  It would take bulldozers to uncover
their bodies . . . if such a thing existed in this realm.  


A tall man, isolated in his stance,
and as if invisible to those fighting around him, kept his gaze transfixed upon
her.  Xyn.  Has to be.  Their eyes locked.  A small
nod, scarcely perceptible, was his acknowledgement of her.  Shouting,
Emily spun about, her sword raised.  The enemy’s numbers were
dissipating.  She parried, Garreck stepping in and confiscating her
battle.  Her upper arm was grappled, yanking her to turn and continue her
flee towards magicks of the Elder.


Why doesn’t he just cast his
spell from where he’s standing?  Is this some kind of sideshow for
him?  Sick bastard!  Rage swelled.  How many more will
have to be cut down, dead or maimed before he drops his popcorn and acts
instead of watches?  


Is this how it was for Aurelia?


Careful your thoughts, Keer’dra.


Emily yanked free, surprised to see
it was Broc holding her.  Crazed, she kept turning, searching for her
beloved.  “Dezenial!”  Tears sprang forth as she gathered her so
in-the-way-skirt, and sprinted towards him.


“Keer’dra!”  Horror contorted
his features.


Emily was pulled down to the
ground.  Gasping, lungs clawing to breathe, she gulped as Sister Wind
pushed into her great handfuls of air.  Dawning was slow.  It was not
the enemy lying atop her.  No talons grappled her skull, trying to yank free
her soul.  Another attack must have been coming from outside her visual
boundary, her concentration distracted by her obsession to get to Dezenial.


Dezenial.


She lifted her head, and swiped
snow from her eyes.  The body lurched from atop her.  Broc’s legs,
running.  Her eyes raced ahead.


Emily’s blood curdling scream
stilled all far and wide.


Dezenial lay upon his back. 


Blood pulled either side of
him.  Pristine white snow morbidly reminded Emily of cherry juice pouring
over childhood snow cones.  Hands having lovingly caressed her now
clutched a black javelin.  A javelin protruding from his stomach.


“No! NO! NO!”  Her
running was halted, grabbed from behind.


“Milady, you must—“


Whomever had the misfortune to be
warning her was downed, grabbing his face.  She’d slugged with psychotic
strength.


Broc was kneeling over Dezenial.


“Get away from him!”  She
tugged the Forest Lord.  “You’re killing him!”


“Lass, I’m tryin’ ta’ save him!”
Broc yanked his tunic over his head, fisting it into the puddle flooding around
the nasty weapon protruding from the Lumynari’s belly.


“Dezenial!”  Emily screamed,
crazed.  Hadn’t she saved Aedan?  She held out her hands, flipping
them over and over.  No heat.  Nothing!  Frantically, she looked
to her husband.  Azure eyes beheld her tightly.  She grasped his
face.  “I don’t know how to call the power.”


“It only comes when the person is
pure.”


“Bullshit!  It’s my
power!  It should be up to me to call upon it.”  She was
sobbing.  “Don’t you die.  Lumynari don’t die.  You’re supposed
to be immortal.  Daemon.  Call upon your power!  Hades!” 
She screamed for her father-in-law.  “HADES!”


Dezenial smiled sadly.  His
bloodied hand reached up, caressing her face.  “Denzyr . . .” 


He coughed, spittle of dark blood
trailing from the corner of his mouth.  Emily watched, horrified, as it
left a trail down the side of his face.  Wildly, she shook her head.


“Kendara.  Denzyr. 
Protect them.  Make sure to . . . ruin them.”  He grinned, blood
saturating his teeth.  Crunching of snow sounded faster than she could
deflect any incoming attack.  Her shoulder was seized.  Emily found
herself shoved aside.


She became manic.


Hissing, clawing, grappling hair
and ripping it free, loud howling from her nemesis rented the air.  It fed
her hysteria.  Apprehended around her waist, arms pinned by an equally
strong band of muscle, Emily was heaved back.  


“Lass, ‘tis our Elder.  He’s
the only one able ta’ save him,” Garreck shouted over her lunatic
screaming.  


She wilted.  Teeth
chattered.  Chin quivering, eyes burning and blurred, she watched,
emotionally shriveling.  “Let me go,” she said in a broken whisper. 
Snatching away, she collapsed by her husband’s side.  Ancient words failed
to penetrate her fog of despair.  Dezenial looked up at the Elder,
frowning.  His eyes darted, landed on Emily, searching.  Resignation
was not difficult to decipher.


“No you don’t!”  She grasped the
arm of the old man.  “You have to save him.  He has to see his
children.  He has to be here.  Please.  I just found
him!  You can’t let him be taken away.  You can’t let the twins not
know their—“


“Keer’dra.  Hold me in your
memory . . . and I will remain in your heart . . . hellcat.”


Emily cupped his dark face with
both hands.  Hot tears splashed him.  “Please, Dez.  Use your
magic—don’t die.  Please,” her voice dropped to a whisper.  “Don’t
leave me.  Don’t leave me.  Please.  I beg of you.  Don’t
leave . . . us.”  She choked with grief.


“Always, I will be . . . with you,
Keer’dra.”  His eyes darted up to the Elder again, a slight nod before
looking to her again.  “My love . . . Keer’dra . . . always yours.”


His eyes closed.


His hand slid from the weapon.


Emily unhinged.  Raw primitive
grief consumed.  Wailing loudly, even hidden banshees cringed. 
Emily’s head fell back, agony rampant in her desolate keening.  Rage and
pain so astute, Hades heard, answering with strange arcs of red lightning. 
Many crossed themselves.  Enemies fled.  Searching for their secret
footpaths back into the safety of Balkore, they nearly dove into various
openings.  And still Emily’s wailing shredded the air.  Arcs of light
intensified.  Fires burned long moments where they landed.  


Dezenial lay dead.


The Elder had yet to cease his
muttering.  With unexpected strength, he grasped her elbow, yanking her to
her feet, forcing her to step away from Dezenial’s body.  She yanked
free.  


“Never touch me!” She
reached for her sword, realizing it had been discarded somewhere during her
run. Light drew her attention.  Dezenial’s body was swathed in swirling
mist, an ethereal blue light encompassing him.  


Her breath was cut off.  


Hades was retrieving her
Dezenial.  


Her mind became languid, without
hope. 


He would take him away, never
for her to see again.  


Desolation swept over her. 
Her heart seized; eyes squeezed shut, blocking the horror of her beloved being
taken where she couldn’t follow.  Why can’t I die as well? How
am I supposed to face each day, each and every . . . single—


Her eyes snapped open.  One
final look.  Before he truly vanishes.


Dezenial’s body was gone. 
Even his spilt blood no longer existed.


As if he’d never been.


“Lady Emily—“


“You could have saved him!” 
She turned away, too disgusted to look at Xyn.


“Lass . . . Emily, ‘tis most sorry
I am,” Broc said, hesitantly stepping towards her.


Tears coursed down her face. 
She stared at him, too bleary-eyed to truly see. She gulped hard, hot tears
saturating her face.  Alone.  Her attention slid from him.  An
Elf gazed up from the frozen ground.  His dead eyes focused on something
unseen except by him.  Near him, a Lumynari would never pillage and
plunder again.  Who had died first?  Strange thing to want to
know.  The Lumynari’s mouth remained open, forever howling even in
death.  Apparently, his had been painful.  Or maybe, whatever
confiscated his soul in the afterlife terrified him beyond the evils of
Balkore.  Gurgling, snarling, something fast approached.  It
stampeded towards her.


Broc pulled his sword.


“No!”  Emily’s shout halted
him.  “ ‘Tis my guardian.”  Golden demon launched, stretched, and
contorted into gold lightening.  Emily held out her arm as the band
touched her skin, wrapped tightly around, once again an intricate design of
soft metal upon her flesh.  She clasped it, cradling her guardian,
remembering when Dezenial had placed it upon her.  And harder, she
cried.  Her gaze cast out its net, capturing random visions of
battle-shocked expressions, others weary and bleeding, backslapping from a few
interpreting their ability to remain breathing to be a victory.


And he watched her as well.


The bastard who caused this
journey.  Never did he inquire if she minded his continued interference,
and now, he dared look anguished.  Pain over her loss?  Or saddened
it hadn’t been his weapon bringing down her beloved?


Pendaran.


He called to her.  As did
several more voices, void of faces.  Did they seek to offer comfort? 
Reassurances?  Answers?  She had none.  They would all be
returning home to someone they cherished.


Home.


Her hands rose high above her
head.  Momentary delight warmed her frozen heart, sudden perception
crossing Pendaran’s face.  This time, she would be in control of
destiny—not the eternal druid.


Head falling back, one thunderous
clap of her palms . . . Emily vanished.
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Her mind immensely enjoyed pausing
and rewinding her memories.  Forever, it dwelled and exhibited Dezenial’s
last breath.


Rewind:  Dezenial closing
his eyes.


Fast forward:  His bloodied
hand, slipping into the snow.


Rewind:  “Hold me in your
memory . . .”


Fast forward:  Vanished.


Never again would his eyes burn
crimson with fury; azure with deep passion.  She curled tighter into fetal
position, drawing comfort from her own arms banding tightly around her legs.


Dead.


Her mind decided now an excellent
time to debut its ability with animation, her wrenched heart its greatest
audience.  She’d teased he was too cautious, for a Lumynari.  He’d
succumbed to her goading.  Catastrophic results always ensued followed by
her Daemon lover grumbling about manipulations of women, and the fool male
populace following with rings in their noses.


Her choked laugh gave way to
anguish.  A bitter, cold, despair filled the caverns of her empty
soul.  Never again, would he laugh.  She covered her face with
trembling hands and succumbed to the agony of her loss.  No one would
clutch her hair, smother her with fierce kisses while fabulous arms held her
close, barring the world.  So secure, her head nuzzled against his chest,
his heart pounding a cadence that matched her own.  


Emily whimpered for a long, long time. 
  


 


At last, she’d garnered his
permission to attend market.  Heavily guarded, she’d teased over how they
now drew more attention to themselves, giggling when he scowled over her
reasoning.  She’d ran the entire way, much to the vexation of her guards
forced to keep up.  No matter his location in a crowd of varied beasts and
beings—which reminded her of what a Hollywood set must look like during lunch
break—vying for his verdict to their presented issues as she haggled over
delightful treasures, she’d look up and find him staring at her. 
Owned.  Cherished.  Others had glanced between the two of them, back
and forth, smiling with knowing.  Love.  Something rarely, if ever,
witnessed down here amongst Lumynari.


Dezenial commanded every aspect of
her being; made her feel it was just the two of them inhabiting the
world.  


He’d held her at birth; she’d held
him in death.


Tears trumpeted their return. 
Her babies would never know the feel of being held by their father. 
Fusion had bonded them for life.  He’d saved her.  She failed to
reciprocate.  Fresh waves of sobbing convulsed her.  She’d been
powerless.  Powerless! Powerless!  Powerless!
The mantra shouted over and over until she screamed and screamed into her
pillow.


 


Emily awakened, engulfed in
darkness.  For mere seconds, she thought she was back in Balkore.  A
nightmare. No, wait.  Turning her head slightly, topaz glow on the
wall—street lights.  Once upon a time, darkness terrified her.  Now,
it reminded her of Balkore; offered comfort.  Change.  That’s what
she needed.  Change of scenery, surroundings . . . self.  I’ll cut
my hair, sell the house—


Not one strand, Keer’dra. 
You are forbidden!


Grinning played hide and seek at
her imagined response of her musings.


Grin lost.


A long life lay ahead of her to
never hear the cadence of his voice in her head.


Emily rolled back into her pillows,
the bit of will she’d had, now evaporated.


 


Rose petals curled inward,
shivering in the winter breeze.  Dying, they exhibited a delicate beauty. 
If only all things passing on could be serene to look upon.  Emily stared
for a long time, feeling one with the single flower, its struggle against a
power it was doomed to surrender to.  She’d never planted roses.  A
wild seed?  Settling, taking root, blossoming, withering.


Like her.


Emily pushed away from her upper
window.  A Realtor needed to be contacted today.  If she remained
busy, and put into action her plan, maybe she could hide from her grief. 
City life held zero appeal.  The noise, even cocooned in this private
neighborhood, cloaked within these brick and wood walls, deafened.  And
that phone!  What the hell possessed me to ever own one?  Day two
of life without Dezenial, she’d ripped the non-stop ringing contraption from
the wall and thrown it.


It lay beyond resurrection.


Like her heart.


She floated downstairs.  Had
anyone passed by, they’d have sworn a phantom now resided within.  A white
slip was the solitary piece of clothing she could stand against her skin. 
How could she have forgotten how hot Texas was?  Did they really consider this
to be winter?  Nourishment for the twins needed to be seen to. 
Cianna would be quietly slicing apples, knowing her early morning penchant—what
had become of Cianna?  Jeeze, how could I have not thought about her
grief?  She and Dezenial had been close for several millennia. 
Emily visualized the willowy woman grieving just as much as she herself
was.  Her forever-tinkling anklets always reminded her of gypsies. 
Arms folded, Emily’s mind danced with memories of all the lessons her one
friend in Balkore had patiently been teaching her from healing herbs to poisons
killing simply by dusting against the skin.  A deep sigh of longing escaped. 
Again, the dying rose pulled her, the kitchen window offering a closer
inspection of its struggle.  Who in this realm would understand the
culture she must teach her twins?  A smile flitted.  How long before
they were shadow-jumping?  Making her berserk with their vanishings? 
Would they inherit their father’s false temper?  Need to dominate? 
What of her penchant for pranks . . . if they inherited that with the ability
to shadow-jump—gah, she was going to be in a world of trouble with these
two!  She doubted even their fathers’ fire temper and bellowing would
cower these two into obedience.  They’d probably figure out early on that
he was all hot air.  His uncanny ability to reside within their minds,
hear all their thoughts . . . secrets would fail.  Lying would be
obsolete.  Kendara’s first kiss would probably get the poor boy
decapitated.


As effective on the imps as it
had been on their mother.


Emily’s eyes pricked over his
imagined response; the echo of his rich, deep voice.  How she always imitated
it with his accent.  Now, her mind was tomb silent.  Thoughts were
solely her own.  Emily looked down, swiping tears with clammy
fingers.  Almost, she laughed out loud, spying her hospital white
countertops.  Once upon a time, Saturdays had found her bleaching and
scouring the white grout of the old fashioned tiles.  What a clueless
idiot that woman had been.


She vacated her kitchen.


From deep within the long neglected
garden, a large raven lifted from its perch.  Wings caught a draft and
swept higher and higher to a ledge just outside an upper window where it
continued its watch over the woman within.


Public endurance, Emily mused,
would have to be practiced.  A deep, shaky breath shuddered from
her.  Stale, dry cereal could only sustain a person for so long. 
Fluttering, her hand splayed her abdomen, a sad smile as she looked down. 
Her babies seemingly agreed.  Several jeans heaped upon her bed. 
None would zip.  “Thanks, you two.”  Another flutter.  It would
seem, like their father, her sarcasm would not be tolerated.  Her amber
eyes smarted, tears running a gamut down her face.  Store. 
Food.  Home.  Then cry.  She inhaled hitched
breaths.  Splotchy faces resulted in strangers staring and
speculating.  And if anyone asked if she was okay, her tears would drown
them both.  Emily sat heavily, heedless of the clothes strewn
everywhere.  Left behind in Balkore were long skirts Dezenial had ordered
fashioned for her.  The heavy skins were softened similar to suede.  


Memory slammed.


Dashing around the bed, tall black
boots were plucked from the floor.  She nuzzled them as if crazed.  A
daily ritual he was adamant not to break from, Dezenial would hunker down and
place them on her, lacing the ties until all the way to her thighs. 
Deeply, she breathed in their aroma.


And for a minute, could swear his
scent wafted, caressing her.


Emily doubled-over, boots clutched
tightly against her chest, and began rocking, nuzzling the suede. 
Something from him.  Something he’d touched.  Something from him . .
. 


There would be no outing today.


 


The composer scratched his thatch
of white hair, flustered.  He thought he was frustrated?  She
was the one sitting here, minus her pants!  Wire rims slid down his
reed thin nose, the old fashioned lenses trying to abandon his face.  A
thick forefinger dashed the wayward silver frames back to their bridge. 
Papers shuffled.  He attempted to show he was being kept waiting.  He
waved his hand at her to try again.  How long would she sit here and
jingle these stupid little bells?  And where the hell were her
pants?!  Didn’t anyone even notice?


Emily’s eyes snapped open.


Fisted in her hands were blankets
as if hanging on for dear life.  Sweat saturated her.  Even awake,
she could still hear faint echoes of little bells—shushing?


Agility and silence were needed
now, as she slipped from the bed.  Someone was in her house!  Had
Shadow sent henchmen realm crossing?  She would be that desperate,
especially with Dezenial now dead!  Emily paused.  Would the goddess
really be so foolish as to temp Hades’ wrath by attacking his daughter in
law?  Dezenial had said she was most treasured by Hades, his father having
warned he would tolerate no cruelty befalling her by way of Shadow. 
Crouched, tense, she listened.  Downstairs still?  Was that the crazy
dream she’d been having of bells and conductors?  


Words.  Muted. 
Male.  She scanned the room for a makeshift weapon.  What she
wouldn’t give to have Blade with her right now.  Dawning ignited. 
Lethally rising, her chin jutted.  She was half Lumynari, and the
granddaughter of a goddess.  A really vicious goddess who turned men to
stone.  And, if she really wanted to push her luck, some Keeper of old
fools having failed to save—her heart clenched and she chased away fresh pain.


Right now, intruders were in her
home.  Mounds of clothes.  Sweats?  Anywhere?  Something
shattered!  They were in her kitchen!  Growling.  They’d brought
a dog?  Male monotone voices resumed.  Good God!  Who
breaks into a house with a mutt—


Emily bolted from her room. 
She leapt down the stairs by twos.  


Couldn’t be!


She sailed over the final
four.  Just couldn’t!  No way!  


Running through her foyer and
through the living room—claustrophobic compared to her home with Dezenial—she
slammed open her kitchen door.


And nearly bowled over.


“Your sire possesses bizarre
humor.”


Idiotically, Emily nodded.


“Everything she cooks, I’m to
sample first.”


“If . . . you die?” Shock kept her
immobile.


“It is my sincerest hope you would
avenge my death.”


“Sh-shouldn’t I save myself or
something?”


Eldaryn pondered this for a
moment.  “Now that you mention it, I do believe your father said something
to that effect.”  One of the hound’s heads swiveled to resume watching
Cianna.  “I told you, the green stuff was not for consumption.  It is
used for cleaning.  Humans are fond of washing everything they own.” 
He looked to Emily.  “She poured your soap into a glass to add to the
fruit she’s sworn oath you crave,” Eldaryn rolled all four yellow eyes. 
“I had to knock it from her hand.”


