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          Prologue

        

      

    
    
      The 14th century, Europe

      Village of Tarsdale, home to OtherWorlders

      Prior to Xavier becoming the Crystal Wizard

      

      Sometimes it was hard being a teenaged Ogre, giving all your love to just one wizard.

      Ciara Tindale hovered outside her father’s blacksmith shop in her human form, or Skin, as Others called their human suits. With their green skin and bulky bodies, Ogres were considered ugly.

      Most Others, especially Lupines and Mages, had a dislike for Earthers, the race of Others like Trolls and Ogres.

      Not Xavier the wizard.

      Each day at midmorning, Xavier passed the forge on his way to his master’s workshop. She wished she had time to change her clothing. Smoke and dust darkened the air, and her simple, homespun dress was covered in soot. Her shoulders slumped as she tried to brush the dirt off her dress. She wanted to look pretty for Xavier. Perhaps she was too young at fifteen for him to pay her mind. But she loved him all the same.

      Xavier had risen in status and privilege to claim the title of wizard over the past ten years. He’d fought the tarnish of being born a poor orphan Mage in a village that cherished family. Xavier had apprenticed himself to Duncan, the most powerful Coldfire Wizard in the land. Only Aeon, the Crystal Wizard, was more powerful than Duncan, and Aeon was immortal.

      Now even the nobility bowed to Xavier.

      Ciara didn’t care if he was Mage or wizard. She thought Xavier was incredibly handsome and had a kind heart. He seldom noticed her, except when he came to the shop to have her father fashion a new blade for his master. The first time he focused his burning gaze at her, the Ogre girl, she’d become smitten.

      She peered down the dirt road, but only a few Others passed back and forth. Across the way, the door to the apothecary shop opened. Out stepped Andromeda in a white wool gown with a golden chain encircling her slim waist, her blond hair billowing in the breeze. The shifter lingered a minute, peering at a small, blue bottle clutched in her delicate, white hands.

      Ciara studied her reflection in a nearby shield her father had crafted for a warrior. Her nose was long and hooked, her eyes brown and ordinary, and her skin sallow, not delicate and pale like Andromeda’s.

      When she was in her Ogre form, she was even uglier, with purple warts on her hands and feet, two chins, and a large bottom.

      Andromeda has such a slender waist…and I do not know if I even have a waist. She plucked at the shapeless form of her dress, wishing her breasts were as large as Andromeda’s.

      For a moment, she wanted to run into the shadows and hide in shame.

      And then she straightened up and gathered her pride.

      You are lovely inside, her mother always taught her. That mattered most.

      Andromeda was the most beautiful woman in the village, and she knew it. She drew males to her like a lodestone but allowed only one man to court her—Xavier’s master, Duncan.

      It didn’t stop Andromeda from flaunting her beauty and enticing other males. Villagers said she broke male hearts as many times as Peter, the tavern keeper’s idiot son, broke dishes.

      The Lupine shifter had a pack, but Andromeda’s alpha allowed her to roam free and do as she wished, for it was whispered her influence with Xavier’s master had endowed the pack with strength and power.

      Ciara’s joy soured as she watched the shifter. Andromeda stopped outside the smithy, as if disdaining to come inside the dark, sooty interior. Her pert little nose lifted into the air.

      “Does your father have my jeweled dagger repaired yet?”

      “Why have you need of the blade? I thought your claws were sharp enough,” Ciara said sweetly.

      Andromeda frowned. “You are too bold for such an ugly little thing.”

      Then she waved a regal hand. “Tell your father to have it ready on the morrow or I shall pay only half.”

      Ciara nodded, busy searching the road for Xavier. Spotting him in the near distance, she gave a happy sigh.

      Peter came out of the tavern, carrying an empty basket on his trip to the market to buy fresh fish. Andromeda sniffed. “Simpleton. He should have been killed at birth.”

      The shifter murmured words and traced something in the air. A shiver rushed down Ciara’s spine, as her deepest senses detected the aura of magick. Suddenly Peter tripped and fell, spilling the basket. He began to cry.