“You did say you were sampling
everything,” Cianna whispered.


Both heads swiveled, sniffing
Emily’s one true friend.  “I don’t smell sarcasm.”  He licked
the side of Cianna’s head.  She shrieked and whacked both his skulls with
Emily’s wooden spoon so fast, both human and beast were stunned by her
actions.  The beast recovered first and crouched.


“Eldaryn!” Emily choked out. 
Her hand splayed her throat.  The woman had smacked a lethal beast taller
than she as if they were siblings.  “How is it you come . . . to be here?”


“Your father sent us.”  His
expression clearly indicated she was dimwitted.  “This is the clothing for
your world?”  He licked his chops.  “Your legs could use more meat.”


Emily glanced down at
herself.  “I wasn’t planning on being a meal, Rover.”  The white slip
whispered high on her thighs.  Her clamped lips imprisoned a sob. 
Her eyes rivered.  No matter how many times she blinked, more tears
welled.  When last she’d called him Rover, she’d been wrapped in mindless
assurances that she and Dezenial had forever, her only complaint: exhaustion.


Stupid girl.


Swishing glided for seconds and
then glided again.  Emily turned around.  Her sliding glass door
closed with a quiet thud.  She dashed her eyes, disbelieving the sight
they beheld.  Her bottom lip took on a life of its own, quivering. 
She looked down, softly shaking her head.


Another bizarre dream. 
Has to be.


“Lass, I ken yer’ garden is passing
through winter, but ‘twas mi’ intention ta’ fancy yer tray a bit,” Broc
whispered, cut flowers grasped gently in his hand.


He swam in her mire of tears.


He glanced her gown, his gaze
swinging back to her face.  She took stock of herself again.  “I
can’t fit into my jeans anymore.”  Her hand gently splayed the growing
soft swell of her stomach.  “But, I haven’t finished going through all my
clothes which . . . I probably need to take a shower and go to the mall and
just buy maternity clothes, but then, I can’t stand the smell and all the
people and the noise.”  She looked back up at Broc.  “Remember me saying
how lucky you were to look upon the vastness of your mountains, miles upon
miles, not a soul in sight?  That’s what I want.  I don’t want to see
anyone, or deal with their lacking knowledge of what’s really out there and
then there’s shoes and apples and I can’t stand the thought of going into a
store, but I haven’t eaten in days, oh, except dry cereal but I really just
want . . . raw. . .” Tears dripped from her chin and splashed her chest. 
“. . . apples and something spicy, which I think is because the twins are part
Lumynari and the spicy food they—“


“Emily.”


She raised her face.  He was
but a blur.


Flowers he clutched met their final
resting place upon cold tiled floor as he charged her, sweeping her up into his
arms.  “Grieve as I watch over ye’, lass.”  He squeezed her to him,
nestling her in the cocoon of his arms.  She burrowed deeply into warmth
of his embrace, her heart pouring from her eyes and onto his neck as he carried
her from her tiny eating area.
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“Ye’ have neighbors poundin’ yer’
door several times a day.”


“Feed them to Eldaryn.”


Male laughter filled her bedroom.


“I don’t feel well, Broc. 
Even a simple shower is taxing.  I’m so tired, and sick . . . so damn
sick.  Do you know what it’s like to smell everything that is foul? 
I swear, I can smell the streets from in here!”


“The odors are very ripe, I will
agree,” Eldaryn announced, nosing open her door.  Behind him, Cianna
carried in a tray.  “I thought after a week of being here, I would
acclimate.”


“A tea I’ve been assured will ease
your sickness,” Cianna offered softly.  Emily raised up a bit, the effort
making her wobbly.  Broc rushed over with the makeshift chamber pot, a
small wastebasket lined with plastic bag, fearing she would be ill again.


“I ken Maeve would be hovering with
her brews of teas and coffees—“


“Ugh.  No coffee.”  Emily
shuddered.  “The thought of it makes me ill.”  She smiled weakly at
Broc’s dubious gape.


“You need not worry about finishing
the contents.  Its potency works in small doses.”  Cianna passed the
steaming brew to Emily, who sniffed it cautiously.  “Your highness,
I would never think to poison you.”


“I was curious about the new
smell.  Spicy.  Nutmeg, and . . . what?”


“A few things I brought with me and
a few things Urkani insisted upon.”  Her friend smiled, bowing and backing
towards the door.


“Cianna?”


Hesitantly, the woman glanced up
from her prostrate position.


“A different era.  You
promised you’d try.  You’re my dearest friend, not my servant.  And .
. . I hope an aunt or godparent to my babies.”


Cianna’s eyes filled with
tears.  She nodded several times before finally finding her voice. 
“You gift me with the highest honor.  I am . . . flattered.”  She
blushed.  “Forgive me.”  She rose, and with head held high, nervous
in the effort of breaking a long habit, Cianna did as Emily had days earlier
requested: she walked with dignity, her back to the occupants, out the bedroom
door.  Emily smiled, though briefly, remembering Cianna’s small
revelation.  A dark time, Lumynari forever stepping from shadows to remind
her of her position as a lowly servant.  Never, could she reveal her true
identity.  Emily didn’t ask, sensing profound privacy in this woman. 
Prince Dezenial had never treated her with anything but kindness, but those
dark times . . . until Lord Inzyr had forced the prince to return, had been
unspeakable.  Emily hoped one day her friend would confide all.


She sipped her tea.  “Did you
sample this?”


“Lapped from a bowl upon the floor
like a common household pet.”  Eldaryn winced.  Broc snickered.


“How’s the enchantress’s brew,
lass?”


“Warm and soothing.  My
insides are finally settling.  Think I’ll even attempt a shower and
something with my hair.”


Eldaryn sniffed loudly, both heads
partaking in this noisy chore.  “A shower would be wise.  You could
alert the enemy where you are—“


Emily fisted her hand then opened
it quickly.  Blue flame sparked.  Rolling her fingers, flames grew
and danced.  Broc shifted uncomfortably.  Eldaryn released a
disgusted sigh, turned several circles at the end of her bed—


“You’re going to make me spill this
tea!”


“Then I suggest you stop showing
off like a child with a new toy, and hold your cup with two hands.”


Bedframe cracked.


It was their only warning.


With a loud crash, the foot of her
bed hit the floor and remained at an odd angle.  “Great, Eldaryn. 
Remind me to thank you.”


“Ye’ fecker, ye’ve—


Emily burst out laughing. 
“Sorry.  Your brogue and pronunciation of dirty words kills me.”


Broc’s lopsided grin provided
another laugh.


Nonplussed, the beast settled. 
One head lifted, forever alert, the other nestled on thick paws.  “A word
to the wise, Dezenial’s mate, I like my fur.  I’m especially fond of its
clean scent.  Burnt fur is not something I wish to be burdened with
again—“


“Again?”


“You do recall who my master
was?  A particular moody Lumynari?  Burnt fur is not something
I will endure, just as I’m sure you do not want to endure a wooden leg the rest
of your life.”


“Dare to bite, pooch, and—“


“Yes, I know.  Puppy pâté.”


“I hate that dog,” Emily quipped to
Broc.


“I’m still stuck at the part where
it speaks.  I haven’t begun to digest it has two heads.”  The laird
frowned.  “Likeability will not be for some time.”


“You procrastinate explaining how
the three of you came to be here . . . together.”  Emily took another sip
of her tea.


“Your sire knew you would need
caring.  And protecting.” Broc began pacing, but paused at the
window.


“That’s the why of it.”


“Lass, ye’ avoid mi need to talk to
ye’ about personal matters.  I will no longer be waylaid.  You must return
to Castle MacLarrin, and you must do it before the birthing of yer’ bairns.”


“Why?”  She had other
plans.  Plans that involved a cabin far from civilization.  “Why the
interest in my wellbeing, Broc?  And, since you want to share your agenda,
lets share all of it, starting with why the sudden concern in children who
aren’t yours?”  She thought she detected a slight flinch.  Guilt
surfaced, her words cruel.  But voices from long ago replayed his vicious
accusations.  Whore.  Guilt was duly choked, whimpering to the
recesses of her mind.  


There was derision and sympathy
mingled in his glance.  “Ye’ canna’ give birth ta’ yer twins here in your
realm of moderns and nonbelievers.” 


“I’m selling the house and moving
to the mountains.  Very remote mountains.  There!  Now you
know.”


“Isolation is an effective
solution.”


“You’re coming with me, Rover, so
save your annotations.”


“Ah, I’ll be able to see how the
other half lives.”


“Other half?”


“Wolves.”


Visions assailed her of hunters
spying Eldaryn.  Not pretty.  The quest would be as intense as the
hunt for Bigfoot.  Grand plans unraveled.  Much to her annoyance.


“And the bairns?  When ye’
need ta’ go into town for supplies?”


“Uh, I would take them with me.
Duh.”


Eldaryn and Broc shared a look
before Eldaryn’s head swiveled to the door again.  The other remained
sleeping.


“Your point, Outlander.”


“I might remind she’s half
Lumynari,” Eldaryn warned, “the granddaughter of Medusa, and pregnant.”


“I’m still the mohn here.”


Emily whipped blankets from her,
smashed down her teacup onto the nightstand, and began stalking Broc. 
Eldaryn exhaled noisily and slid from the bed.  “Tell me, human, do they
send you to many negotiations or just those with the hidden agenda to actually start
the war?”  He placed himself in front of Emily and sat back on his
haunches.  Emily’s eyes glowed.  Eldaryn yawned.


“Move, puppy.”


“You will simmer your temper. 
We still have need of the Outlander, and I kinda like the ratio.”


“You will not order me—ratio?”


“I refuse to linger in a dwelling
with two females, one pregnant and forever threatening to eat me, singe me, and
gouge my eyes.”


A smile quirked her lips. 
Animosity cooled.


“Speak quickly, Outlander, while
her temper is fixated on me.”


Amber eyes re-ignited.


“Though ye’ be half Lumynari, ye’
doona’ show it, save for yer’ hair.  But, in this realm, it is
admired.  Other than that, you do not show any outward signs.  Your
children will have more of the Lumynari blood than you.  What will you do
if their ears are long and pointed like their sire’s?  Their eyes glowing
red when infuriated or threatened?  How about when the bloodlust overtakes
their rationality during puberty?”


“Bloodlust?”


“You moderns suffer teenage
hormonal rages—“


“Not unlike what we must suffer the
next two trimesters,” Eldaryn interrupted.


Emily bared her teeth. 
Eldaryn’s were sharper, his lip pulling slightly back to show her.


“Lumynari teenagers will need to be
surrounded by . . . shall we say, battle-ready warriors?  Their tempers
are quick and deadly.  Teenage moderns, here in your realm, would not
understand.  What are you going to do when one of your twins is
bullied?  Or feel they’ve been slighted?”


Kids were cruel.  How many
times had her hair been viciously yanked, just to see if it was real?


“And your child strikes back? 
You’ll ‘ave more than school officials ta’ worry about, Lady Emily.  Allen
has traumatized us of what your society will do.”  Broc’s pause was
lengthy, affording her too much time to mull his words.  When at last he resumed,
she wished he hadn’t.  Images her mind conjured put her in a killing mood.


“We assume you’ll have your
children during their teenage years.”


“Excuse me?”


“More than likely, they’ll be
whisked away at birth, their differences uncanny.  Ye’ will be lied to,
told they didn’t survive birthing, tha’ these things happen, meanwhile, yer
bairns become experiments, poked, prodded, studied . . . caged—“


“Enough!”  Emily threw
up her arms.  “Out!  Both of you.  Now!”  Her hair
ignited into white flames.


“Come, Outlander,” Eldaryn ordered,
shouldering his girth out the recently damaged doorframe from his entrance two
days earlier.  Broc studied Emily for long moments before he followed the
Oltheg.  She’d presented her back, arms tightly folded.  No woman was
to be crossed when they took that stance.  He’d try reasoning with
her again when she cooled her lethal temper.


Not an hour following their
banishment, she slipped into the kitchen, clothed in her garments from
Balkore.  “I’ll want to take my books.”


Broc nodded.  Speech might
make her bolt.  He held his tongue.


“I would want to bring my sword
collection, but since they’re replicas and now I’ll have ownership and access
to the real thing,” she shrugged.  “My clothes are all wrong for the
highlands of Scotland.”


“Alba,” Broc whispered, hoping he
was not misunderstanding.


“Alba.”


“When ye’ visit the village down
below, ye’ step into Scotland.”


“Parallel universe.  What
happens if a tourist decides to go on a day hike and steps into your realm, and
not that madness Reignsfeugh tried feeding me.”


Broc’s eyes twinkled.  “They’d have
ta’ traipse within Henry’s stable.”


“Oh.  Weird.  How was I
able to drive there?”


“Allen.  He is neither dead,
nor alive.  Portals are open to him, though the passage the two of you
used, I’ve permanently sealed.  Fey magicks.  Allen now travels by way of Henry’s
stable.”


“How do we get there from here? 
I know damn well you didn’t come through Customs with Rover here.”


Broc slid off the wicker barstool,
beginning to lose his wariness that she would flee.  “It would seem,
maulkin, I’ve been granted a small measure of magick.”


“I’m not going to dash away.”  She
offered a sheepish grin.


Broc looked to Cianna, who in turn
handed Broc several large leather pouches.  They reminded Emily of old
depictions of hobos.  “Make ready, lass,” he muttered to Cianna.  The
young woman convulsed.  Emily lurched, Broc’s hand stopping her.  In
seconds, the lithe woman, usually clothed in bright colors, her long shiny
black hair forever in a single braid down her back, hopped up onto the
table.  The raven blinked, taking turns with first its left eye, then its
right, observing Emily.


“I’ve known you for a long, long
time, haven’t I?”


The bird cawed, bobbed its head,
wings fluffing.


“What do you turn into, Eldaryn?”


“A rabid mongrel when not
fed.”  He imitated the bird, both heads bobbing.  “It is a most
embarrassing spectacle I make of myself.”


Emily burst out laughing.  “Oh
my God, you loon!  I’ll make sure to capture prisoners first thing, so you
have ample supply of calves and thighs.”


“Your consideration humbles me.”


Emily’s grin captivated her
audience.  She’d not smiled since they’d arrived to bring her home. 
“What becomes of him when we enter your great hall?” Emily asked Broc, worried
for Eldaryn.


“Oh, I’m sure Maeve has missed his
absence, most especially now that his fur is likened to rushes littering her
precious floor.”


“She does have an uncanny obsession
with keeping that floor as white as possible.”


“Aye.”


“You’re smirking, Rover.”


“The Outlander does his best to
remain at the top of my list when it comes time to choose my first human
meal.”  Eldaryn sniffed Broc, earning a growl from the Forest Lord.


Cawing erupted.  Eldaryn’s
temperament instantly altered.  Sniffing the air, hackles raised, one head
snapped back, studying the ceiling.  Emily crouched down, she too now
looking above.  “How many?”  Her senses crackled to life at an
alarming rate.  She withdrew the lethal dagger Dezenial had presented her
within the cavern, giving quick thanks she’d discovered the blade morphed into
various shapes, enabling her to carry it on her person, no matter her
attire.  Her armband tightened.  “No, guardian, not yet,” she
whispered to it.


“How many what?” Broc followed
their gazes, his own hackles raising.  He’d focus later, the disquieting
change sliding over Emily, and her instant battle-stance.


Forever gone, he noted, was the
naïve modern from Texas.


“If I’d still been in my room, none
of you here . . .” Emily couldn’t finish.


“They’ve found her.  Your
magic must be now, Outlander, or she will not survive what trails her scent
down the stairwell.”  No sooner had Eldaryn given his warning, a keening
rattled the windows.  Pounding of feet could be felt, not just heard. 
Broc muttered words she didn’t recognize and whipped out an amulet from under
his tunic.  The house rumbled.


She felt as if her insides pulled
apart.  Stretched.  Like funhouse mirrors.  Then, the sensation
of rocketing through air.


Sprawled upon cold stone, her only
coherent movement was to clutch her stomach before everything turned blessedly
black.  And somewhere in the fog, a strange familiar harmonization of
numerous male voices chanted in singsong fashion.


Keer’dra.


“Dezenial?”  It sounded weak,
far, fading.  Impossible.


“Nay, lass.”  From behind
heavy eyelids, she heard resignation in his voice.  Concentrating very
hard, she forced her body to obey her mental commands.  Finally, her eyes
opened.  She was no longer on a hard floor.  


“I’m sorry.  I thought I heard
him calling me.”


“Your apology is no’ necessary.  I
ken yer’ loss ta’ be great, and still raw.  The healing will take a long
time.”


“Thank you,” she said, too weak to
speak above a whisper.  “Thank you for coming, Broc.  I think if you
hadn’t, by now, I’d have gone over the edge from grief.”


“And malnourishment,” a woman’s
heavily accented voice stated.


“Maeve!” Emily scooted up,
numerous pillows quickly being assembled behind her by a doting laird. 
She and Maeve hugged long and hard, both weepy when they pulled
apart.  Maeve touched Emily’s hair, her face, squeezed her arm, stared
intently at the gold armband, nodded her approval, and re-caressed Emily’s
face.  “Strong magic guards you, and as ancient as my people of the Fey.”


“I will take my leave and see to
our other guests.”  Broc curtly nodded, turning away.


“Wait.  Please.  Eldaryn,
Cianna?  They’re fine?  Why did the realm jump make me feel so . . .
awful?  I blacked out.”


“My magic is borrowed.  
Yours is part of you.”  Longing, heartbreak, and sudden wash of emotion
Emily gleaned in his obsidian eyes before Broc averted his gaze.  His pain
was great, his heart as heavy as her own.  Forgiving himself, she knew,
was his most difficult journey to date.


“And the voices?  I distinctly
heard male voices, as if in a cathedral—“


“The Elders.  They used their
power to save yer’ bairns,” he said as gently as possible.


Emily gasped.


“The jump was very hard on you in
your condition.”


Her insides fluttered.  Her
eyes watered with relief.  It was as if Kendara and Denzyr sensed she
needed the reassurance they were still a part of her.  Whispering, more to
herself, she caressed where they lay.  “They’re all I have left of him.”


Broc sighed heavily, his voice
filled with anguish.  “That was Xyn’s view as well.  And why it took
so long before we arrived.  I feared the jump would harm ye’, and
contemplated how ta’ utilize modern transportation.  In the end, Inzyr
threatened bodily harm if I did no’ make the jump immediately.  He is most
persuasive.”