      Andromeda laughed, as did the Others watching, but Ciara rushed to help Peter to his feet. She dusted off his tunic and handed him the basket, patting his shoulder.

      “Dry your tears, and when you return from the market, I shall have a sweet for you,” she told him.

      Peter stopped crying and gave his lopsided smile, continuing on his way. Deeply troubled, Ciara returned to her father’s smithy. The shifter always had a cruel streak few Others noticed, but now Andromeda used dark magick. Why couldn’t anyone else see this?

      Andromeda walked away in Xavier’s direction.

      Xavier drew closer.

      Breath held in anticipation, she watched him. Thick, dark hair curled at the edges and tumbled down to his shoulders. He was so handsome, with his chiseled cheekbones and firm jaw accented with a short beard. Much taller than the men in her village, he had a commanding presence.

      But his eyes, a gray-blue that reminded her of a stormy sky, shone with kindness, not the disdain others had shown her simply because she was a peasant Ogre.

      His doublet was red, and his hose was black, accenting his long, strong limbs. A tremor raced through her. Xavier’s peacock-blue cloak swirled about his ankles. Lined with sable, it bore the crest of his master.

      Her father cautioned against Xavier, for in the village tavern people whispered the wizard’s master had held Ogres in his cave and did “strange things to them, terrible things” and Xavier chose to ignore them.

      The wizard spied Andromeda and called out to her in that deep, smoky voice Ciara adored. “My lady Andromeda.”

      Andromeda tossed her long, golden curls and gave Xavier a wide smile. The wizard’s expression became as smitten as the many males Andromeda had ensnared with her looks.

      “Good day, Xavier,” she purred in a sultry voice. “Duncan has urgent need of this potion, if you are headed to his workshop.”

      Gaze dreamy, he nodded as she handed him the bottle, as if she’d given him rare jewels. “I should be happy to take it for you, my lady.”

      He stared after Andromeda as she walked away.

      Ciara’s heart sank. How could Xavier, the male she secretly adored, be as shallow as the Other males? Was she the only one in the entire village who knew Andromeda’s fine looks covered a dark heart?

      It would appear so.

      But she could forgive Xavier, for he was a male, and even Ciara’s own father marveled at Andromeda’s beauty, though he was happily mated for many years and would never stray.

      It was like seeing a lovely, high-spirited horse, he’d once told Ciara’s mother. You can admire it, but you would never want to own it, for it would be too much bother. And then he’d kissed her, they laughed, and all was well again.

      With his long-legged stride, Xavier started to pass the shop. Ciara took the copper ring she’d made especially to declare her feelings for him.

      “Xavier,” she called out.

      He stopped and turned, his full mouth turning upward in a smile. How could father think this wizard was anything but kind?

      She darted into the road, ignoring the snickers of the girls gathered at the nearby village well.

      “Ciara. Good day.”

      His deep voice felt like a stroke of velvet against her ears. She shivered with pleasure and held out the copper ring. “I made this for you.”

      It was a simple piece of jewelry, but she had spent hours on the ring. In the center, she had twisted scraps of copper into the three-cornered Celtic heart.

      Xavier took the gift, his long fingers brushing against hers. A little current of power rushed between them, and the pleasant tingle shot through her body. It stirred something deep inside her. He looked startled, as if he felt it as well.

      The wizard turned it over in his palm. “Remarkable craftsmanship.”

      Pleased, she blushed. “Thank you. I fashioned it from copper for the metal’s healing properties.”

      Then his gaze hardened as he lifted his head. “What do you wish in return?”

      Ciara drew her brows together. “Nothing.”

      Then, as she realized he probably thought her daft for giving a gift without reason, she added, “I heard it was your birth date soon, and everyone should have a gift for his birth date.”

      Xavier blinked, as if surprised. He stared at the ring in his palm.

      “No one has remembered my birth date in several decades. Indeed, I often prefer to forget that date, for it was given to me on the day I was found as a babe.” He looked up, and his smile transformed his face, making him less severe. “Thank you, Ciara. Most Others I encounter want a boon of magick in exchange for their gifts. I shall cherish your ring.”

      Blushing again, she fiddled with her hands. And then her father called out her name. She sighed. “I must help Father.”

      He shook the small, glass bottle Andromeda had given him. “And I must be off to deliver this to my master. Andromeda bid me to make haste, and I do not wish to disappoint her.”

      Ciara frowned. “Be careful of that one, Xavier. She has a dark heart.”

      He shook his head. “She is too lovely for that.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You are blinded by her good looks.”

      He seemed to consider then flashed a good-natured grin. “Perhaps I am. But if her heart is not as pure, it is because none can compare to your good heart, sweet Ciara. Thank you again for your thoughtful gift.”

      Lifting her hand to his mouth, he gently kissed her knuckles. The contact made her breath catch, for it felt much more significant than a mere kiss, an invisible current sizzling between them.

      Good magick to good magick? Was this the connection her mother had told her to seek with a male before finding a mate? She had never felt it before.

      Xavier must have realized it too, for he looked momentarily flustered. He stared at her, as if truly seeing her for the first time.

      Then he shook his head, smiled again, and bade her good day.

      Ciara darted back into the forge, her heart filled with joy. He’d noticed her and cherished her gift, and he’d kissed her hand. All morning as she pumped the bellows so her father could work the iron and the metal, Ciara sang a happy tune. Perhaps when she turned sixteen next month, Xavier would court her.

      After all, a girl could dream, even an ugly Ogre girl who came from a poor family.

      

      Xavier whistled as he climbed the stony hillside to his master’s cave in the mountain, thinking of the village Ogre girl.

      Ciara.

      Such a thoughtful, sweet girl. Pity she was an Ogre.

      He thought most Ogres ugly, and spiteful, though Ciara was not. Nor were her parents.

      He genuinely liked Ciara and looked forward to seeing her each morning. Ciara was one of the few friends he suspected he had. And her skin when he’d kissed her hand, soft and tasting as sweet as honey. Current had flared between them, shooting straight to his manhood.

      Odd, that, for he never considered Ciara as desirable or as anything more than a friend. Having spent his childhood in an orphanage with a vicious Ogre who’d tormented him because he was a Mage, Xavier wasn’t fond of them.

      But none could compare to Andromeda’s beauty. Her looks dazzled him, and each time he saw her in his master’s cavern, Xavier made haste to perform whatever little task she required.

      A field of white daisies stretched before him. He squatted down to pick one, enjoying their beauty. The world was filled with loveliness, and after the squalid ugliness of growing up poor and powerless, a helpless victim to Others with magick, he preferred to surround himself with beauty.

      Andromeda, ah, there was a lovely prize he coveted as much as he craved power. Xavier touched the daisy, frowning.

      Ciara had cautioned him to be careful of the shifter. Certainly Andromeda had spent much time with his master as of late. Villagers said they were courting, but Xavier knew Duncan had no sexual interest in the Lupine. His master was celibate in order to hoard all his power to himself.

      Lately Xavier wondered what odd things Duncan did in private quarters, for he’d heard strange sounds in the dark night. The sounds were the reason Xavier preferred not to sleep in his master’s expansive cavern. Instead, he’d sought shelter with a friendly Mage family who gave him free room and board in exchange for tutoring their child.

      If Xavier had any doubts about Duncan and Andromeda’s relationship, they’d been banished last week when he’d accidently spied them together in the moonlight outside the cavern. Kneeling at Duncan’s feet, she pulled down his master’s hose and reached for his cock.

      “You’ve been good to me, Duncan,” she’d purred. “Let me give you something in return.”

      Andromeda put Duncan’s cock in her mouth, and Duncan pushed her away with a sound of disgust. The Coldfire Wizard was as flaccid as if ice water spilled over his privates.

      “I have no need of your charms, Lupine. Go back inside and finish that potion for me. Now!”