Emily could only nod.  She
knew, all the way down to her core, that it took Broc everything he owned not
to smash the door shut behind his stiffened exit.  She and Maeve remained
silent, hands clutched tightly, each lost in their own thoughts while they
stared at the door.  The moment proved just too awkward for mere words
between the two bonded women.
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Days melded into weeks, and weeks
slid into months, each lacking any significance other than a weary winter sun gave
way to brighter, cheerier orb.  White skies were now cornflower blue,
streaked with hues of yellow during sunrise and gorging reds at days end.  Like
elegant women, trees regained their allure by way of leaves overflowing from
hibernation.  Color swept both forest and vale, great waves of purple heather
providing a playing field for Sister Wind and spring nymphs.  And half a day’s
walk, the loch again shimmered, seagulls squawking like old women laughing over
raunchy jokes.  Rowans and birch were scrutinized, the men arguing over which would
provide the next Yule log as they smacked their arms free of midges.  Emily
smiled, and turned her face up to the sun, lost in her memories.


Maeve had spent days collecting bog
myrtle, crushing the flower and making a poultice for exposed skin.  She mixed
a bit of lavender in, ‘makes ‘em smell a wee bit better,’ though the men
grumbled about smelling ‘like a summer lass’.  Maeve would pause her
ministrations, ‘As if ye’ ken what one smells like, aye?’ 


Remembering the old woman’s scowl
gave Emily a chuckle.


This past Winter Solstice had found
many couples languishing under the mistletoe, wishing to be blessed with
bairns.  Emily had tried very hard to refrain from snorting.  The brutal
blizzard screaming its rage for nearly two weeks was what had actually done the
trick.  Now, all these months later, she wasn’t the only one stumbling around,
arching her back, pausing to catch her breath while she cupped her stomach to
ease the weight of her burden.  They’d catch each other’s eye and share
laughter, as if in on some grand scheme.  


Yuletide festivities came to a
close with a toast to Kavan’s memorial, his shield placed lovingly above the
main central hearth in Broc’s great hall.  Not a dry eye had remained as they’d
sung a lewd ditty, one of Kavan’s favorites.  The Yule fires had been kept
burning, Broc explaining that until the next morning, fires stopped prankster
souls of their dead from coming down the chimney.  Her gawking had earned a
hall full of good natured taunts and raucous laughter.


Girlish giggles snagged her back to
the present.  She looked down over the short wall.  A man from a neighboring
clan, she knew only by face, surprised his lady love with flowers and a rolled
up plaid.  Lizza pulled back the towel covering her basket.  Bread, cheese and
other items Emily stood too far above them to discern.  He took the basket,
handed her the lighter load of plaid and flowers, then linked his arm with hers
and walked towards the lower bailey.  A picnic.  Very romantic.


She turned away, afraid her envy
would infect the couple.  Tightening Aedan’s plaid she’d pilfered to use as
a shawl, she waddled the length of the ramparts, enjoying peace and
solitude.  And a good view of untouched land.  Shades of browns, greens,
blues, purples, and yellows captivated her for several hours.  Sister Wind
weaved through her hair.  Soothing.  She smiled and muttered her thanks to
the elemental.


Emily lovingly caressed her very
swollen abdomen.  It was a wonder she could even move.  Now that ice
patches had finally melted, she was allowed a measure of freedom.  Gah,
but winter had nearly driven her mad, Eldaryn growling and raging when last
she’d snuck up to the tower.  To keep the Outlanders from losing their
minds, and one seriously pissed off hellhound from being skewered with their
drawn blades, she’d complied to remain indoors until spring warmed the land. 
She’d argued that she seriously doubted spring would have any effect on winter,
this far north.  


Twenty faces had scowled.  


Throwing up her hands in defeat, she’d
relented, knowing they flipped out because they cared so much.  


Aunsgar enchanted her for a while
with games of backgammon, and she’d introduced him to Stratego, by way of Allen
providing the board game.  She should have known better than to play such a
game with real life warriors.  Not once had she succeeded in capturing
Aunsgar’s flag!  And now, Clan MacLarrin was addicted to the game.  That, and
Battleship.  She’d ruined them!  Gah, the shouting matches that had ensued
between Aedan and Reignsfeugh!  


Regardless their intentions, cabin
fever took its toll.  Emily could no longer concentrate on anything that
required sitting for longer than five minutes.  By February, Emily swore
she was no longer able to speak, instead, every answer coming from her a
growl.  Once, she’d even bared her teeth.  Aunsgar had a moment of insight and
set up the great hall for her to practice archery and blade tossing. 
She’d been extremely frustrated at first.  It seemed Aurelia had not
deigned to leave her with skills she could use at will.  Pregnancy rage
did not count, though none around her were the wiser.  The only one
seemingly to lack fear—or commonsense—of her increasing temper, was
Eldaryn.  She was still formulating a plan of attack to pay him back for
his endless snide remarks.  As soon as she was in battle-form again, she’d
skin him.  Mental images of her parading the grounds in a cloak made of
his precious gray fur kept her warm and fuzzy.  Lately, Eldaryn had begun
to suspect her secret smiles when she’d look his way, and had voiced as much to
Broc.  “She plots my demise.”


“Aye, mutt, be wary.  No’ a
triflin’ event, when a woman schemes yer’ downfall.”


Grinning to herself, she reminisced
how her rage had produced a ball of flame she’d thrown at the hound. 
Aunsgar had leapt from where he partook of his meal, his sword smacking the
burning ball away from the fur coat of her protector.  Eldaryn had refused
to speak to her for a full three weeks.


Until she’d skewered Urkani.


Gazing up at the bright star, Emily
frowned.  When the hell had it become evening?  These lapses in time
were becoming more frequent.  Waddling to a small bench, she sat down and
focused on memories in order to chase away the dizziness.


“Wouldn’t it be easier to just have
a gun?”


“Must you shoot everything?” Urkani
had said, not hiding his disgust.


“I’m from Texas—“


“That has been proven otherwise.”


“We like our guns.”


“And if you run out of bullets?”


“Club ‘em to death?” 
Eyelashes fluttered at the Elf commander.


Eldaryn had made a slight snorfing
from his snout.  Urkani remained undaunted.


“Uh huh.  Toss the dirk, Lady
Emily.  Try aiming for the target this time instead of the floor, chair,
and wall.”


“The target seems to be off
center.  I don’t understand why you have to be so frickin’
difficult.  Just swallow your damn Elvin pride, and go fix it!” 
She’d even stomped her foot.


With long, purposeful strides,
Urkani stormed the length of the great hall, muttering under his breath. 
Their growing audience stilled at such a rare display of Elven fury.


“If you have something to say, Elf,
at least strap on a pair and say it loud enough for me to respond to.”


Throwing her a look of pure malice,
he turned his back on her, and backhanded the target in rapid succession. 
“Perhaps it is not so much that the target is ill centered, but, rather,
the bearer of weaponry lacks skill!”


“Hey, you’re right!  The target
is much easier to see now!”  Emily flicked her wrist.  Gasps
and expletives filled the air.  Weapon soared end over end—faster than
Urkani could react to her wicked tone implying danger to his person.  


Thud of blade entering flesh
plunged the hall into an unsettling hush.


Slowly, Urkani pivoted, shock
plaguing his beautiful features.  Hilt of her blade protruded sickeningly
from his shoulder, the blade poking out from under his collarbone.


“Well, shit.”  Her hands began
throbbing. She held them in front of her, shocked.  Why hadn’t they done
this for Dezenial?  The burning was fast becoming unbearable.  “Get
him down!”  Garreck and Finnegan had already rushed to Urkani’s aid,
slowly easing him to the floor.  Boots pounding, Emily knew someone had
dashed off to get Broc.  Aunsgar, no doubt, was already on his way. 
“Turn him over on his side.”  Her hands glowed white hot, the burning
forcing her to speak through clenched teeth.  The searing was
unreal.  A sharp kick in her abdomen, she doubled over.  Footfalls
neared.  “No.  You . . . can’t touch me when I’m like this.” 
She didn’t bother to follow the pair of legs up to see who’s face looked down
at her.  “Pull the knife,” she hissed.


Garreck panicked.  “Lass, yer’
white as death.”


“Pull the knife, or he’ll die.”


“Do as she requests,” Aunsgar’s
cold voice commanded.  Emily cringed.  Fury leapt from Aunsgar,
chilling her to the bone.  Fisting the handle, giving her and Aunsgar a
final look, Garreck leaned down closer to Urkani.


“Mi’ apologies, Elf.”


Urkani’s sharp intake of breath mutilated
her conscience, playing her guilt like canastas.  Quickly, she placed a
hand over either side of the wound’s openings.  Blood gushed. 
Otherworldly languages flowed from her as searing white light emanated from her
into Urkani’s wounds.  Peripheral ceased to exist for her.  Male
voices soared upwards, chanting likened to monks, she right along with
them.  Louder, pulsating with power, the voices rose, the chanting
deafening.  Light from Emily’s hands flared.  Men raised their arms,
warding off the brightness, peering from around their forearms.  As
abruptly as it began, voices waned and heat ebbed.


Urkani’s screams silenced.


With utmost care, the High Elf was
rolled over onto his back.  Plaids were bunched up and placed under him to
ward off chill of stone floor and act as padding for his healed wound, now
nothing more than a hideous bruise covered in dried blood.  


Their eyes locked.  Something
profound passed between Emily and Urkani.  She didn’t offer apologies.
 ‘I’m sorry’ seemed puny against what she’d done to him.  Strange,
however, that it wasn’t anger she saw in the commander’s dark blue eyes, but empathy. 
The same compassion she’d seen on his face when he’d wrapped her in a plaid,
offering reassurances—not judgments—when she’d first found herself thrust from
Balkore.  Lovingly, she fingered strands of his hair off his face. 
He grasped her hand, holding her open palm against his cheek for several
seconds.


A most unladylike grunt escaped her
as she tried lifting herself from murderous position, her legs prickling from
lacking blood flow.  Hands grasped her elbows, helping her up. 
Assistance, she needed daily.  She turned away from them. 
Shamed.  There would never be an excuse for what she’d done today; never
an excuse for losing her temper with such violence.  None spoke. 
Their stares thumbtacked her spine.  She was a terrible person.  These
men had done nothing but offer her safety, protection, friendship—her gaze
swept to Kavan’s memorial.  


Some had even given their lives,
Lumynari weapons lethal enough to kill an immortal warrior.  Broc had
opened his home; they’d all opened their hearts.  They never doubted her,
even though she doubted herself.  


She thanked them by being an
unappreciative bitch.


Her hand grasped the balustrade.


“Lass, ye’ ken our ways.  Ye’
doona need ta’ leave our presence.  We ken yer’ pain, yer’ temper ta’ be
expected.”


She didn’t turn around.  She
would not look into the faces of so many she’d been a belligerent child
towards.  And she would not cry.  Zeus knew, they’d suffered ample amounts
of her tears.  Heartache devastated her every coherent moment.  And when
she slept, the nightmare of his final moments played over and over, filled in
with details that left her seeking a chaise in front of the hearth in an
attempt to remain awake.  


Regardless her personal anguish, they
didn’t deserve how she’d treated them.


“I would request but one favor, mi’
lord,” she said softly.


She didn’t see him stiffen, and
look back at his men.  Never had Emily paid him homage.  “I would
grant it,” Broc said.  Anything.  Anything ta’ see ye’ smile
again, ta’ lighten yer’ eyes, to see me again, as a mohn, no’ yer’ enemy. 
But he kept these thoughts buried deep, not sure what power she
possessed.  He did not desire her to see his pain.  She carried
enough of her own.  He did not want her to ever know how, each night, his
heart shriveled when she thought she wept unheard.


“Your word, Laird MacLarrin . . .”


Emily sighed, brought back to the
present, the cold night threatening to freeze the stream of tears upon her
face.  She shifted Aedan’s plaid.  Regardless of it being June, the
chill was more penetrating tonight.  Down below, the upper bailey was bathed in
the full moon, an eerie bluish lighting making her feel she’d stepped into
Netherworld.


Unbeknownst to Emily, Innya and her
fellow watchmen made sure to take turns secretly standing guard over their
queen during her nightly haunts upon the tower.  Fixated on the heavens,
bathed in moonlight, they’d been transfixed by the ethereal figure with tears
glittering down her face like silver.  Innya left plaids on the
overstuffed chaise they’d hauled up several days earlier; the lone watchwoman
apprehensive Lady Emily’s pregnancy now too heavy to remain standing for long
periods of time.  


Emily slipped back into memories
and guilt over Urkani suffering a ghastly wound because of her temper.


“Once, your word was something an
entire kingdom revered.  Honor, Broc, was important to you.”


“Still is.”  He’d grasped her
double meaning.  “My words were reaction to a photograph of
Pendaran.  I thought you secretly met with him. I did not ken he remained
unseen by you.  I should have.  I should have known the druid
conspired.  Always, this was his way.  And I should have asked you,
but anger forever rules me.”


Silence stretched, her hand still
upon the balustrade.  Behind her, the hall’s silence was as heavy as the
twins she carried.  Broc sighed, defeated.  “Ye’ ‘ave mi’ word,
Princess Emily.”


“Isolation is where I will remain
for the duration of this pregnancy.”


“Lass—“


“Your word is your honor, Forest
Lord.”  Finally, she turned to face him.  Amber eyes glittered with
tears, her face awash with their fall.  “But, occasionally, healing hearts
to proceed, your company would be . . . treasured.”


Something in Broc expanded. 
Frozen heart reacted of its own accord from her offer.  Instantly thawed,
it flooded with the warmth of—dare he even think it—hope.  Fear dragged a
shroud to drape over him, for would he once again awaken, Emily’s words
whispered in a dream?  And then, he would be left to do what none knew . .
. and he would die before admitting.  


Broc greeted each new day as he’d
left the previous.  Tears of torment, and self-loathing over what he’d
done, vile words he could never eradicate from one he loved so deeply, he’d lay
down and die in place of her beloved.  Just to gain her forgiveness. 
To see her smile.  Nearing the top stair, grasping tightly the balustrade,
he could see, even from here, her knuckles whitening, her burden heavy. 
Determined to climb unassisted, she’d waved them off many times.  He
watched, unable to do ought else until she was no more than a memory having
rounded the deep corridor long moments ago.


The very minute she knew she was
out from his line of vision, Emily sagged against the wall.  Past
experience, one stumble and they’d spill over themselves getting to her. 
They had done enough.  Exhausted, her despair only became more
acute.  She’d not really taken into context what Dezenial’s warning had
truly entailed, should one of them perish.  How in the hell was she to
carry on?  And now, feelings for Broc blossomed.  Betrayal to Dezenial’s
memory.  Pregnancy.  Nothing more than crazy hormones.  She
rubbed her stomach, knowing she was about to be kicked, having dared think of
another man other than their father.  But no pulverizing of her innards
transpired.  She sighed, resting her head back, the wall doing a fantastic
job of holding her up right now.  There was an odd comfort this ancient
keep gave her.  A sense of being home.  For the thousandth time,
tears poured.  Chin quivered.  Torn.  Confused. 
Angry.  Bitter.  


And so very weak.  


Twice now, though she spoke of it
to none, she’d been seized with severe dizziness.  Sitting quickly, her
vision would darken for several long moments.  Consciousness would return
with her slumped in the chair.  Tell someone and have them hover, or—


“Perhaps ye’ would allow me ta’
simply escort you to your chambers.”


Emily opened her bleary eyes. 
“That would be nice.  The stairs, you know.”


“Aye, lass, ‘tis almost over.”


“I’m scared,” she whispered,
shocked she’d voiced such an intimate confession.  Infuriating trembling resumed. 
Something was definitely wrong.  She should send for Maeve.  Daily,
she weakened, but Colin could find no cause.  Sometimes, her nails would
turn blue.  Was her heart giving out?


“Of?”


What had they been
talking—oh.  “Labor.  Pain.  Motherhood.”  She looked down
at herself.  “My babies having only me.”


“They need not be raised alone by
ye’, Emily.”  He held his breath, stunned he’d let that slip.  She’d
shred him for sure.  Send him away.  Never speak to him again. 
Set flame to him.


Her tears turned her amber eyes
into glittering jewels. 


“No riddles, Broc.  Your
words.”


He fought valiantly, a silent war
waging within.  


Emily sensed he was terrified to
speak his heart.  


He took a hesitant step
closer.  Slowly, he reached out, his trembling hand settling over hers.
Throughout the castle, there seemed to exist a pause.  


As if every living creature knew
something delicate was coming to pass.  


“Would you . . . like . . . to
feel?”


“Aye,” his voice cracked.  “I
would be verra honored.”


Delicately, she positioned his
battle-calloused hand around the side of her stomach.  She closed her
eyes.  Unbeknownst to Broc, Emily spoke to her children, conscious they
read her mind as easily as their father had.  She was grateful she
couldn’t read theirs, feeling a child should possess the privacy of thought;
she was positive, when they became teens, there would be regret for her lacking
ability.  She shared with them from the beginning when she’d first laid
eyes on the Highlander.  How she’d dreamt of him before ever meeting
him.  Memories of another lifetime, in another age.  The spats they’d
had, then and now.  The love they’d once shared—and lost.  Her great
love for their father, though she knew this last part was redundant.  She
conveyed her fear, confusion of being so alone, and her fierce oath she’d
protect them.  Emily hoped they’d kick, allowing Broc to feel the life
within her.  She held her breath.  Stillness would let her know she
was to push him forever out of her life.  They would never accept him.


Their happiness came first.


A flutter at first, so faint, she
almost missed it.


“Lass?” Broc whispered.


She opened her eyes. 
Suddenly, she sucked in her breath.  The kick to her side was so strong,
she thought for sure she’d see bruising, if she looked in a mirror. 
“You’re grinning like a boy who’s just had his first kiss.”


“Does it hurt?  ‘Tis amazing!”


“That one did, but it was meant
to.”


Quickly, he removed his hand. 
Kicking commenced to pound where his hand had been.  She snatched his
hand, pressed it back against her side and sighed with sweet relief.  And
placed his other hand on the opposite side of her stomach.  Kicking softer
against Broc’s hands, several times,  commenced before the twins
settled.  “I doona’ understand why that was supposed ta’ hurt.”


“They accept you.”  She
waited, daring him to claim impossibility.  Instead, he nodded.


“And their mother?”


“Your vile words haunt me, even
when I sleep.”  His hands dropped and she instantly missed their warmth.


“I am sworn ta’ protect you, cursed
to never again be allowed to call ye’ mi’ own.  Our immortality is
punishment for abandoning you.”


“No,” she shook her head.  “It
was a different time then.”


“I allowed mi’ people ta’ turn on
ye’.  I encouraged it.  And recently, have had revealed to me tha’
Na’Dryn conspired with Lumynari, which lead to so many deaths—deaths I blamed
Aurelia for.  Deaths tha’ were mi’ own fault for turning on the one
woman whose heart I had been gifted with.  Aurelia.  She was no’ just the
exiled royal.  She was mi’ wife.  Thirty-six hundred years, every day, I face
tha’ I did no’ just betray my people and Aurelia, I betrayed mi’ self.  I live
with this every day I exist, Lady Emily.  Every day.”


His pain too great to witness, she
looked down at her pregnancy.  Profoundly shocked when she dared peek up
at him, she almost reached out.  Almost.