      I would not push her away, Xavier thought, his own manhood rousing at the thought of Andromeda’s lovely mouth encasing his shaft, her pink tongue lapping at his flesh. I would clasp her hair and bid her to gaze into my eyes as she pleasured me. And then I would pleasure her and…

      Thoughts of the little Ogre girl and the odd sounds he’d heard in the cave vanished as he daydreamed about the lovely Andromeda.

      

      That afternoon, her father granted permission to leave the shop. Singing, she skipped through the village street and headed to her favorite place, a grassy knoll where yellow daisies flowered. Ciara began picking the flowers. They would make a pretty circlet for her hair, and perhaps next time she saw Xavier, she would wear them and her best, blue gown, instead of one stained with soot and smoke from the smithy.

      Absorbed in her task, she did not hear the approach of another until she caught the scent. Metallic, the bite of iron and metal, the scent smelled slightly like Xavier, who held much power, but it lacked his warmth of sage, spices, and rainwater. She glanced up.

      Her blood ran cold. The daisies collected in her apron spilled to the ground.

      A tall man—his long, lean face shining with malevolence—stood near her. He had a crescent-shaped scar on his chin. Shimmering, blue robes covered in glittering, white crystals draped his body. White-blond hair hung in a straight line past his shoulders.

      Duncan, the Coldfire Wizard. He smiled, and the smile made her very afraid, for it was filled with menace. “I smell an Ogre girl,” he said. “Perhaps not as young as I had hoped, but you will suffice for my little experiment.”

      And then before she could shriek or turn to run, he waved a hand, and grayness pushed at her the edges of her vision. The last thing she remembered before losing consciousness was the wizard’s pale, cold eyes, filled with dark joy.

      

      Ciara awoke in a cage made of iron. Smells assaulted her nostrils—feces, urine, and the sour stench of terror, along with the metallic smell of pure power. She rubbed her eyes and looked around.

      She was in a crystal cave, and the air around her sang of energy and darkness. Brilliant crystals—blue, purple, red, and green—lined the cave. They glowed like the candles her mother lit at night.

      Other iron cages were lined against the wall. Horror filled Ciara as she saw Ogres she thought had left the village to find work elsewhere—the kind farmer who always gave her apples in the autumn; the chemist who gave her tincture for the monthly pains in her belly; and Simon, a strong Ogre who’d once worked for her father.

      All of them were in their true forms, their green skin marked with wounds. Ciara noticed with horror that Simon’s right arm ended in a stump below the elbow. All of the Ogres showed signs of terrible torment. The farmer was missing one eye, and the chemist had many wounds on his body.

      “Why am I here?” she asked Simon. “What does Duncan want from me?”

      The Ogre’s pain-glazed gaze met hers. “He plans to use that on you. The wizard is torturing us to see how much pain our kind can tolerate in Skin until we transform to our true bodies and how much our magick will protect us until we die.” Simon pointed to a small table lined with sharp knives and hooks.

      Terror iced her veins. She raced to the cage’s door and rattled the bars. “Help me, please,” she screamed.

      “’Tis no use,” Simon said dully. “The only one in the room next to the cave is Xavier, and he never responds. He cares not for our sufferings.”

      Xavier would save her. She screamed louder and louder.

      And then, blessed Danu, the door on the far wall of the cavern opened, and Xavier rushed inside. His gaze widened in horror as he stared at the cages lining the walls, at the Ogres sitting there, groaning.

      “Please. Don’t let him hurt me. Please, Xavier. Help me. I’m so scared.” Ciara curled her fingers around the iron bars.

      “I’m sorry.” His gaze looked stricken. “I did not know Duncan was doing this.”

      “How could you not know?” Simon shouted. “You are always in the room next to us. I could hear you singing, damn it. How could you not hear our screams?”

      “I did not know,” Xavier repeated, shoving a hand through his thick, dark hair. “I was so absorbed in my work… I will free you now, but we must hurry, for Duncan is due back soon.”

      The wizard raced to the cages and sprang the locks. As her fellow Ogres stumbled out, she rattled the bars on her cage. Please hurry. Please hurry.

      Xavier reached her cage at last, his expression stricken.

      “I am so sorry, little one. I am so sorry.” He kept repeating the words as he fumbled with the lock on her cage.

      Ciara’s heart raced as sweat dripped down her back. “Please, please, hurry. He is going to hurt me!”

      Xavier looked at her, his gaze shaded with anguish. “I cannot open it. It’s affixed with his coldfire, and my magick is not yet strong enough to undo the spell.”

      Ciara sank to her knees. “He’s going to kill me, a terrible death. I am so afraid.”

      Xavier squatted down, and his expression turned hard. “No. I shall not allow this, little one. He will not touch you. I will save you.”

      She looked up, filled with wild hope. “Will you?”

      His eyes closed, and long, dark lashes rested against his cheeks. “I give you my promise. He will not touch you.”

      He was a brave, noble wizard, as her heart had told her.

      A tremendous whoosh of air blew through the crystal cavern. Xavier tensed and stood as Duncan emerged from a puff of white smoke. The wizard crackled with power, and his ice-blue gaze centered on his apprentice.

      Xavier threw back his shoulders. “You lied to me. You said you worked with treatments to heal Ogres from disease. You tortured them.”

      Duncan’s mouth thinned. “It was none of your concern. You freed my Ogres.”

      “They were not yours, Duncan. They are living beings with souls.”

      “Ogres have no soul. But at least I still have the girl.” Duncan’s cruel gaze centered on Ciara, and she shivered. “Your punishment can wait, Xavier, while I use her.”

      “Undo the lock on her cage and release Ciara. Now,” Xavier ordered. He flung an energy bolt at his master. It shattered the table beside Duncan, obliterating it.

      Duncan brushed at his long robes.

      “You have grown powerful, my apprentice. So very powerful. Almost as powerful as me. Perhaps there is another way.” Duncan looked at her. “I shall release the Ogre.”

      Wild hope beat inside her, until Duncan stroked a finger down his thin cheek. “Perhaps.”

      The wizard flung a blue energy bolt at Xavier, and he groaned as it hit him square in the chest. Ciara stared, stricken. Coldfire was a powerful magick that burned worse than real fire.

      As Xavier staggered to his feet, Duncan chuckled. “I shall release her if you are willing to take her place. You are young, Xavier, and powerful and will last longer than she ever could. I shall enjoy seeing how long you last under the coldfire.”

      Xavier stared at him, and the fear in his eyes made her wince. Her brave wizard.

      Duncan laughed. “As I thought. You are full of noble words, but you are far too selfish to sacrifice yourself for a silly Ogre girl. Had you wanted, you could have freed them all earlier, but you chose to ignore their sufferings. You closed your ears and your eyes to them.”

      “No,” Xavier protested. “I did not.”

      “But you did. You are blind and deaf to all that is not beautiful in this world, Xavier. Return to your work. Later, I will have you find a Troll for me.”

      Xavier’s tormented gaze slid to her, and for a minute, a shadow crossed his face. “Undo the lock, and I will take her place inside the cage.”

      The Coldfire Wizard looked surprised. Then he gave a sly smile.

      “As you wish.” Duncan touched the lock on Ciara’s cage. Blue light encased the iron, and suddenly the door opened.

      Ciara raced out, into Xavier’s arms. He caught her and hugged her tight as Duncan went to a table on the cave’s opposite side.

      “Run,” Xavier whispered to her. “There is a secret passage through the door on the right that will take you to the hillside. While he is distracted, run far from here and do not look back, for Duncan has no intention of releasing you for good. Call upon Aeon, the Crystal Wizard, and he will stop Duncan’s evil.”

      “No. You can’t do this!”

      “I must,” he said quietly. “I must, or you will die.”