Broc MacLarrin’s face was damp with
tears.  And, there was no shame.


“I would raise the bairns as mi’
own.  With all the pride I possess as a mohn, I give oath they will never
be allowed ta’ forget their sire.”


Emily’s hand flew to her
mouth.  She tried speaking, only to sob harder.  She nodded several
times, leaning towards him, head bowed.


Laird MacLarrin pulled Emily into
an embrace that encompassed her unborn twins . . . and a goodly portion of her
heart.  Neither witnessed smiles and tears of clan and Elves tiptoeing
away, breathing sighs of relief.


At long last, their laird forgave
his past and his present.


Icy gust of wind snapped Emily from
her reverie.  Warmth of fire was what she needed.  Breath shuddered
in front of her.  She grabbed the low wall, steadying herself.  Dizzy. 
So damn dizzy.  All the time now.  Peripherals evening out, she
slipped back into the darkened alcove, and failed to notice Eldaryn from whence
he watched.  Nor did she see the hound drop his heads, softly whimpering
over being powerless to heal his mistress’ sorrow.
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Aunsgar interchanged hurtling and
dashing down the wide stairwell that spilled from his private towers. 
Soft boots skidded to a halt in the great hall, his long white hair askew.


Unusual Elvish display stilled and
terrified every Forest Lord.


Months had passed since their laird
and lady had called truce.  Were they warring?  Nay, couldna’ be, the
Lady Emily too weakened of late with the last stages of pregnancy.  Still . . .
why else would the austere Elf be charging towards them?


“Lumynari arrive.  Nay,”  he
waved them down.  “Stay your weaponry.  Allies!”  No sooner
voiced, thirteen Lumynari warriors stepped from thin air.  None dared even
flex, though sharp inhales and gulping sounded over three hearths of crackling
fires.


“Dad?”  Emily called
down, her voice quavering.  Her hand covered her mouth.


The deadliest of the brood stepped
forward.  His feral smile caused Maeve to step against Reignsfeugh. 
Any other time, the open display of affection would have been cause for ribald
teasing.  


“I should cut out your tongue,
addressing me as such in public.”


Tears leapt to Emily’s eyes,
glittering like amber jewels.  “I’d torch you bald.”


“A sound thrashing as well.”


“I have hoped for so long that you
would come.  I thought . . . you blamed me.”  Clutching the
balustrade, she made her way down.  Each step felt like her feet came down
on shards of glass.  Her girth was too vast for her to see the next
step.  At this pace, it would take her two hours before she made it
down.  


Aedan bounded up the stairs, two
and three at a time, and offered assistance.


“Chaos rules Balkore.  I have
had much avenging to take care of, and, little one, my concern was the grief my
presence would cause you.”


Little one murmured
throughout Broc’s hall.


“That’s what he used to call
me.”  A slight shake of her head, Emily descended, grasping Aedan for dear
life.  “I’m going to hurt your hand and arm.”


“Nay, lass. Ye’ hold on and I’ll
guide ye’.”


She’d abandoned the stairs,
everyone coming up to her chambers to share meals and company.  But the
air had thickened a moment ago, a strange rousing and she knew.  Hoped. 
“You came.”  She stopped for a moment, fighting yet another wave of
dizziness.


“Lass?”


Emily offered Aedan a smile. 
“Stairs.  Murder on my feet.  Babies weigh a ton.”


“Aye.  Only a few more and
we’re done.”


“Garreck?  Could you have
someone see our guests receive chambers?  Maeve, with your consent, Cianna
will see to the dining of my father’s regiment.  Their food is . . . peculiar.”


Another rippling murmur filled the
hall, father.


 


Inzyr cocked a white brow. 
His vaifyr proudly ambled with her great burden towards him.  But she was
far weaker than she or the Forest Lords realized, failing to understand what
she’d gone without for too long.  If he didn’t rectify the situation, the
birthing would be her death.  He handed off his javelin to a guard,
returning his watch upon his offspring.  She was as beautiful as her
mother had been when carrying her.  


 


“Aedan, help me to show respect.”


“As ye’ will.”


Though awkward for her, and death gripping
the young Fey—which Inzyr kept tight vigil on, Fey ancient enemies of
Lumynari—Emily curtseyed low before her sire.  Inzyr’s hand clasped her
forearms, assisting her to rise.  “You far outrank me, daughter, but I am
honored you would cede deference.”  He eyed surrounding humans watching
his every move—waiting for an excuse to pounce he and his warriors. 
Fools.  When they saw what was about to occur . . . 


“Don’t deny you enjoy the
respect.  I feel it due you, regardless.”  Over his shoulder, she offered
greetings to his retinue in Balkorian.  Nods were bequeathed in
return.  One smiled.  Odd.  Lumynari never smiled. 
Okay, just before a kill, but no such event would be tolerated in her
presence.  Regardless the oddity of hospitality, she offered it anyway,
assuring them their comfort would be seen to. Her eyes snapped back to the
warrior.  Wasn’t he the one who carried me, offering warmth when first
marched to my father’s quarters?  


“You are welcome as friend.” 
She inhaled deeply, spots of light dancing before her eyes.  Dizzy spells
had intensified these past two weeks, though she continued keeping it
hidden.  Nothing, however, passed Cianna’s scrutiny.  But, the woman
had yet to say a word, though she gave her peculiar stares.  “These aren’t
true Lumynari, are they?”  she whispered.  Hades’ Elite Daemons, she
would bet her life on it.  


“ ‘Tis her father.  I heard
correctly?”  Finnegan whispered.  Colin jabbed him with a well-placed
elbow.


“Your eyes leak.  A sign of
weakness, vaifyr.”


“My body betrays me
constantly.”  Soft giggles escaped, followed with more tears and sniffing.
 “You cut your beautiful hair.”


His solemn nod brought tremendous
gratitude.  Extremely rare for Lumynari, her father sheared his long
beautiful hair, a public display of grief for a fallen comrade.  She
stepped closer, unable to raise her head, unable to staunch her tears.


Inzyr eyed his guard feebly before
sweeping his heavily muscled arms around his child, pulling her sideways
against him, his hand resting upon his nestled grandchildren.  “I am
here.  We stay as long as you need.”  He kissed the top of her head,
nuzzling his offspring.


Men gawked.  Maeve glared at
them, then dabbed her eyes.  Cianna followed suit.


Even louder sniffing echoed from
somewhere above.  “I smell rot!  Hmmm.  Ah, yes, I have
smelled this before.  Lumynari be upon us!”  


Inzyr’s eyes ignited.  “Tell
me, Eldaryn, are you finally housebroke, or do you still require the occasional
clubbing across your snouts with rolled paper?”


Growling erupted.  The beast
charged down wide stone stairs four and five at a time. Body mass
rippled.  Men yelped, leapt upon tables and one another.  Emily
ambled around, her arms out to ward off the beast’s attack.


“You will move and allow me to rip
out his throat,” Eldaryn ordered.


“Touch my father and I’ll burn you
down to your bones.”


Eldaryn growled menacingly. 
“Your threats become redundant.”


“S’blood!  Have ye’ no’
learned not ta’ entice the lass’ temper?”  Garreck roared, charging
towards them.  He threw himself in front of Emily, her own eyes glowing
brilliantly.  “Lass, ‘tis a mutt.  He does not rationalize like the
rest of us.  An animal in dire need of a leash.  Let it pass.”


“One bite and you’ll no longer own
a head.”


Molasses slow, Garreck turned his
head to look over his shoulder while raising emerald green eyes up, and up, and
up.  Two sets of eyes hungrily fixated on his skull.  


“Have I mastered human’s penchant
for humor?”  To Garreck’s horror and utter shock—and to the amusement of
everyone else—a tongue lapped from Garreck’s chin all the way up to his
hairline.  Emily gasped.  Garreck’s dark hair stood straight up and
gooey.  A few Lumynari snickered.  Garreck erupted into spitting,
spewing fury, babbling words in ancient Pict, Quemorian and Gaelic. 
Forest Lords roared, backslapping as their commander swiped his face free of
beast-sludge.


“I am ever-so-grateful, vaifyr,
that you would place yourself in front of me.”


Emily faced him.  “He would
have killed you.”


Inzyr arched a white brow down at
her.


“Sorry.  It’s not like you
couldn’t skin him on your own.”  They ignored Eldaryn’s snort and
mutterings about Lumynari legs tasty when raw.


“Now I am forced to have to maim
you just to show my guards I am not so aged as to require a female to fend off
beast or man.”


Garreck’s fingers wrapped ‘round
his hilt.


Eyes still on Emily, Inzyr warned,
“Forest Lord, your weapon would do better to decorate your mode of dress than
to be pulled on me.  My daughter realizes I but jest.  She is more
safe with this squad and myself than even the care you bestow upon her.” 
His eyes simmered faintly, before resuming amber, matching her own.  His
knuckles caressingly grazed her cheek.  She appreciated the show of
affection, a rare display for Shadow Masters, but it also served to prove her
theory these were not Lumynari warriors standing at his back.  He was too
relaxed with his warmth.  Good thing, for she was in sore need of the
comfort his small gesture evoked.


His deep exhale warned not all was
well.


“Indonin?” She reverted to Balkorian.


“We must speak.  Now. 
Haste is required and you will obey me or you will not live to see your twins.”


She made to step away, but his
large hand snaked out, grabbing her.  His eyes swept over Garreck and . .
. ah, the Fey creature’s name was Aedan.  He addressed the man his vaifyr
had used as a crutch.  “I will not harm her.  You will listen to
me.  Dezenial was far more than any of you realize.  She has tasted
of him, their souls intertwined.  Her paleness isn’t the burden of
pregnancy.  She’s dying.”


Gasps and crazed murmurs filled the
hall.  Men surged towards her.  Urkani stepped from the
cluster.  “If he has passed, whom will she drink from?”  


The Elf’s knowledge almost
surprised Inzyr.


“Drink from?  What the hell
is going on?” Emily snapped.  Her back throbbed, had been since late last
night.  The babies kept kicking her ribs until she just knew her bones
were tenderized enough to gnaw.  Instead of answering her, her sire
directed his glare on Garreck.


“You will keep your men away from
what I must do.  She needs blood.  There is no time to explain what
is about to ensue—as if I would.  The twins come.  If she does not
feed, you will be burying her by morning.  And then, I will be burying you. 
In numerous pieces.”


“Stand down your weapons,” came the
clear command from the stairwell.”


“Aye,” Forest Lords chorused,
obeying the MacLarrin.


“Do what you must, but one hair on
her head harmed and you and I will battle like days of auld.”  Broc
quickly descended, long powerful strides bringing him across the great hall in
no time.  “Her heart may belong to another, but mine is with her.  I
will kill you, or die trying, if this is but trickery to harm her.”


“Broc—“


“No, vaifyr.  I would not
tolerate you being under the care of anything less than someone foolish enough
to challenge me.  Better a warrior than a coward, especially where you’re
concerned.”  Inzyr nodded his respect to Broc.


“You men and your stupid
battles.”  Emily swayed.  Inzyr grabbed her, steadying her. 
“Indonin, I don’t feel well.  Haven’t for weeks.  My ears
ring.”  White spots zigzagged in front of her.


“Vaide.  Come.”  Of his
group, the most lethal, yet most beautiful to behold stepped forward. 
“No, Emily, remain.  You are daughter of Lumynari, granddaughter of a
goddess . . . and the widow of a Daemon-God.  You will not
cower.”  Inzyr’s eyes ignited, silencing eruption of whispers regarding
his revelations.  “You must feed.”


“Drinking from Dezenial,” her eyes
squeezed shut, for mention of his name bruised her, “led to,” she eyed those
within hearing.  Bastards were suddenly very enthralled by her every
word.  Well, hell.  “Erotic sex.” There.  It was
out.  Her face heated.  She felt like she’d just confessed to a bunch
of nuns.


“The scent of blood will have the
desired effect.”


“Yeah, okay, ‘cept, all this
testosterone forever sword playing, there’s been plenty of blood to smell and
not once has it triggered—“


Inzyr slashed a small blade across
Vaide’s neck.  Forest Lords took a collective step back.  The Daemon
didn’t even flinch from Inzyr’s assault.  Nor did his mesmerizing gaze
waver from Emily.  Thin river of blood captivated her.


“Tell me, daughter, do you smell
your nectar?”


She licked parched lips.


“Daemon blood, vaifyr, will set
your own to boil.  Drink your fill, he is here for you, gifted from
Hades.  You will use him often, or you will die.”  He shrugged. 
“If sexual release is needed, he is most adept in that as well.”


“Dad.”


“Lumynari, daughter.  Remember
our differences from your human sensitivities.”


“Dezenial . . . promised I was not
. . . a vampire.  The sun doesn’t make me burn.”  She had yet to
remove her gaze from blood now saturating Vaide’s collar.  Slowly, he
removed silky tunic, allowing it to whisper to the floor.  That simple act
had to be the most erotic thing she’d ever witnessed.  His body equated a
chiseled from stone warrior.  His neck arched ever-so-slight.


He knew, oh how the cretin knew,
flow of his blood increased. 


Her gums itched. 
Throbbed.  Mouth parted as her fangs began to pull.


“Lass?”


She was deaf, roar of blood
coursing through the Daemon’s veins.  Mouth salivated.  Fangs
elongated, her head tilting back.  Inhaling deeply, her eyes closed, his
scent intoxicating. 


“Come to me, Vaide,” she said in a
voice none recognized.


The powerful male dutifully sank to
his knees, bowing to his queen like a knight from the dark ages.  Tilting
his head, a slight smile parting his mouth, he swept his long, glossy black
hair aside.  Forever graceful, Emily gently pushed his hand away. 
“I’m feeling the need to dominate.”  She cupped his smooth face, looking
deeply into his yellow eyes.  “You truly belong to me?”


“There will be times you will need
to feed,” his baritone, heavily accented voice kindled something deep within
her.  “I am here to protect and to satisfy . . . all of your
cravings.”  His large hand caressed her swollen abdomen.  Her twins
kicked him.


“They approve.”  She swallowed
again.  Her breathing hitched.


“They know I serve their father,
and save their mother.  Drink, my queen, and I will hold them as you
feed.”  Strong arms encompassed where her babies nestled, relieving her of
having to hold their weight.  Just that alone was a wonderful relief she’d
not enjoyed ever.


“Vaifyr, if the children arrive and
you haven’t fed, you will not survive.  I command you drink now!”


She refrained from pure rapture no
more.


Her fangs sank deeply into hot
flesh.  Her eyes closed.  Mindless, she suckled for long, long
moments.  None dared make a sound.  Vaide growled, knowing it
heightened the flavor, her Lumynari blood stimulated, domination rearing. 
Harder, she pulled blood from his neck.  Oh, how she missed tasting this
nectar!  For too long, she’d not felt this alive!  At long last, she
released her bite, licking the droplets of blood until none continued to
spill.  Even his flesh tantalized her mouth.  Emily rested her head
against Vaide’s, weakened from the overwhelming nourishment she’d not realized
she’d been lacking.  “Thank you.”


“My queen, your time.  My
apologies we did not arrive sooner.”


Emily looked down at him. “Sorry, I
didn’t mean to take so much.”


“He is pure Daemon, not some human
punishment for a lifetime of atrocities.  Toxic to any other, for you, he
is the sustenance you will require when weakening from breastfeeding your
children.  And, daughter . . .” Inzyr looked around at the Outlanders,
switching to Balkorian, “the lover you may need to satisfy lusts awakened in
you that no human will live through, should you seek release.”


“My heart is wherever Dezenial—“


“We are not talking about the
heart.  We are talking about Lumynari lust.  Especially when you
feed.  Only Vaide will be able to accept what you will do.  Only
Vaide has Dezenial’s permission.”


“Permission—aaahhhh!” 
Emily grabbed her side, panting.  She clutched Vaide’s shoulder for dear
life.  Teeth clenched.  “Shit . . . hell . . . damn!”


Vaide quickly stood, her father
moving to her side as did the laird.


“Her time comes!” Eldaryn
shouted.  Buoyantly, he dashed away, bounding up the stairs.  At the
mouth of her corridor, both heads barked several times.  It sounded more
like thunder.  Windows rattled.


Emily’s mouth hung open, unable to
inhale, pain unreal.  Grasp of her father’s arm turned to clawing
as spasm after spasm seared her back and lower stomach.  


First gulp of air, she
screamed.  Bloodcurdling.


Hades’ protectors back away.


Several immortals charged in
different directions.  All wanted to help; none knew which way to
go.  Maeve rushed to her side.  Cianna, forever calm, looked to Inzyr
and made her way to the stairs.


“Help . . . me.”  Emily
started to sink.  Pressure unbearable.  Water gushed from her. 
Again, she screamed, clasping the weight of her stomach.


“Emily!” Broc shouted. 
“Urkani, your herbs!”


“Show me to her chamber, Outlander,
now!”  Inzyr swept up his daughter, shouting commands over his
shoulder to the Daemon Elite.  They followed at a close gait as the Shadow
Master trotted across the expansive great hall with his burden, hastily
following where Broc led.


“I’m . . . too heavy.”


“Do I look to be faltering?”


“My mother . . . scared . . . she
died.”  Perspiration bathed Emily’s face.  Again, she exhaled rapid
short breaths.  She drew in, another spasm of pain making her fold and
buck.  


“Vaifyr, do not do that
again.  Bite into me, hit me, pull my hair, but do not buck.  I’ll
have you upon a bed momentarily.”


Emily bit into her father’s very
large shoulder.  Band of his arms tightened.  


“I’m going to die . . . just like
she did.”


She was being laid upon a
bed.  When had they even entered the long, winding corridor? 
Softness enveloped her.  Cianna was near, slipping from shadow and into
the light.


“Vaifyr?”  Proud Lumynari
assassin wore such a stern look upon his face, had it not been for her
knowledge of his love for her, she’d have given into fear and screamed until
insane.   


Pretty much like the pain was
making her currently do now.  Pain ripped through her.  Cianna had
the buttons undone of her gown.  When?  Had she blacked out?


“Emily?” Inzyr called again. 
She opened her eyes.  Naked, save for the blanket covering her.  How
long had she slipped away?


“I have come for . . .
fusing.  You will not pass as your mother did.  Do you accept?”


Her eyes landed on Vaide.  A
slight nod from him, he remained against a far wall, arms crossed.  “It
will bind me to him . . . as mate.”


She held her breath, head thrashing
side to side as she pounded the bed with her fists during the worst pain
yet.  “You . . . knew.  Time today.  Or course.  Now . . .
your words make sense.”


“As it should be.  Now, do you
accept?”


“Dezenial . . . would never
forgive—“


“Hades has chosen and sent
Vaide.  Which means, vaifyr, Dezenial most approves!”


“He said he would send . . . yes,
I accept.”  She bucked, screamed, then grappled her huge stomach and
breathed as if asthmatic.  “You . . . better explain—“


All she could do was jab towards
Broc.  Her intent, comprehended.


Inzyr scowled.  “I explain to
no—“


“Would,” Lightning speed, Emily
yanked her father close by his jerkin, “you like to see how much your bloodline
has taken over during this pregnancy?”  She collapsed, releasing him.


“I would not advise you accepting
her offer,” Allen stated, appearing.  “Most treacherous, our suffering
since coming into her power.”


Vaide pushed from the wall. 
Emily waved a hand.  “He’s . . . ally.”  Inhale.  “What are you
. . . doing in here, Allen?”


“My Queen, the children,” Cianna
softly said, leaning close and waiving Vaide closer. “Your time is now.” 
She gently pushed Emily into a sitting position, she and Vaide piling pillows
behind her.  


“I need drugs,” Emily hissed. 
“Shit-hell-damn! Give me scotch, or something!”  Bloodcurdling
scream echoed around the room.  Allen clapped hands over his ears.  


“They’re ripping me apart!”


Cianna placed her hand upon Emily’s
belly.  “Come,” she ordered Emily’s father.  “You must partake in
this, if she is to survive.”


“If she is to survive?”  Broc
paled.  He moved to offer his hand for Emily to squeeze.  A gesture
he instantly regretted, not realizing the power within a birthing woman. 
He’d be lucky to ever grasp his sword again.  Her father’s arm bled where
she’d bitten.


“These are Lumynari children. 
Because she carries two, they will battle for first rights.”  Cianna
looked steadily at Inzyr.  “You know what to do.  Place your hands
upon her now.  You must dominate them or they will kill her!” 
Her vehemence shocked Maeve, Cianna otherwise a very reserved woman.


Emily screamed.  Kicking
commenced within her womb.  Her stomach contorted under the sheet. 
“Help . . . me!”  She shouted so loudly, Broc wondered if his tower
guardsmen would come running.  Maybe he could run out as they ran in.


“Forgive me your human modesty,
daughter.”  Inzyr yanked down the sheet, and with both very strong hands,
spread them upon her swollen belly.


Brutal motion within her womb
abruptly ceased.


So relieved, not caring if Broc’s
entire garrison marched in while she was naked, Emily collapsed.


“Allen, a plaid,” Broc quietly
ordered.  The ghost vanished and reappeared so fast, Broc scowled. 
Gently, the laird covered Emily’s breasts.  She smiled weakly, though her
eyes remained closed.  Apparently, the Forest Lord minded her nudity.


“Nay, lass, but I wondered if ye’
would feel a bit more comfortable.”


“I’m . . . thinking out loud?”


“Aye.”


Blessed moments passed allowing her
to breathe without agony.  If this was only the first few minutes, what
would the duration be like while waiting to dilate?  Nervous crying
started.  Excitement and terror clashed as violently as her unborn
children.  “Please.  Please.  Hasn’t anything been
invented in your world for the pain?”


Inzyr chuckled.  “I am the
relief you seek, daughter.”  Dressed similar to how Dezenial used to,
black leather leggings, and baldric strapped diagonally across his torso, black
wristbands, warrior garb belying the gentleness his strong hand currently
offered; hands responsible for the mutilation and murder of scores of
enemies.  He was muttering again.


“What are you saying?” Broc
demanded.


“It’s okay.  He enthralls them
with tales of their father, the battles they both fought and won.”  Emily
inhaled deeply.  “And threatens to thrash them, should they kick me one
more time.”


“They understand this?” Allen
asked.


“Allen!”


“I am not going to miss this event
by pacing with that pack of wild men downstairs.  They’ve heard your
screams.  Erchyll yells his prayers, crossing himself every time he looks
at your . . . uh . . . your guests guarding the stairs.  Colin
plays his cello attempting to cover your screams . . . or Reignsfeugh’s
piping.  A bloody madhouse filled with nutters! You cannot make me. 
I will not partake in that melee!”


Emily’s door banged open. 
Though she flinched, her father’s concentration never wavered.  “Oh my
God!”


Aedan, Garreck, Colin, and Erchyll
waltzed in as if appearing for the noon meal.


“How did you get past my guards,”
Inzyr growled.


“Holy water,” Erchyll piped up.


Broc choked.


“I’m naked here!”


“And a foyn bonny lass ye’ be,”
Erchyll quipped.  Ashen, Colin duly clobbered the priest.


“Make them leave,” she whined,
grateful her father tucked a sheet around her for modesty’s sake.  “Broc,
I’ll set fire to your castle if you don’t get rid of them.”  But she could
tell by the laird’s fixation upon her father’s hands, her labor was about all
he could concentrate on at the moment.  “Who’s panting?” Pain began
building.


Colin walked through the English
ghost, ignoring Allen’s sputtering about ill manners, and re-opened Emily’s
door.  Eldaryn paced, tongues hanging.  Panting exchanged for
whimpers.  He stopped, suddenly, and looked straight at her.  “You
are finished?”


“Come . . . lay beside me . . .
Rover.”


“Now see here!  You cannot
allow something like that—“


“He has protected me for a long
time, Allen.  Do you see him . . . out there?  He’ll wear a hole in
Maeve’s fine rugs.”


“Oh, you do have a point. 
Maeve is most unreas—“


“Yes, Sassenach?” Maeve said,
standing to her full height.  Which wasn’t much.


“Having a dog in the room can’t be
any worse than having a spirit hover over me,” Emily grumbled.


“Indeed,” Allen said, rocking back
on his heels.


Maeve dabbed Emily’s brow with a
cool lightly scented cloth.  She too was muttering.  Pagan words
bathing Emily in calmness.  Emily smiled weakly. “I think Danu hears my
screams.”


Maeve laughed.  “ ‘Tis always
worse, your fist time.  Aedan near kilt’ me.”  She patted Emily’s
arm, and resumed her mutterings and ministrations.  


“You must begin to push.  It
is time,” Cianna whispered, and lowered herself in front of Emily.


“Can’t be.  My first. 
Not dilated.”


“You are Lumynari,” her father
announced.  “Your time is now.”  His eyes blazed.  “You have
been commanded to push by a high priestess.”


“Cianna’s a—“


“You prove most difficult,
daughter!”  He began applying pressure to her abdomen.  Emily smacked
his hands.  Broc grabbed hers.  Inzyr shouted something and Vaide
took his stand beside her, a long silver box clutched in his imposing hands.


“What’s his purpose?” Broc
demanded.  Birthing rooms were for females.  A private affair.  Weren’t
men supposed to be away from this?  Drinking foyn scotch?  Visions of
Emily feeding from this being’s neck would take time to accustom to, but he
promised this time he’d not be fool enough to judge, nor allow any others to
judge her.


“Fusing.  If I begin to bleed
. . . to death . . . Vaide will cut himself, and fuse with me to save my life.”


“This is what you discussed
downstairs, in your father’s language?”


“He is sent from her
father-in-law,” Inzyr growled.  “Hades has lost a son.  He will not
lose a daughter.  I have my orders.”
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“You will not stop him, or I will
die.  And he will avenge me, Broc.  On that, I cannot command
him otherwise.  Keep your men back, should it become necessary.”  She
puffed air in short gasps.  “All . . . will be annihilated . . . if Vaide
is stopped and I die as a result.”


“Do not stop me, human, from saving
our queen.”


Broc didn’t bother glancing up at
the deep voice speaking over him.  There was just too much to digest at
the moment.  Draw his sword, or jump from the window?  He hadn’t
quite made up his mind yet.


Emily looked to her sire. “Take
them . . . take them from my womb, if I don’t make it.”


“Emil—“


“Swear oath!”


Motion suspended.


Her father finally yielded his
word.


“I charge . . . you with . . .
their life,” she hissed.  “You . . . as well, Broc.”


Emily threw her head back and
screamed.


Quickly, Broc explained what she’d
been muttering to him in between breathing and panting.  His men
grudgingly gave their assent.  They’d not interfere.  They were lax
about hiding their grins, their laird having found himself saddled with a
Lumynari as joint guardians over the wee lass’s babies.  Hidden from the
MacLarrin, wagers were whispered and placed.


“Now, daughter!”  Inzyr
released his hold, repositioning himself with Cianna.  He looked up at
Emily’s face, imprisoning her gaze.  “I will hold your firstborn, as
Dezenial held you.”


“You knew?” She gulped, arched her
neck, acute pain spearing her.  


“I have not been amused by the
besiegement of your fears.  Your thoughts have plagued me until rather
annoying.”


Emily grinned.


Erchyll crossed himself.


“Shall I send . . . you a . . .
visual now?” She screamed and bit into Broc’s arm when the laird held tight,
not allowing her to punch him.


“Outlander!  Position yourself
behind my daughter.  You will help push the children you are going to
sire.”  Broc didn’t have time to remove his boots.  Nor dwell on how
the bloody ‘ell Inzyr knew of his offer to Emily.  Straddling behind the
ferocious tiny woman, he tugged her back against him.  And arm banded
below her breasts, his other hand grasping her forehead.  She clawed and
squeezed his arm.


“She is forbidden to hold her
breath when pushing.  It can rupture her brain.  Do you understand?”


Broc was incredulous.  Colin
made note, muttering for Erchyll to remind him of this tidbit later.  Broc
could only nod at the Lumynari, mute.  


I’m not supposed to be in
here.  This is woman’s domain. 


Emily pinched his arm.  “Well,
you are in here, so . . . help me!”


“My thoughts—“


“Were out loud, aye, laird,”
Garreck said.  


Erchyll began praying.  Colin
watched with utmost interest.  Garreck eased back.  “You will not
make your escape, brother!” Broc bellowed.  Emily winced.  “Mi’
apologies, lass.”


“Now, Outlander!”


“Push, lass.  Push and tell
Erchyll how much ye’ ‘ate his prayin’.”


“Shut . . . up . . . your fucking .
. . noise, priest!”  Emily screamed, breathed, collapsed, screamed,
pushed, and screamed again.  “Why . . . have me talk?” she gasped.


“Ta’ keep ye’ breathing,” Broc
said, lopsided grin and helpless shrug following.


Emily’s teeth sank into his
arm.  Broc wished it manly to scream.  They could chorus
together.  Eldaryn lifted both heads and howled.


Erchyll swooned, crashing heavily
to the floor.  Stunned silence was broken by Allen’s eruption of laughter
while pointing down at the priest.


“Blasted Sassenach!”  Garreck
drew his sword and impaled the ghost.


“Now that’s just bloody
rude!”  Allen yelled, looking aghast down at his torso.


Emily’s scream caused them all to
hush and grit their teeth.


“The male won battle to enter
first,” Inzyr boasted.  Grin fell from his face as he did a double-take,
looking from the sword, to Allen, then to Emily.  “A strong warrior, he
will be.  You reside in bedlam, daughter.”


“Shouldn’t . . . shouldn’t you have
a blanket or towel—“


“First contact is to be
flesh-to-flesh,” Inzyr schooled.  “As it was for you.  His name,
daughter?”


“Denzyr.”


Inzyr’s throat bobbed.  His
chest swelled.  And his eyes watered.  A curt nod, his
acknowledgement of the high honor bestowed him.


Denzyr made his entrance true to
his father.  Silent and scowling.  A small fist waved, already
threatening the world.  Emily shakily fell back against a soaked
laird.  He was working miracles at keeping her hair from plastering her
face and neck.  For that small wonder, she would be eternally
grateful.  Wonder filled her, the look upon her father’s face, the deadly
assassin gazing down at his grandson.  Bored, her son stretched his tiny
arms, then settled into the giant hands cupping his messy little body and fell
asleep.  Inzyr snorted.  “Just as arrogant as your sire.”


“And his grandfather.”


Inzyr presented a viewing of his
grandson to Vaide who in turn muttered words, then wound a tiny gold chain
around her son’s wrist.  Vaide yanked a small gold blade free from his
jerkin.  Pricking Denzyr’s tiny fingers, he repeated the motion on
himself.  Fingertips were joined and pressed together, blood mixing
between infant and deadly Daemon Elite.


“What are you doing,” Broc and Emily
chimed.


“As I swore allegiance to your
father, Vaide is swearing allegiance to your son.”  He handed off the
little warrior to Maeve.


“Every boy should have his
own assassin.  I can’t thank you enough.”


Broc chuckled against her.


“Your insolence will only earn you
a beating, vaifyr.”  Inzyr beamed, as only a new lunatic grandfather
does.  His fanged grin caused Erchyll to revisit Emily’s floor.


Emily giggled, louder when she
spied her father’s scowl over Maeve’s clucking and cooing while cleaning his grandson,
then swaddling him in an ancient shawl.  A beautiful pin was clipped to
the cloth, his forehead anointed with scented oil.


“He’s Lumynari, not a puppy,” Inzyr
hissed.


Maeve smiled.  “Aye, but he’s my
Lumynari.  Hush and tend yer’ daughter.”


“I think the only god he hasn’t yet
been blessed by is the one from my world,” Emily whispered up at Broc.


The next seventeen minutes were the
deepest sleep Emily had ever experienced.  Muted voices cradled her.


The little drama queen screamed her
indignation as soon as her rosebud mouth was cleared.  A dozen Forest
Lords charged the room, swords drawn.  Emily screamed, thrashing the sheet
over herself.


“S’blood!  The wee lass
bellowed like tha’?” Reignsfeugh flung himself from the squalling newborn, fear
marring his face.


“I say we’ve found ourselves a new
piper,” Colin shouted above the din.  It succeeded in making the infant
scream louder.


“Her name,” Inzyr yelled.


“Kendara.”


Again, he was visibly moved. 
“For your mother.”


Emily nodded, too deafened and
exhausted to say much more.  Kendara shrilled again.  Maeve passed
Denzyr to Emily and plucked the screaming lass from her grandfather’s arms,
scowling up at the Shadow Master.  “She’s cold.”  Waving off Inzyr’s
growl and show of fangs, Maeve cooed over the infant, drying and wrapping her
as she’d done for the wee lad.  It was to no avail.  Kendara’s lungs
expanded, spewing banshee scream after scream.  Emily handed her son to
Inzyr.  Broc still held Emily, shock and amazement dulling his reaction to
the chaos surrounding them.  “Give her to me,” Emily ordered, reaching out
for her.  But still, the tiny girl wailed.  “She’s a twin. 
Place Denzyr here, next to her on the bed.”  Emily patted the blankets,
frantic.  Screaming escalated.  “Oh my God!  Something’s wrong! 
Something’s hurting her!  Kendara, it’s momma.”  Gingerly, Emily
picked up her tiny daughter, patting her back, holding her closely.  


Emily cried.  Maeve wrung her
hands.  Kendara screamed in Broc’s face, the laird thinking to cup her
tiny head.  Seemed the daughter would be much like the mother, forever
screaming at him.  He would have laughed if his ears didn’t feel like they
were going to pop off his head.  He spied Eldaryn slinking from the
chamber, both tails tucked tightly.  “Coward!”


Kendara screamed louder.


Broc reddened.  “Oops.”


What was wrong with her baby? 
She couldn’t even comfort—wailing became shrieking.  Emily cried harder,
confused.  Was this due to Dezenial not being here?  Was there some
Lumynari bonding that was supposed to take place, but with him no longer . . .
gaze narrowed on her father.  Unaffected, he stood there, arms
folded.  “Are you grinning?”


Aedan plucked Kendara from Emily’s
arms.  “We’ll no’ be ‘aven’ anymore of yer’ nonsense.  Ye’ve made
yerself known, we ken yer’ finally here, now ta’ sleep wi’ ye’, lass.”


Kendara nestled into the crook of
Aedan’s arm, her little face turning into his chest, and with a shuddered sigh,
she slept.


“Oh-my-God,” Emily whispered,
stunned.


Inzyr merely shrugged.  “You
had the same reaction.”


“Why didn’t you tell me, or help?”


“And spoil my revenge?  After
your screaming, Emily, I couldn’t hear for a full week.  Thought I’d
reciprocate.  As Dezenial seemed to be the only one to calm you, I simply
waited to see who would be the one for her.”


“I claim her,” Aedan announced, his
gaze yet to lift from the infant dwarfed even more against his huge chest.


Emily silenced.  Air refused
to exit from the chasm of her lungs.  


“A Lumynari princess and a Fey
prince—“


Maeve gasped.  “How do you
come to know this?”


Inzyr’s smile was friendly and
warm.  “The only true threat to a Shadow Master are the Fey.  You
have an aura surrounding you, Sister of the Woods, enabling us to know when
your kind is near.”


“And how do you come to know of mi’
Aedan’s royal heritage?”


Inzyr leaned closer and whispered
so only the shield master’s mother could hear.  She reared, eyes
wide.  “Oh.  Oh, well, I see.”


“Indonin?”


“The Fey royal has claimed my
granddaughter to one day be his life-mate, as Dezenial did with you.  Kendara
does not have her father here to acquiesce.  So,” Inzyr’s grin was almost
maniacal, “it will be up to myself and Broc, whom you have chosen to
sire your children in Dezenial’s stead.”  


Emily choked back tears. 
“Aedan, what little girls do to cats—“


“I will make a fine husband.”


“What happened to your brogue?”


“His true self emerges, enveloping
Kendara with comfort, enabling her to rest.”


Emily smirked at her father. 
“Well, aren’t you just a wealth of information.”


Inzyr’s brow arched.


Tomb silence befell them, or so it
seemed after the assault they all took to their hearing.  Emily stared at
Aedan.  Aedan stared down at Kendara.  


“ ‘Tis your choice, lass,” Broc
whispered.  His breath tickled, fluttering something long dead.  But,
she’d drank from Vaide.  None now, save for him, would be able to handle
her, should she unleash.  


“Yer’ auld enough ta’ be her
ancestor,” Colin whispered, terrified he’d awaken the banshee.


“A relic,” Reignsfeugh added.


Emily glanced down at her son,
sleeping next to her thigh.  Just like her father, he completely ignored
female tantrums.  “A fine husband you will make, Aedan,” Emily said
softly.  So softly, Aedan almost missed her answer.  “One
condition.”


“Aye?”


“If she doesn’t freely love you, as
a woman loves a man, and no magical influence is allowed, Aedan, she’s free to
choose another without interference or sabotage from you.  And, Aedan, you
must take blood oath you will accept that she is Lumynari . . . and
Daemon.  You will have to offer fealty to Hades.”  She eyed
Vaide.  Her son had his first member to his elite circle.  “You will
have strange visitors, Aedan, and must be ready to accommodate or assassinate
without questioning your wife.”  Her gaze swiveled back to the son of
Fey.  “She will surpass you in power, cunning and weaponry.  Issues?”


“Nay, my lady.”


None questioned Emily’s sudden
insight.  Her eyes glowed soft amber.  Out of habit, each man
clandestinely took a step away, lest she make a grab for one of their
hilts.  