      Ciara reached upward. Ogres had the magick of the earth, but she had the magick of her mother’s people, the witches. She silently chanted a spell and then traced the outline of a heart over his bearded mouth.

      “I give you my heart so we will always be together, even unto death,” she told him.

      A sad smile touched his mouth. “I shall cherish your gift through eternity and return it to you.”

      He pushed her away, and she stumbled, drawing deeper into the shadows. Xavier then flung out his hands, tossing bolts of white energy at Duncan.

      The wizard laughed as they bounced off him.

      “You cannot hurt me, Xavier. You pledged a bond of blood and bone to me, a pledge unto death and beyond the grave. Even if you had the magick of the Crystal Wizard, you could never touch me. Your powers are useless against me!”

      Duncan flung a bolt at Xavier, hurling him into the cage. Then the door closed and locked.

      The wizard picked up a long, black wand and dipped it into a glass jar filled with glowing, blue liquid. Duncan waved the wand, and iron manacles encased Xavier’s wrists and his ankles, stretching his limbs.

      She kept backing away, watching Xavier as tears clogged her throat. Pale and shaking, he hung suspended from the manacles, his chest rising and falling with each rapid breath.

      “Here I come. Prepare yourself, my apprentice. This shall be quite…painful.”

      She ran and looked over her shoulder. Through her blurred vision, she saw Xavier, his expression filled with terror. Then Duncan waved the wand, and a blue-gray haze engulfed her love. Xavier screamed.

      His screams followed her as she reached the door, yanked it open, and followed the narrow passageway lined with torches. Eventually the passageway ended, and she rushed outside the cavern. Ciara kept running until she crested the hill above her village, Xavier’s anguished cries ringing in her ears. She collapsed to the grassy knoll and wept.

      He would die so she could live.

      “I shall never forget you, Xavier,” she whispered through her tears. “Ever. For I gave you my heart and I shall never give it to another. Until we meet again, in another lifetime. It is yours forever.”
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      Tir Na-nog, 1956

      Council of the Brehon

      

      “I need a vacation.”

      No one paid him any heed. As he sat in the great hall of his crystal palace, Xavier, the Crystal Wizard, studied his brother wizards. The three other members of the Brehon, the immortal wizards who ruled over Others, were bent over a map of the United States, peering at it with great interest.

      It was the second time he’d uttered the wistful longing. He had slain thousands of Earthers, from evil Trolls to Ogres to Changeling Gnomes. All had committed heinous deeds during World War II. Of the four members of the Brehon, his burden had been heaviest. He did his duty with quiet attention, resolved to rid the world of evil. But he grew weary of slaying monsters.

      He had seen such horrors that his weary soul grew even more cynical. Xavier had not met with such evil since the day he’d died to his mortal life, tortured by Duncan more than six hundred years ago.

      Even after the end of World War II, he remained vigilant, for the monsters grew slyer. Xavier was more than seven hundred years old but felt much more ancient. Still, he was considered the baby of the Brehon, the youngest wizard of the four.

      “There.” Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, pointed to a section on the map in the Midwest. “Iowa.”

      “What?”

      “A nice, small town in Iowa. Lots of teeny boppers and innocence. Just what you need.” Tristan, the Silver Wizard, looked at him. “Few Trolls or Ogres.”

      “Perhaps a Nymph or two,” Gideon added.

      “No Skins,” said Cadeyrn, using the word Others used to describe humans.

      No one but Others, so he could fully relax. Xavier studied the town on the map and smiled, grateful they understood his dire need for a break. He had not taken one in hundreds of years, for in order for him to be relieved of his duties as the Crystal Wizard, another of the Brehon had to take over his charges. And it was not easy keeping tabs on Earthers.

      “Actually, the town is filled with Mages. It’s the safest place for you to visit,” Tristan told him. “We thought you would like to be among your kind.”

      Unlike the other wizards, Xavier had not been a member of the race he’d been chosen to rule over when he’d died to his mortal life and become the Crystal Wizard. He had been a Mage, Others with the weakest magick.