“I’ll respect your wishes, Lady
Emily.  But, know this, when and if Princess Kendara says me yea, I may
not match her in power, but she will respect I am her equal, out for her best
interest, and at times, my word will be her law.  As I swear fealty
to her and her kin, so too, she will swear oath to mine of the Fey.”


Emily smiled.  “I didn’t say I
wanted her running roughshod over you.”


Inzyr pushed from the wall, freeing
his small gold dagger.  “Blood oath.  I’ll tolerate nothing less for
my granddaughter.”  He sliced his own palm then grabbed Aedan’s hand. 


 Aedan snorted.  “Will I
one day drink from her neck, or will she drink from mine?” 


Laughing softly, Emily shook her
head, watching her father tightly clasp Aedan’s bleeding hand, muttering
words.  Aedan stared hard at the Lumynari, showing no fear.  A few
more words and the Shield Master gave a curt nod.  Emily looked at their
hands, now released from their tight hold.  No blood.  Weird. 
“Don’t panic, Aedan.  She’s probably going have bitten each and every one
of you before she’s done.”


“Aye.  She’ll ‘ave all mi’ men
eatin’ out the palm of her hand,” Broc said from behind Emily.  His Emily
giggled. “Ye’ did well, lass.  Never ‘ave I witnessed such an event. 
Amazing.  I thank you, Lady Emily.  Can I get ye’ anything?”  He
shifted, pulling his leg gently from around her and heaved himself from the
bed.  He stretched, grabbed his lower back and winced.  Emily spied
bruising and claw marks up and down his arm.  She hadn’t realized she’d
been assaulting him.  She crooked her finger for him to lower his head,
whispering her request.


Broc’s sappy grinning turned
grim.  “Yer’ sure?”


A weak nod before she slid down,
Vaide arranging pillows and pulling a blanket up.  She was sound asleep,
too deeply exhausted to be aware of the men shooed so Cianna and Maeve could
apply ministrations to begin healing her body.  Nor was she coherent of
Vaide standing at her shoulder, should the enchantress, Cianna, command he
supply his queen with blood if Emily’s began to ebb.


Broc watched her for a time. 
The guard, he knew, would never be far from her side.  She’d be safe with
this one.  None were taking chances.  They’d been careless protecting
Aurelia.  Emily, however, was acquiring her own little garrison.  He
lifted his foster son.  Son.  His to raise.  To teach
everything he knew so the boy would grow into a man.  He nestled the tiny
body closer to his heart.  It felt good.  Powerful. 
Awe-inspiring.  His hands were the size of the infant’s entire body. 
He knew, without looking, Inzyr scrutinized, weighing if he were worthy. 
He supposed, if he weren’t, he’d have long been dead by now, the assassin
fiercely protective of his daughter.


“You have good insight,
Outlander.”  Inzyr clapped the Forest Lord on the shoulder.  “We are
bonded now.”  The assassin shrugged.  “Now, I’ll have to make sure
it’s truly a worthy reason before I kill you.”


Broc narrowed his gaze.  “You
may refer to me as your liege—“


Both males laughed.


And both were vastly aware of the
strange turn of events uniting ancient enemies.


“Well, laddie,” Reignsfeugh said
from the door, Aunsgar pushing past him to see the new arrivals, “what did she
whisper to ye’?  What is it she said she needs?”


Broc grimaced.


“You look to be facing death,”
Aunsgar noted.  Urkani stepped around the laird.  Both nodded to
Emily’s sire before taking a closer look at the newest members to join the
motely inhabitants of Castle MacLarrin.


Maeve confiscated Denzyr and passed
Broc a small tumbler of scotch.  “Might as well tell them.”  She pat
his arm and moved to a newly fashioned cradle, whittled by Aunsgar.  


“Ye’ ken?”


“Aye.”


“Yer’ hearing frightens me, auld
woman.”


“As it should.”


Broc downed his scotch.


Reignsfeugh cursed, knowing it must
be bad.  He eyed Erchyll, who had just picked himself off the floor,
daring the priest to lecture him about blasphemy.  Broc’s next words
rendered them speechless . . . save for a bandy-legged priest who shouted
gleefully, clamped a hand over his mouth and looked at the still sleeping
twins, then rushed from the chamber towards his church.


Inzyr cursed in Balkorian.


Vaide chuckled.


The twins were to be
baptized.  Erchyll’s Holy water would finally have a use.  God help
them all, they’d never hear the end of the priest’s bragging.
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Had it been a painting, it would
have been labeled exaggerated.  Surreal.  Pooh-poohed as
fantasy.  Too beautiful to exist as genuine topography.  A freakish
late season storm last night, Old Man Winter howling his rage before taking his
leave of these lands.  She snapped the shutter again, hoping the camera lens
would capture what her eyes beheld.


It mirrored her soul.


Icy terrain.  Frozen trees looking
as if their limbs were made of glass.  White contrasted sharply against a
sky so cold blue, it looked bruised; the azure of Dezenial’s eyes.


Was he looking down at her?  


Nothing stirred.  Even Sister
Wind huddled somewhere, her brother, Winter, obviously winning their
forever-battle.  


Wish you were here to see this,
Dez.  


Thick mist halted, barricaded by an
invisible wall of ice cold.  Swirling, thickening, trying in vain to
stretch across the iced land, it could travel no further than the outcropping
of trees.  As a last effort, it soared, searching for away over an unseen
barrier. Faint shadows of smile played with her bluing lips.  Maybe it was
the ghost of Dezenial trying valiantly to return to her.


“You need to feed.”


She flinched, still not used to
Vaide’s sudden appearances, nor his insight.  “No.”


“My Lord Dezenial’s children wean
your strength.”


Her gaze swiveled to Vaide’s, his
yellow eyes reminding her of a tiger’s, pupils diamond in shape.  She
nodded, and leaned against him when he drew near.  “Why am I so
comfortable with you?  Why do I fight it?”


He wrapped his arms around her, his
body heat warming her.  “We were . . . companions, when Hades guarded you,
until Zeus cast you out into the mortal’s realm.”


She looked up at him from the crook
of his arm.  “Lovers?”


His answer wasn’t immediate. 
“Yes,” he finally said.


“There was a pause there, Vaide.”


“Lord Dezenial knows of our
relationship.  It is why he chose me to be with you, should anything ever
befall him.  I never thought it would come to pass.”


“I didn’t either.”


He kissed the top of her head, both
content to hold each other, ancient friends, and seek comfort in shared
heartache.  Skies darkened, the sun finally saying goodnight.


“Come, I will ease your
thirst.  Do you wish to dominate again?”


Gently, she smacked his arm. 
“You should at least pretend you need a shirt in this cold.  No, I’m still
not used to the idea of having sex with you.”  She held up her finger,
pointing at him.  “One word about how it didn’t seem to be a problem the
other night, and I’ll . . . well, I don’t know what I’ll do—stop grinning.”


Gently, he confiscated her icy hand
and placed it on his neck, pulsating artery pushing against her fingers. 
Her gums itched, teeth stretching the delicate skin.  “Just a little.”


His throaty chuckle was the last
she heard, Vaide having sunk to his knees so she could better reach his
neck.  Her ears roared with the sound of his blood coursing through his
magnificent body.  His hands trailed down her arms, delicately placing her
fingers in his hair.  The Daemon knew this act would awaken
her.  The rest was a blur, as she yanked his head back; too long without
the hot liquid his body nourished hers with.  She drank deeply until her
jaws ached.  Lapping droplets of blood, she disentangled her fingers from
his hair and dabbed at her mouth as he stood.  “My father still rages that
Dezenial and he spoke many times in regards to you and I being together. 
I just can’t go to the next level with you, Vaide.  I’m not ready.  I
feel like, you drinking from me . . .” she shook her head, and turned away.


Vaide held her from behind, every
so often sweeping Emily’s hair back, Sister Wind determined to swish some of
the wayward strands.  “In the mortal’s realm, you are taught a different
way than Lumynari and Daemon.  You are my queen.  My loyalty is to
you and Prince Dezenial.  It is not to make you unhappy, or
uncomfortable.  My duty is to you, regardless of how you see fit for that
use.”


Quickly she turned, and buried
herself against him.  He held her tightly, comforting her as she sobbed
for her beloved.  Cupping the back of her head, holding her close, he gave
her long moments to dry her eyes.  “Though the guardian banded around your
arm warms you, it grows too cold for you to be up here much longer.”  He
cupped her chin, softly tilting her head.  He kissed her brow.  “A
few moments more, Lady Emily, and then you must seek shelter and true warmth.”


She nodded and he stepped away,
once again merging with shadows.


Emily moved closer to the low wall,
caressed her abdomen and looked out over the upper bailey.  Her stomach
was flat again.  She grinned at her vanity.  Her body had become
strong again thanks to a mercilessly untiring Urkani.  A truce had settled
between she and the Elf commander.  Daily, they sought each other, each
seeming to achieve a certain solace only found in the other.  He kept her
so physically active during her training, she slept free of dreams.  She
had voiced that she was indebted to him forever for the small window of peace
he’d provided her with, enabling her to sleep again.  He had smiled, but
said nothing.


“I’ve never seen you smile. 
You should do it more often.”


“It is the first time, in a long
time, that I have felt the need to.”


“Do you see me as Aurelia . . . as
your lost betrothed?”


Surprisingly, he nodded.  She
cherished his honesty.   “I chose a path I was duty bound to
follow.  It doesn’t mean I liked it,” he’d said before turning away. 



“Urkani?”


He halted his horse and allowed her
to catch up.  Pain marred his otherwise ethereal face.  “Tell me.”


“I’ve spent thirty-six hundred
years wondering if my choice was selfish.  If I’d not given fealty to
Aunsgar, if I’d married you as destined . . . would you have still been
exiled?  Would you have still been murdered by the Lumynari—maybe at the
keep, or along the shore?  Just because you would not have fallen under
guardianship of the Forest Lords, would Ardra have still murdered you?”


“Would destiny have still brought
about my demise, regardless where I called home.”


He nodded. 


She expelled air.  “Seems like
we have many paths, though at the time, we don’t know it.  And we
certainly don’t know where they’ll lead.  Maybe Aurelia would have
survived,” she looked straight at him.  “And you would have
perished.  Defending her?  Defending your children—“


He flinched.


Absolute realization washed over
her.  Amber eyes pricked, tears, sudden knowing.


“You never had children. 
Because of your decision.  And then, Pendaran’s curse.”  His eyes
were the only admission he dared.  “And now, I have children.”


“Who are endearing, very
cherished—“


“But still fill you with pain of
what could have been; what will never be.”


“I am sorry for it.”


She shook her head.  “Don’t
be.  I know your pain, Urkani.”  She looked above, dark clouds
promising another storm.  “Trust me, I know your sense of loss.”


He took her hand, their horses
moving closer.  “I will find a new path, and on it, will be the one I’m
intended to be with.  Now that you’ve returned, so too will our destinies,
for all of us.”


They embraced, pulled apart, and
allowed their horses to canter back to the stables.


Memories faded to incoherent
echoes.  Urkani had trusted her with innermost revelations about himself,
something Elves never partook in.  She treasured what they now had. 
Gently, she placed her camera on the small table, having taken one last shot,
and returned her grasp upon the cold stone wall.  “Kendara squeals
continuously, watching Aedan shift back and forth from man into cat.” 
Emily looked down, hint of a smile.  “Your men tease he will do this too
often, ending up a man with feline whiskers and tail.”


“How long ‘ave ye’ known I was
here?” Broc asked, coming closer.


“Since you arrived.  Aunsgar
has departed?”


“He prepares, but says it may be
one or two more days.  He’s no longer able to ignore his visions regarding
the woman called Kit.  Strange name.”


“I worry for his safety in the
mountains of California.  People of my realm are very . . . what are you
hiding from me?”


“Your father will accompany him.”


Emily inhaled so sharply, not only
did Broc rush closer, but also, Vaide manifested from shadow.


“No, no, I’m fine. 
Sorry.”  I will be alone.  


No, my queen, you will not.


She looked at Vaide
quizzically.  How long have you been in my mind?


Only when we are this close, and
only when you are truly distressed.  Remember, I was sent to keep you safe
and comfortable, mind, body and soul, when needed.


She nodded, dropped her gaze and
blushed a bit.  Broc looked between the two of them.  Vaide nodded to
the laird, and returned to his stance within shadows.


Longingly, Emily looked towards the
strange mist swirling again, this time higher than before.  It called to
her, pulling her, pleading she vacate the castle, allowing the white billowy
mass to encompass her.


As Dezenial once had.


His exhale had been her
inhale.  Would her heart never cease this anguished cinching?  The
twins were her singular light.  His legacy.  Warmth thawed her for a
moment.  Each mirrored him in their own way.  Kendara with high
cheekbones, his chiseled mouth, but with amber eyes and Inzyr’s temper. 
Denzyr had a peculiar calmness, indifferent to Kendara’s screams . . . his eyes
azure blue that near broke her heart.  The twins babbled in a strange
language, and actually seemed to understand each other.  Her father spoke
with them as well, stating they spoke the language of the gods. 
Perfect.  Thank you, Hades.  The twins would one day plot, and
she’d never be the wiser, because she didn’t speak whatever they spoke on Mt.
Olympus.  Her twins were very bonded.  And though they had dozens of
uncles, their own personal assassin, a dog-beast who surprisingly relished
tail-tuggings, explaining it was the reason for owning two of them, and their
clamoring all over him as if were a giant couch . . . never did they tolerate
too long, their mother being far.  Even if held from the terrace, as long
as they could see her below while she practiced sword fighting, archery or
wrestling, they were content.


Oddly, they always knew when her
heart was heaviest.  Kendara would screech until brought to her, Denzyr
not far with the same demand.  That strange language between them and,
suddenly, they would stare at her.  She’d take them both, fitting them
onto her lap where they’d latch onto her hair, and pat her back. 
Unsettling.  Tender.  It never failed to warm her.


Emily breathed deeply, and held in
the crisp air as long as she could.


“Colin and Reignsfeugh prepare to
play the cello and pipes.  They sent me ta’ invite you.”


“Perhaps, in a while.”


“Emily?”


Turning her head slightly, she
peripherally offered her attention.


“Lass, he’s gone.  I ken yer’
pain.  I suffered, long ago, the same loss.  Ye’ve got ta’ begin the
journey back.”  His voice dropped, barely above a whisper.  “Ye’ve
got to, Emily.”


“Every time I laugh, it’s a
betrayal to him.”  She looked out to the mists again.  “Every day I
think of him, but no matter how much . . .” she knuckle-dashed her tears and
turned to face the laird.  “His image fades.  Where clarity resided,
now mere glimpses are all that remain.  Sometimes, a rare smile, or
laughter he never allowed any to hear from him,” she pointed to her head, “I
can hear it, as if he’s just down the way.  Twice,” she held up two
fingers, “I actually took off down those stairs, nearly broke my neck, just
sure it really was him I heard.  Wind.  Nothing more than a trick of
wind.”  More tears needed to be wiped away.  “His hair, or an
expression . . . but no longer, do I see him in his entirety.  No
paintings.  No photos.  Nothing left behind enabling me to refresh my
mind’s eye, that I can say, ‘don’t even think about forgetting’.  Why does
my memory betray me like this?  So, when I’m up here, if I’m very, very
still, for a time, I can hear his voice upon the wind.  Sometimes, Broc,
sometimes, I can even laugh again over something he said meant only for me.”


Vaide moved to her, strength
without touching he offered her.  Black hair swaying against powerful
shoulders forever void of tunic.  How much longer before she entwined
herself to him?  Her father had warned, not much longer would he abide her
grieving.  He understood the reasons, but demanded, for the sake of the
twins, she take Vaide and begin anew, as much as she was able in the wake of
her profound loss.  Emily knew too, her father did not want to suffer loss
such as he had when her own mother had passed.  What right did she have to
put him through that again?  No, she knew she would give in to her
father’s reasoning and accept Vaide.  The Daemon was protective, loving
and soft spoken, unless they were sharing their bodies.  He fully
understood that she was Lumynari.  But never did he try to override her
memories or her love for Dezenial.  For that, she loved him already.
Maybe, one day, she could offer him more than just the shell she currently was.


“Fading memories force ye’ ta’
heal,” Broc said.


“Then why doesn’t it start with the
pain of heartache instead of erasing his image?”


Broc lacked answers as she turned
from him, her shoulders trembling.  He’d accepted, many months ago, Emily
would never be his.  He’d grieved in private, keeping to himself for many
weeks.  Until his men’s panic brought his attention to the fact that she
was waif thin.  Silence her constant companion, her eyes always watching,
observing life, but never truly participating.  He’d gone to
Aunsgar.  And demanded Vaide step from shadows.  Both Daemon and Elf had
agreed with Broc, the twins, nothing else, kept her from slipping so deeply
within, none would find her.  Broc had railed at Vaide to take her, Inzyr
having explained what would happen to Emily if she did not accept the Daemon as
her new mate.  Vaide had told a tale, holding Broc to secrecy—as if he
would dare break an oath given to a Daemon.  Emily would have to make the
choice, whether or not to allow Vaide to claim her, similar to Dezenial’s
claim, though not as soul deep.  Theirs would not be for eternity, that
was reserved for Dezenial.  But what Emily and Vaide would share would
enable Emily to continue in this life, her heartache lessoning with time versus
intensifying.  And he could not push.  It was not their way.  It
was not his place.  Emily was his queen and he loved her deeply, but not
in the way mortal men love mortal women.  In that, he’d not been able to
fully make Broc, nor Aunsgar understand the difference.  Broc’s heart
pounded over a recent event, the memory still making him break out in a
sweat.  Two separate occasions, Emily had stood upon the outer curtain
wall.  Urkani had coaxed her down, Elven footing more sure than any of
theirs.  The second time, her Daemon protector had leapt from the ground
to the forty-foot high wall top—his men still spoke of it—and simply whisked
her into his arms and jumped down.  He didn’t think he’d ever forget
Maeve’s shriek.  Vaide had handed her to Urkani, spoken a few words to him
in Elvish, and stepped back, becoming one with the wall.  By now, his men
were accustomed to Vaide’s uncanny ability to appear next to Emily without
warning, then vanish.  The Elf commander had forced her into physical
activity, his daily teas secretly laden with Elvish herbs to begin putting
color in her cheeks . . . and increase her appetite.  Maeve made sure to
serve everything she could create with potatoes, oats, and barley.  Meat
on the bones was what the lass needed, the auld woman had crowed.


But, no amount of magicks, powders,
foods, nor teas returned the lass’s wild humor, her infectious laughter long
silenced now.  Even her biting words were sorely missed.  He would
tear down Hell, demand Hades return Dezenial, if the power could be his to accomplish
such a feat.  He’d even swallowed ancient pride and begged help from his
oldest nemesis, Pendaran.  The druid had looked towards a far off camp his
father still kept within the forest beyond Broc’s lower bailey.  Rage,
sadness and defeat marched across Pendaran’s face.  “Do not ask of me,
Outlander, that which I’ve been forbidden.”  


Broc and his men were muted with
shock when the powerful druid clasped Broc’s shoulder as comrade, before
vanishing from their presence.  Xyn had stared at the immortal Forest Lord
for a long time before he too vanished, none having realized he’d warmed
himself by Broc’s fire, in the great hall, overhearing his plea to save Emily.


He was a bastard when Aurelia
lived, and he was a bastard now with Emily.  One day, regardless Xyn’s
powers, Broc would find a way to make the ancient one feel the consequences of
his cold indifference.  In the meantime, the only thing he could do was
remain vigilant, occasionally guiding Emily from the dark of despair.  And
proudly be a father to her children.


Her light faded, and they all knew
it was only a matter of time before she would find a way to Hades.  


“Xyn wishes to speak privately with
you.  I’ve offered a much under-used solar, but he says his words are to
be spoken far from here.”


She nodded.  “I shouldn’t be
long.  There is nothing he could say to me that I truly want to
hear.  Still,” she smiled at him.  “There’s a measure of respect to
pay, aye?”  She swiped wayward strands of her hair from her face. 
“When I return, I’ll come to the hall.  The children love Colin’s cello.”


“Perhaps we’ll hear a full song
before Kendara decides it tastes better than it plays.”


They shared grins over the antics
of their temperamental daughter.  “My daughter.”  He shook his
head.  “Honored and still in awe.”


“You make a fine father. 
Don’t wait on my account. I’m sure everyone is anxious to dance, laugh and
enjoy.”


Broc nodded.  At least she
would be out of this wretched cold she seemed to savor more and more of
late.  He watched as her pale, tapered fingers lifted her hood, ermine
flaked delicately with snow.  The pale fur was a sharp contrast against
her death-white face.  She offered a quick smile before one solid clap of
her hands.


She vanished.


As did her shadow protector, the
air shifting slightly when Vaide vacated the tower.  Gentleness vanished
from Broc’s face, replaced with fury.  Fearless, he unsheathed his sword. 


“Unless ye’ bring Dezenial, be
gone, Hades.  She’ll no’ be jumping into yer’ arms on my
watch!  Twice, ye’ve tempted her.  God or no’, I’ll come down into
yer’ realm and cut ye’ down, ye’ try again!”


Broc remained on the terrace,
making sure heavy mists of Otherworld retreated, mocking laughter infuriating
him further.
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“We observe.  It is not for us
to interfere with your world, or any we have resided upon.”


“I’m aware of your watching, of
your sitting on the sidelines.  Shall I fetch you popcorn, or will the act
of lifting your own arm to snack also prove too taxing for you?”  She
hoped for ire, but was granted none.  Stone and withered.  Must
be nice to remain aloof, feeling nothing.  She almost envied him. “So,
when doomsday arrives, you simply choose the most worthy, and whisk them
away.”  Ridiculous.  “What, on your spaceship?”  Then
again, with all she’d seen, would a UFO really surprise her these days?  Highly
unlikely.  


“We do not transport utilizing any
form of machinery.”  He scratched his grizzled chin. 
“Barbaric.  To your other observation, there is no such thing as most
worthy.”


“Well, Noah, how do
you decide?”


Xyn scowled.  “Those answers
will be part of an infinite wisdom settling upon you when the time
comes.”  Regally, he sat upon the fallen tree.  


Infinite wisdom?  Maeve said
they were referred to as Elders; claimed they’d been here since before
civilization.  Theories her world had long suspected were realities to
Clan MacLarrin.  Maeve had warned her about a great many things, recently,
her topic had been crop circles.  “Why is everyone so afraid to speak of
the crop circles?  I’ve wanted to see them—“


“Never! Forgive me.”  He pulled
his long robes tighter around himself and relaxed. 


“As Lumynari hunt you to control
and manipulate—“


“So too does something hunt you for
the same reasons.”


“Precisely.  Those crop
circles are insignias declaring which hunting party presently resides amongst
you humans, while searching for us.”


Unpolluted by city pandemonium she
hoped to never suffer again, sounds of nature lulled them both into a long
silence.  No car horns, no shouting, no city odors.  The whispers
upon the air were a balm to her senses.  How sad for modern man, that he
failed to realize how suffocating his cities truly were.  She could
actually hear Lord Winter breathing, apparently suffering ague.  She never
wanted to leave this realm again.


“Tell me how you fare.  Tell
me why you clasp to your grief.”


Was it really his concern?  He
who had watched and done nothing to save . . . she looked away.  Would
anyone have been able to save Dezenial?  The javelin pierced her beloved
clean through, pinning him to the snow.   How he’d remained coherent
long enough to speak words to her . . . she bowed her head, eyes leaking
again.  How had a god died from—Shadow.  The bitch had killed her own
son.  Hold me forever in your memory, Keer’dra . . . what she’d give
just to hear his heavily accented voice, its deep gentleness simultaneously
warming and breaking her.


“Emily?”


“It’s likened to swimming in a cold
ocean.  The shore’s not far.  Finally, finally this is almost
over and I’ll walk upon warm sands again.  But, before I can thank gods
and saints, a riptide yanks me under, plunging me so deep, I can no longer tell
where sunlight is.  Or even if it continues to exist.  Then, I
surface.  For what?  I’m now so far from the precious stretch of
sand, I wonder what’s the point of resuming my swim towards it.”


“You have described exactly how it
was when I lost Pendaran’s mother.”


“Pendaran had a mother?”


Xyn laughed outright.  “You
thought perhaps I created him?”


“We all need our distractions.”


Feathers ruffled far above
them.  Emily secretly smiled, Cianna forever watching over her.


“His mother was filled with such
joy, I wondered how any one human could not burst within.  Her aura was
blinding.”


“Human?”


Xyn paused drawing in the sand with
his long stick and scrutinized her.  “Somewhat.”


“Why aren’t there females of your
kind?”  Always, they watched her.  Most especially when she practiced
sword fighting against her father.  Broc had begged her not to continue
training anywhere near his men.  They’d thought father and daughter were
going to main each other, their attacks beyond violent.  And then, she’d
begun battling her father’s garrison—no’ one at a time, Broc had
bellowed after polishing off two bottles of scotch—but with thirteen Daemon
Elites rushing her.  Emily had teased that his hair would become shock
white if he didn’t high himself off to his library until she was
finished.  For all the good it did.  How many times had she spied him
glowering from his windows?


“Your world refers to it as
genocide.  We are the last.  Branded outlaw, we’re hunted.”


“You wished to speak
privately.  You must know Sister Wind will carry your words back to
Aunsgar.  She loves gossip, and I suspect, she loves Aunsgar.  She
tells him everything.”


Xyn smiled.  “He’s aware of
what we will discuss.”


So too, did she.  “Why the
necessity of a Keeper if you’re so powerful?”


“Should we be found, Lady Emily, we
have taken oath to expire.”


She began to pace.  “I could
stress over what you’re implying, but I’ve no feelings left.  Why don’t
you save me, and just tell me in plain English.”


He hesitated.


Pendaran almost laughed. 
Almost.  He didn’t know which amused him more, that Emily thought he was
Cianna or that his sire was actually at a loss for words.  The druid
hunkered down upon the branch, high above, and kept still.  His father’s
temper, and the errands evoked requiring centuries to fulfill were hardly
child’s play.  Pendaran settled for smirking as best as a falcon could
smirk, keeping his father’s wrath at bay.


“You, and those you will one day
choose, will continue in our stead.  You would transport, adapt, and begin
anew.  When those you’ve saved, by taking them to a new world, begin to
grow independent, their belief in magicks and natural powers waning until they
believe them to be evil, you’ll step away allowing them whatever destiny they
choose for themselves.”


“The world could end tomorrow—ten
thousand years from now.”


He nodded.


“But, I’m the Keeper?”


Another nod.


She stared at his unshaven
face.  Elderly.  A ruse.  She’s seen his lithe form when he’d
swept his robes away.  Strange clothing that clung to him, acting as body
armor without the bulk, and exposing the muscular definition of a man in his
twenties.  Aye, the robes weren’t the only thing about Xyn hiding
secrets.  


Sister Wind and Emily arrived at
the same conclusion together.  Emily’s hair suddenly stilled, Sister Wind
holding her breath.  “Are you offering me immortality?”


Xyn remained silent.  


Well, isn’t he just a real
thinker? Emily tossed her lunar white hair, jutting her chin in
defiance.  I’ve better things to do than play Twenty Questions with the
prig who didn’t bother even trying to save Dezenial. Above, the bird
fluttered.  Emily searched, but failed to find the beast. Too dark. 
I promised Broc I’d join them for music.  Conversations with Xyn are, as
usual, a wasted effort.


Xyn watched the proud young
woman.  Already so regal in her bearing, passionate about her
beliefs.  And a temper to behold.  Smile tugged, but he refused to
relent.  He could see why Dezenial had made his sacrifice. 
Pendaran’s mother had been as fiery as this one.  Sadness skittered and
was gone before the woman could think to ask.  In another life, she’d been
his daughter, more like him . . . too much like him.  If Zaiyne had
inherited more of her mother’s fire, possibly, she would have survived Forest
Lords poisoning her and presenting her as sacrifice to Shadow.  Instead,
Pendaran’s sister had been too trusting.


“I’m already immortal. 
Forever, I exist for my children first.”


“I have a certain fondness for mine
as well.”


“Yours takes more than
fondness.  You should still practice the right to beat him.”


Sister Wind gasped, Emily’s hair
lifting wildly.  Xyn laughed, watching Emily bat her invisible sibling
away, and holding her hair in a makeshift band.


“A millennia of lives.  A
millennia of them to remember my loss,” she whispered to him, lip quivering
before she regained composure.


It had been a long, long time since
Xyn had found himself riveted.  It was likened to being punched in the
stomach, again and again.  He wondered Emily’s reaction, should he fall to
the ground, writhing.


“You have been crowned with the
fortune of two loves—“


Visually, she impaled him.


“I see.  Forgive me.”  He
bowed his head slightly.  “In my viewing, always a mate finds
another.  I’d not realized the depth of your bonding with Dezenial.” 
He tapped his stick on the icy ground, lost in thought.  He’d not
comprehended the magnitude of the sacrifice he’d forced upon the Lumynari
warrior.  


The bearer of that weapon wasn’t
even part of the battle, but conjured by Xyn to force into motion—


“Do I drink something, or chant
nonsensical words?”


Xyn lost his smile. And his
musings.


She was accepting.  Like
Aurelia, she placed herself last, all others coming first.  A new emotion
gripped him.  He analyzed its influence upon his senses.  “No. 
All is as it should be.”  Interesting.  This feeling engulfing him
made it difficult to look into her eyes.  She watched him as if his soul
were visible.  He pulled his cloak tighter.  Was this how he made
others feel?  Exposed?  


“And had I declined?


His tongue stuck.  He could
only nod as if senile.


“Xyn?”


He concentrated.  Finally,
words formulated and became vocal.  “You would have slipped quietly from
this realm in the winter of your eight-second winter.  A smile, they would
have found upon your face.  You would have given your good wishes that
your great grandchildren sleep well, before retiring for the night, and passing
as you slept.  Your immortality would have ended with an incantation none
realized you knew.  Your children gown, their own families occupying their
time, your duties, in your mind, would have been complete.”


Emily gulped air, unaware she’d
been holding her breath.  


“I cannot see into the realms
containing your dead, nor can I see into the world beneath us.  I had not
realized just whom Aurelia had chosen to sire her.”  He chuckled.  It
lacked any real joy.  “I do not think she truly realized the depth of her
decision.”


“Will I now have knowledge of these
strange powers?  And how do I get rid of Pendaran?  I’m not over his
deceit.”


“To him, you will always be his
little sister.”


Emily graced him with a steely
look.


He held up his hand, warding off
her crossness.  “Four millennia ago, you were Zaiyne—my daughter.”


“Ah.  Puzzles click into
place.  ‘Tis why I’m forever The Keeper.  Joy.  And your hatred
of Dezenial.”


“Not hatred. Not any longer. 
I misunderstood a great many things. And . . . I was a selfish old man thinking
I knew more than everyone else.”


“I’m almost tempted to pick my jaw
up off the ground.”


“You can pick mine up as well.”


They shared a smile.


“In this life, I wish for you to
experience normality.”  


“Apparently you missed the fifteen-hundred
pound, two-headed canine under the impression he’s a lap dog, the children’s
loveseat, and the thief of my Oreo Double Stuff cookies.  I’m surrounded
by Forest Lords, that my realm labeled as Picts, and I reside in a realm my
world doesn’t realize exists.  What have I left out? Ah, a Celt, a priest
having survived the Crusades,” she paused, her eyes springing tears.  “And
I take nourishment from a Daemon Elite.”  She couldn’t voice the rest of
it, however, that Vaide was probably going to be the only way she’d be able to
be any kind of mother to her babies.  How much longer did any of her
precious motley protectors deserve to endure her profound grief?


He’d read her thoughts.  As
easily as if she’d said them aloud.  The thing squeezing him tightened its
hold.  He did not like it.  Not in the least!


“I’ve lost my soul to a species
defying all realism, Xyn.  Shall we discuss the gold band on my arm?”


His gaze dropped down to where she
indicated.  He frowned, perplexed.


“It’s actually a guardian Daemon, a
ferocious bugger who protects me when death is paramount.  I weapons train
with, not only an Elf prince, but a bevy of Elf warriors, oh, and please, let
us not forget my daughter’s eyes now glow like little white moons just before
she screams bloody-fucking-murder.”


Xyn flinched.


Pendaran flounced, lost his balance
and flew haphazardly to a new branch.  Twigs rained down.  Emily
scowled up into the trees.  Xyn merely cleared his snow white hair of the
debris.  Another thing that perplexed her—his hair, following the battle,
had turned white.


“Ah, you have heard Kendara’s
wails?”


“Princess Emily, several realms
have heard that child.”


Emily had the good grace to
laugh.  “Aedan now sleeps in the nursery.  He seems to own a power
that soothes the tiny she-devil.”


“I will reward him duly.”


If a falcon could scoff, Pendaran
would have done just that.


“We stole youth from Aurelia.”


“It was a different time. 
Even in my realm, history tells how kids had to grow up much more quickly than
modern times.”


“Thank you for the kindness, but we
were negligent in her care.  As we’ve been with yours.  Worried about
ourselves, and the power you will hold, we thought of nothing else but
protecting that power—no matter the cost.  I have grievously erred.”


“Your admission is not an easy one
for you.  Don’t ask me how I know this.”  Emily studied him for some
time.  “There’s something you are not telling me.”


 “And, for now, I cannot.”


She nodded.  “I appreciate the
honesty, at least, versus you trying to deny what I sense.”


“The powers we grant you, the
powers you honor us by agreeing to become the Keeper of, they will come to you
as you need them.  I do not want to overburden you, as we did with
Aurelia, by granting all at once.  You were raised in the mortal realm. 
I fear too much, too soon would overwhelm you, at the very least, this is our
wish.”


She looked away and folded her
arms, not against the cold, but out of habit when uncomfortable.  “Be
careful what you wish for, eh?”


And Xyn wondered, not for the first
time while observing her stare of the horizon, what did she search
for?  “And what, highness, would you wish for?”


“Dezenial.”


A soul-deep explosion burst within
Xyn.  Painfully, he comprehended the emotion assailing him during this
council with Emily.  It left him bitter and cold.  Frightened. 
It’s power, daunting.  


Guilt.


And it wasn’t fading, but rather,
taking hold and festering with alarming strength!  He would have to make
changes.  Whatever it took to absolve this wretched pain hollowing
him.  He’d never felt more desperate, save for when they’d escaped from
their home world.  


“We will speak again.  The
Outlander searches for you.  The twins require feeding.”


“Oh,” Emily gasped.  Second
nature, she shadow-jumped to their nursery.


“You may bring your arse down here,
rather than hiding amongst branches you obviously lack skill to remain roosted
upon,” Xyn called out to his son.


“I sense something in you.  A genesis. 
Odd.”


Xyn’s expression was
thunderous.  “You would do well not to try me at this moment.”


“It is, as moderns say, a hard pill
to swallow?”


“River stones would be
easier digested.”


“Your strategy?” Pendaran asked his
father.


“You will prepare the
Outlander.  He will think of you as his new ally.”  Xyn rocked
forward a bit and stood.  “I will return.”


“As you would request.” 
Pendaran bowed low, reverence for his father before shape-shifting, and taking
flight towards the castle, Sister Wind chasing after him.  


The elemental wasn’t missing this
for the world!  Besides, the castle was much warmer than her wheezing
brother.
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“Weapons are to your satisfaction?”


“They are far more cunning than
even I could imagine, for this realm anyway.”


“I will take that as
approval.  The keep, you are comfortable?”


The male assessed the Elder with
barely contained disdain.  “Confining, but I’m sure I’ll eventually
adapt.”


“Sunrise here is breathtaking, is
it not?  I’d forgotten how much.”


Male growling filled the
antechamber.  Xyn was most tempted to push him, but poking a stick at a
caged beast was not always prudent.  Inwardly, the Elder sighed.  Reprehensible
consequences, should Emily come into full power and, thus, be enlightened to his
failed strategy.


No realm would remain untouched by
that woman’s scorn, her otherworldly powers frightful, and those didn’t even
include what Xyn had given her.  No, no, he needed to rectify events he’d
thought wise, but in hindsight, were intolerably erroneous.  He’d have to
find another way, but one last taunt could not be resisted.  Mortals were
really teaching him terrible habits.


“I understand beautiful females
flaunt their wares, vying for your attention?”


Fists clenched.  Xyn swore he
heard gnashing teeth.  And yet, a feisty woman, barely an inch over five
feet, had tamed this beast.  “Come.  We leave now.”  Xyn waved
his hand, calling the being closer to him.  A sweep of his arm, and black
robes faded into dust motes.  A warrior stood proud and stern.  “Arm
yourself,” Xyn warned.


Cold, biting laughter
erupted.  “You manipulate me for your cause.  You flaunt female
flesh, wrongly assuming I prefer to feast when famine is all I ask, and now you
wish to . . . what?  Practice battle techniques?  I hardly
have need of weaponry, old one.”


“An injustice, I have
created.  I do not like this emotion of guilt.  It is likened to
disease.  I must absolve myself of it, quickly.  My own enemies
arise.  I cannot have this distracting me.”


Silence thickened the air into its
mire of questions and assumptions.


“You warned time passes differently
here.  How long have I been away?”  One hundred twenty two sunrises
had passed its light into the hands of night for safe keeping . . . last he
counted.  He’d not bothered with the numbers for some time now.  The
reminder ebbed his sanity.  Why did the ancient one not answer his simple
question?  “How long?”


“Clan MacLarrin prepares to
celebrate the twins’ first birthday.”