      “You cannot use your powers. It is forbidden to interfere. But you can walk among them anonymously, enjoying yourself,” Gideon said. “There is an interesting cultural movement called rock and roll you will enjoy.”

      He had heard the music and enjoyed one particular musician named Elvis.

      Cadeyrn folded his thickly muscled arms. “It is a dangerous venture for you, Xavier. Are you certain you wish to go to Earth and walk among Others as if you were mortal?”

      Xavier thought of the bombed-out buildings in London, the horrors of the concentration camps, where Trolls had lurked unseen by Skins as they fed off the suffering energy of the prisoners, and the innocent Trolls and Ogres who had died courageously trying to save the Skins. “If it is a place filled with innocence and youth.”

      The eldest among them, Cadeyrn sighed, as if he had foreseen something bad. “Even such places can be filled with darkness. But if you insist…” The Shadow Wizard waved a hand, and a vial appeared in his fingers. “Drink this. It will enable you to be among Others without them seeing your true identity. They will see you only as a Mage.”

      Good idea. Showing his face would be equivalent to a celebrity like Rock Hudson popping into a room filled with teenagers. He uncapped the potion and sniffed it. “Are you certain this will work? It smells worse than Tristan’s feet.”

      “Hey,” the Silver Wizard protested.

      “It will, but there could be one or two who may recognize you.”

      He wondered at the cryptic note in Cadeyrn’s voice. Xavier shrugged and swallowed the potion.

      It tasted like ashes and bitterness. He grimaced and wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. “How do I look?”

      Tristan peered at him. “Your hair makes you look a little like Elvis Presley. Except you’re much younger looking.”

      Gideon handed him a mirror. Xavier stared. Gone were his long, curling locks tipped with crystals. His dark hair was cropped short, his face clean-shaven, and he looked like a teenager.

      Xavier rubbed his angular cheeks and studied his reflection, his body clad in a white T-shirt, baggy, cotton twill pants, motorcycle boots, and a black leather jacket.

      Tristan reached over and pulled up his collar. “Now you look tough, X.”

      “With that baby face?” Cadeyrn scowled. Then the Shadow Wizard looked solemn. “Beware, Xavier. Do not form attachments while you are relieved of your duties. It can be…painful when they are lost.”

      “Wise words,” said Gideon, gazing into the distance as if he had experienced such loss.

      His throat tightened with emotion. These men were not only his equals but his friends. “Thank you.”

      Gideon rolled his eyes. “Get out of here, before we change our minds about looking after those Earthers of yours.”

      Tristan grinned. “Good luck, X.”

      Xavier waved a hand and vanished. When he appeared, he was standing on a street corner near a town square. A bright, red-and-white barber pole stood outside one shop, while next to it was a movie theater. Across the street was a soda shop, and it looked to be bustling with activity.

      He strolled into the malt shop, enchanted with the teenagers crowding the booths and the stools at the counter. The entire soda shop was filled with Others. Not a single Skin among them, and no Earthers, either. Most were shifters, but he detected the aura of a Mage couple sharing a soda in the corner booth. And one girl sitting at the counter. She wore a red-and-yellow plaid skirt and a yellow sweater. Saddle shoes were on her feet with cuffed white socks. Very cute. She sipped a soda while studying a magazine. His nostrils flared. Lupine shifter but mixed with something else. The girl smelled like rainwater and sunshine, with traces of sweet vanilla.

      Such innocence. No evil here. His weary spirits lifted.

      He slid onto a red stool at the polished counter, enjoying the music blasting from the jukebox in the corner. A blond waitress in a black-and-white checked uniform, a white apron, and a scalloped, white cap ran over, pad in hand. She was quite lovely, with eyes as blue as the sea and a full figure. Her gaze sharpened with interest as she tapped her pencil against the pad.

      “Well, hello there. I haven’t seen you around here. And I am very glad you’re here. You’re definitely more interesting than a malted milkshake, cutie,” she purred.