The being fell to his knees. 
Thousands of years of cold discipline anchored him.  Shallow breaths were
all he could manage.  Because, right now, his rage roared for explosive
release.  He would craze.  None here would remain alive.  “And .
. . the . . . woman?” 


He hauled his fury in, link .
.  by . . . deadly . . . link.


“Her heart warms around her twins,
ices as soon as they are not present.”  Xyn’s voice became
anguished.  “I am afraid the Keeper takes care of all, but for herself,
she withers.  Her time is short, if we do not hurry.  Twice, she has
attempted to reside with Hades.  I lied, telling her she would see her
eightieth year, should she choose not to become our Keeper.  In truth,
she’ll see one more moonrise, her grief to be her death.”


“As before, you decide without
council or forethought.”


Xyn laughed, refreshed to be in the
presence of one daring speak his mind instead of fear stilling his
tongue.  The Elder laughed more loudly, his awful pain of guilt lessening.


Rage erupted.  The Elder’s
laughter metamorphosed the tormented prisoner into colossal black and red
winged raging monster.  Roaring, he launched towards the ancient, fire
encompassing the tiled floor.


Xyn threw up his hand. 
Ferocious attack was thwarted by a sudden force so strong, winged creature
catapulted backwards as if nothing more than a small reptile.  “It is not
my desire to be your enemy, not any longer.  We have spent several
millennia making very bad decisions, when we should have left some things
alone.  A tactic I thought would be to our mutual benefit has had
repercussions I should never have allowed to occur.  We will seek another
way, but for now, you are needed for much more than leashing that psychotic
mother of yours.  Besides, another night of that screaming little hellion
will have me cleaving my own ears.”
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Kendara awoke screaming, as had been
her way since entering the world. 


Emily lurched.  Pain stabbed
between her shoulder blades.  Falling asleep in a chair, half slumped
across a toddler bed caused unmitigated pain to one’s body.  “Shhh, come
here,” Emily muttered her eleven-month-mantra.  “Why do you still
scream?”  Cradling her daughter, Emily pulled the quilt from the tiny bed
and tucked it around her daughter.  Gently, she rocked, wondering if the
absence of Aedan meant her poor Shield Guard finally realized she could handle
a few hours of midnight wailing.  Still, there was a measure of comfort
when he’d burst in, full of apology for not remaining in the nursery.  To
which she’d tell him he should be down below, drinking, wrestling,
wenching.  And every time—Emily smiled—he’d puff up and remind her of his
vow to Kendara.  “Mi’ wenching days are over.  ‘Tis no’ a good man,
ta’ be creating bairns all over the kingdom, and one day, mi’ wife will have
ta’ look in their faces, knowing they’re no’ hers.  Nay.  I’ll no’
disrespect her in such a way.”


“You simply fear she’ll torch your
hide.”


“Aye, there is tha’.”


“I thought immortals couldn’t have
children?”


“I’m no’ taking any chances.”


“And when you two marry, what
then?  What if Kendara desires children?”


Aedan had given her a look, so full
of mischief, she knew there was some grand Fey secret the other immortals of
Clan MacLarrin had not been made privy to.


Emily patted Kendara, who still
wailed pitifully.  Emily nuzzled her daughter’s hair, kissing gently the
small soft head of white down.  “Kendara, if you stop crying, I promise
you can have your very own assassin too.  What do you say?  Or would you
prefer spiders?  Your father had a penchant for spiders.”  Emily
grimaced.  Kendara wailed louder.  “Yeah, me too.  Too
gross.  Your father thought it was very funny to scare your mommy with
them.  Or course, they’re as big as a man.”


Her daughter’s scream was so
piercing, Emily nearly fainted.


“She claims light of day seeps into
her dreams, and keeps her from sleeping.”


Emily stilled her rocking.


Kendara’s screeching silenced.


Tears burned Emily’s eyes. 
“I’m slipping into madness.”  She cocooned her daughter even closer, and
trembled with grief.  “He was so beautiful, Kendara.  His voice deep,
magnificent, caressing; an accent to make a girl’s toes curl.”  Tears
increased.  “How, little one?  How do I continue?”  Deep sobs
racked her insides.  “Just . . . can’t.  Pain never . . .
ends.”  Grief swept her down its raging river.  Though she tried very hard
to hide emotional devastation from her toddlers, this night would not see her
as being successful with her ruse.


Footfalls neared.  Quickly,
she fisted her tears.  Miraculously, Kendara had yet to scream
again.  A rarity.  Slowly, the nursery door opened.  Her
beautiful, lethal guardian peered in.


“It’s okay, Vaide.  She seems
to be settling.”  Magnificent to look upon, so kind to her, and
all-knowing when it came time for her to feed.  Sometimes, it seemed a
no brainer, to just allow him to drink from her and be done with it. 
Tears slowly found their way down her cheeks.  The betrayal to Dezenial
would have her taking a knife to her own heart.  It just wasn’t something
she would survive.  She knew this, soul deep.  Vaide had come to
realize it as well, whispering to her last night that he knew her time was
near, and that his place would always be with the twins.  She’d balked,
determined to remain here with her babies.


And then, times like now, when she
swore she could hear Dezenial’s voice . . . well, at least the twins had
something more terrifying than a nightmare to protect them—gorgeous, but,
still, a nightmare, when provoked.


That’s not very nice, Keer’dra.


A choked cry escaped her. 
“Please, please get Aedan,” she whispered.  “Sorrow hits me hard this
night.”  This was the most her mind had ever, at one time, conjured his
voice.  She felt herself slipping over an edge she’d never return
from.  I fought too hard to keep grasp of his image.  


Vaide had yet to leave. 
Instead, he opened the door even more.  Emily tightened her hold on Kendara,
and quickly stood to face down the Daemon.  Had her father been
mistaken?  Was this in fact an assassin, sent by Shadow?  


Emily’s eyes ignited. 
Incantations filled her head.  


His yellow eyes fixated on an area
over her shoulder.  Her nape prickled.  Before she could react, he
dropped to one knee, bowed his head, and crisscrossed his arms over his chest.


Emily hyperventilated.  He was
going to force her to be his mate!  She’d shred him alive!


Kendara batted something behind
Emily.


“Keer’dra, I command for you to
turn around, and face me.”


Ever-so-slowly, she obliged.  


Her mind collapsed.


As did her body.  Emily sank
to her knees. She wept aloud, rocking back and forth.  Somewhere, in the
fog of her misery, Kendara was lifted from her arms.  Too grief stricken
to battle, sobbing wracked her body.  Broc hunkered down beside her. 
Where had he come from?  She peered up at him, her daughter so at peace in
his arms.  No, that couldn’t be right.  Her daughter never ever
ceased her screams for more time than it took to fill her lungs for the next
assault to their ears.


Now, she lay mute.  Content.


“I can’t . . . no more.  Not
another day, Broc.  I’m sorry.  I’ve failed my children.  His
memory.  All of you.  Please, my father knows the way . . . call for
Hades.”  She looked beyond Broc.  “Vaide.  Please.  Take me
to Hades.”  She clutched her heart, and bent low, keening. 
“Pain.  It claws me.”  Hysteria choked her.  “Can’t . . . handle
anymore.  Now I hear him, see him.  I’m going mad.  No
more.  No . . . more!”  Her final word was a scream into her
hands now covering her face.


“I would have you fill mi’ hall
with laughter, lass, ye’ and Aedan, once again schemin’ yer’ plots to humiliate
mi’ men.”  Broc stood and moved back.  


Emily rocked.  Arms hung limp
at her sides.


A hand snaked under her chin,
forcing her head to look up.  An image swam.  Glowing white
hair.  Her father.  Oh, wouldn’t he be pleased, his daughter, the
lunatic—a thumb wiped away her tears.


“You will look at me, and see I am
no phantom of your grief.”  His arm waved, illumination filling the
room.  Shakily, her fingers reached up.  She poked at the hands
caressing her face.


He was on bended knee.  So
close.  Warm.  His spicy scent permeated her senses.


“No, no, no!  You’re not
real.  I watched . . . you die!  I’ll awaken—another dream!  Hades!” 
She shrieked her father-in-law’s name over and over, louder each time. 
She sagged.


“I was given a choice.  Die
and become nothing but grief to you—your suffering is as sharp as the Lumynari
whip against my soul—or a hidden weapon against Shadow.  I was given mere
seconds to decide.”


Emily scrunched her eyes
closed.  If she opened them, and he was not there, and she was simply
sitting up in her bed—


Hands impatiently grasped the back
of her neck, pulling her to his descending mouth.


Dezenial kissed her deeply, his own
eyes watering.  “Shall I taste your blood as well, convincing you once and
for all I am here, Keer’dra?”  Fangs grew, his eyes glittering with heartache. 
She touched his face.  Kissed him again through both their tears. 
And inhaled deeply the scent of him.   


“Don’t leave me.  Please,
please be real.  Please don’t—“


“Shhh, Keer’dra.  I have
returned, little one.  I’m here.”  He scooped her against him,
holding her tightly as she sobbed loudly into him, clutching every part of
him.  And then, she screamed and screamed into his chest, grief battling
joy.  Dezenial’s gaze fell on Vaide.  “You will remain her personal
guard.  Also, you will now be as Cianna, all power granted to you, and
also, like her, the privilege to choose a mate to call your own, should you so
desire.”


Vaide bowed his head.  “I am
profoundly thankful, my lord.”


“No, Vaide, I am.  You
will now also command the Elites.  And, from Hades, you have been granted
your wings.”


Vaide, beyond humbled, could not
speak.


Dezenial tilted Emily’s head back,
gazing down at her, his fangs long.  “I give you my strength to heal your
heart.  And your soul.”  He bit deeply, his powerful soul reaching
for hers, pulling to him, cradling it against his own.  After several
minutes, tranquility settled over her.  He eased his fangs from her neck,
licking the droplets before kissing her lips, her closed lids, his hands
entwining her hair.  “I am here, Keer’dra.”


“I love you so much.  I’ll
never be able to stop touching you, breathing you in.”  She grasped his
hair.  Trailed his cheekbone; ran her index finger across his very
chiseled mouth.  She pressed her fingers to his neck, felt the artery
throb, tears welling again.  “Please, don’t stop speaking.  I missed
your voice.  So much.”  She sagged into him, weeping
uncontrollably.  “Please, never stop speaking.”


He chuckled.  “You will beg
for silence, but until then, I will regale you with stories of your father’s
youth.”  He stood, pulling her up with him.


“Dow! Dow! Dow!” Kendara shouted,
her command for down.  Eyes ignited into two white hot little
lights.  She yanked Broc’s war braid.  Yowling, laughing, quickly he
set the Daemon princess down.  Kendara crawled to her brother’s bed,
pulled herself to a standing position, and proceeded to belt her brother
awake.  Sleepily, he turned to his side and sat up. 


And looked at his sister,
nonplussed. 


“He’s indifferent to her chaos,”
Emily sniffed, tears trying to make gullies in her face.  “Just like you
were—are—to mine.”


“He is up against great odds,”
Dezenial whispered.  His son.  His daughter.  He had spoken long
with the Outlander.  And both had sworn allegiance to the other. 
Dezenial had expressed that giving Broc fealty would still never be enough
repayment for the kindness the human had shown towards his children, his help
in bringing them into the world . . . and then, Broc’s testimony of Emily’s
suffering had torn into him so deeply, he’d listened to everyone’s tale with
his head cradled in his hands.  He’d had no shame when at last, he’d
looked up at the bevy of faces, his own face awash with tears.


His Emily had suffered soul
wrenching grief.  Hades’ threats to his person, and to Xyn, still echoed
in his mind.  His father’s fury over Emily’s suffering had him being
lectured like a freshman demon.


And then, Zeus had bellowed.


He was surprised his soul didn’t
visibly smoke, his uncle having scorched him numerous times with
lightning.  Both gods had made themselves visible to Xyn.  And
warned the eternally meddling Elder, interfere with Emily’s happiness again,
and there would be an epic battle the likes none of the realms had ever
witnessed . . . and lived to retell.


He and Inzyr had clasped
arms.  Dezenial remarked Inzyr’s considerably shorter hair—the assassin
having always been rather vain about his hair—and had been informed by the
Forest Lords that Inzyr had slashed his hair, shortly after Dezenial’s
demise.  The god sat heavily, and contemplated the various consequences
his death had caused.  He was regaled with details regarding his
twins’ birth—and how history repeated itself, this time Aedan the bearer of The
Claiming.  His brows had shot up, shocked to find out Inzyr and Aedan had
become blood-bonded.  A Lumynari and a Fey royal.  “I leave you to
your own devices, and return to find you’ve grown soft.”  


“I am dutifully shamed, my lord,”
Inzyr said, eyes glinting.  


Scrutinizing, Dezenial had not
found Aedan wanting.  His daughter would be cherished.  He could ask
for no more.  He’d roared with laughter over Emily’s annoyance that his
son already had his very own assassin.  Eldaryn had groaned, padding out
the front doors of the keep in search of something he could kill, gnaw, and
eat.  Grown males gushing over babies more than nauseating for the Oltheg
to tolerate any longer.


And all males had agreed, the
temptation to rope Xyn to four horses, each galloping in a different direction
carrying torn portions of Xyn’s carcass to four corners of the world would be
too good for the Elder.  Dezenial made mention of what he could do to the
Elder’s soul, but Pendaran had warned he’d be forced to defend his father,
which would then awaken Emily’s temper, she needing to defend Dezenial.


“Do no’, we beg of ye’, Daemon,”
Reignsfeugh said, hand splayed over his heart, “awaken the wrath of She Who
Must Be Obeyed!”


The hall had filled with laughter,
backslapping, ‘aye’s’, and much clonking of pewter mugs filled with ale.


Kendara suddenly looked at them,
her eyes shining brighter, bringing Dezenial back to the moment of laying eyes
on his children for the first time.  The tiny tot pointed at Dezenial,
chattered her shared language with her brother, drawing the little boy’s
attention.


“They have their own language. 
My father claims its from Mt. Olympus,” Emily muttered, refusing to relinquish
the band of arms enveloping her tightly.  


“She speaks the language of
gods.  I think my father has meddled.  Again.”


“She’s in full rage now,” Emily
warned.


Broc chuckled, the twins forever
amusing him.  “Oh-oh.  Her chest ‘as swelled.  Guard yer’ ears.”


On cue, Kendara deafened the room
with shrill screaming.  Then looked up at Broc with her little cherub
face, unaware several rattled their heads to regain their hearing.  “Nay,
lass.  I canna step in and rescue ye’ this time.  You’re the daughter
of mi’ heart, but time ta’ meet yer’ true da’.”


Emily couldn’t keep her tears from
spilling over.  


“You’ll continue to be their second
father, Forest Lord,” Dezenial’s voice baritoned.  The laird nodded, moved
beyond words.  


“So now, I’ll ‘ave two of ye’ ta’
battle fer’ her hand, is tha’ it?” Aedan whined.  “A conspiracy!”


Emily laughed.


Men gasped.  


“That’s what we’ve been missing,
lass,” Broc’s gaze swept over her shoulder, nodding and smiling.  “It will
be good to ‘ave strong allies.”  Obsidian eyes narrowed.  “Doona ever
leave Emily again.”


Words evaded her.  A perfect
moment.  Her children’s father returned.  And Broc’s inner turmoil
he’d carried for several millennia dissolved.  Even his face looked
younger.  Rested.  


“My son,” Dezenial whispered. 
Emily wasn’t sure if he called to Denzyr or said the phrase out loud, awed that
he was a father.  It had been much the same when she’d first given
birth.  All she could do was stare down at her newborns, mesmerized.


“Zyr,” she called.  She made
to step away from Dezenial, but his hold tightened.  “I have not gone to
them for a reason.”


“He doesn’t speak yet, and he
doesn’t crawl.  He was firstborn, but Kendara seems to have this need to
be first for everything and, I swear, he intentionally holds back, allowing her
the glory.”  Emily sniffed.  “He’s so much like you; content to
observe, more aware than any of us realizes.”


“He will come to me.  He must
be given the chance.”


Emily looked over her
shoulder.  Her breathing hitched, still unable to believe this moment was
really happening.  “You don’t understand.  He only speaks to
Kendara.”


Dezenial looked down at her and
something in Emily squeezed tightly.  His smile was gentle, unabashedly
showing his love for her.


I have much lost time to make up
for, Keer’dra.  And to remind you of who dominates you.  He
scowled when her answer was to laugh.


“Watch,” he commanded.  “If
you do not allow the butterfly to spread its wings, forever it will remain
hidden in its cocoon.”


Emily frowned, returning her
attention to her small son.  Reignsfeugh and Aedan moved further into the
nursery, pushed from behind until Inzyr came to stand at the foot of Kendara’s
bed.  


Denzyr pat his sister’s head. 
She silenced, mid babble.  Contradictory to his character, he crawled off
his toddler bed.  He used the bed for support and took miniscule steps
towards the footboard.  Arm outstretched, just the bare tips of fingers
kept him in contact with his little bed.  For long breath-held-moments, he
studied his feet.  When at long last he gazed upward, azure eyes glowed
brilliant red.


“Oh . . . my.”  Emily’s
hand splayed her throat.  “He’s never done this.”  It took strong
will not to laugh, feeling Dezenial’s chest puff out, his son having inherited
Daemon eyes.


Dezenial’s hold tightened. 
“Desire to take first steps as warrior, confronting one daring liberties with
his mother.”


“Aye, as he should,” Reignsfeugh
announced, he and Aedan shoulder wrestling for a better view.  “Been
teachin’ all I ken.”


Dezenial’s snowy brow arched.


“Much will have to be undone,”
Inzyr muttered.  “They’ve been ruining perfectly good little Lumynaries.”


Emily giggled.  The Celt
scowled.


Denzyr tentatively stepped without
aid of his footboard.  Little fists rising for balance. 


Kendara babbled loudly, her eyes
blazing.  Denzyr halted and shouted what sounded like one word. 
Kendara silenced, eyes wide.  Inzyr and Dezenial laughed.


“Do I want to know?” Emily asked.


“He commanded silence,” Inzyr said.


Emily covered her mouth.  “Oh,
God, he’s gonna pay when Kendara gets her hands on him.”


Fists raised, Denzyr toddled a
succession of little steps, coming to a stop in front of his mother. 


“Broc!  Did you see? 
Those were . . . those were his first . . .” Emily couldn’t finish.


“Steps. Aye, lass, strong lad.
Though, I think his eyes will cause the lasses ta—“


“Indonin,” Denzyr stated very
clearly, staring up at Dezenial.


Emily squeaked and freed herself
from a suddenly slack male hold.  Flopping down, she gingerly touched her
son’s face, nodding.  His eyes extinguished.


“What did he say?” Broc whispered.


Emily laughed through more
tears.  “He . . . he said father in Balkorian.”
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