      Xavier’s delight soured. He hadn’t come here to be propositioned. The waitress, a Mage, had an aura flickering gray to black, like a light bulb needing replacing. Very weak powers. There was something exotic and intriguing about her but tainted with darkness. He frowned, unable to put his finger on it.

      “I’m Andy. That’s what my friends call me.” The woman leaned across the counter, showing him her considerable assets. “I know we have met before.”

      “Possibly,” he said politely, feeling his skin itch.

      “Care to order?”

      “In a moment.” He turned away, and the waitress pouted.

      Xavier gave a very small mental nudge to a customer in a booth, and the customer called for another soda refill. So much for his promise of not using his powers.

      As the waitress scurried away, Xavier moved over to sit next to the girl in the plaid skirt. She glanced at him then back at her magazine.

      The girl with the long, dark ponytail had a glowing, pink aura, as refreshing as a sip of cool water on a hot day. Curious about the magazine, he longed to ask her but didn’t know what to say.

      He snorted with self-deprecating humor. Here he was, seven hundred years old, and fishing around for an opening. He’d had sex with more women than he could remember and yet felt awkward at initiating a normal conversation.

      “Do you have the time?” he asked, feeling helpless.

      The girl didn’t look up but pointed to the wall clock hanging above the mirror.

      Nice try, sport. He looked around the shop, wondering how teenage boys did it. Usually he was too busy delivering justice to Earthers, destroying the evil ones and rescuing those in need.

      Then she turned a page, and he glimpsed the photo on the page. The color illustration of two men gasping in apparent horror at ghouls coming out of a graveyard caught his interest. The ghouls looked like the Ogres he had destroyed only last week.

      Xavier leaned over. “Neat,” he murmured. “What is it?”

      “A comic book.”

      “Is it funny?”

      Now she finally did look up. Her eyes were an incredible sea blue, filled with disbelief. “Does it look funny? It’s monsters.”

      He felt as awkward as a teenage boy at his first dance. “They can be,” he said, remembering the one Troll he’d caught roller skating in his true form at a drive-in in rural New Jersey. The Troll had stopped at a car where a teenaged couple was necking, hidden himself, and then silently farted, breaking up the romance, the girl accusing the boy of the foul stench. Xavier had laughed so hard that he’d let the Troll escape with a mild warning.

      “That one looks scary,” he said, wanting to continue the conversation. “Or do you find it fun to read?”

      “I’m not reading this for fun. I’m studying the illustrations. I draw monster comic art as a hobby. I want to be an artist.”

      “A comic book artist, Miss…?”

      “Ciara Simpson.” She sipped her chocolate milk and studied him beneath the fringe of her long, black lashes.

      “Ciara. A lovely name,” he murmured. “Do you go to school here in town?”

      “Yes. I’m in my last year of high school.” She swept her cool blue gaze over him. “You’re older.”

      He smiled. “Yes.”

      She was a baby compared to him. He glanced around the shop. They all were. Except the bold waitress. She had an air of age about her—ancient age.

      “You look about twenty-two. College boy.”

      “I have not studied in a very long time.” He propped his chin upon one fist. “I was studying magick.”

      Ciara gave him a long, thoughtful look, and her lovely mouth curved. “Did you? I should think you have no need of studying magick…wizard.”

      He blinked and lifted his hands, stroking his short hair. Xavier studied his image in the mirror behind the soda counter. No crystals in his hair, no closely trimmed beard.

      “What did you say?” he asked slowly.

      “Wizard.” She lowered her voice. “Xavier, the Crystal Wizard.”

      “You know who I am.” Perhaps Cadeyrn’s potion had not worked.

      “I have an extraordinary ability to read auras and see past the guises of Others.” She gazed around the shop. “Are you here to deliver justice to an Earther?”

      Extraordinary indeed. “No. I’m here merely to visit. Are you afraid of me?” he asked quietly.

      She sipped her malted milkshake. “Should I be? I am afraid for my soda because you’ve been looking at it for the past five minutes.”

      Grinning, he beckoned to the waitress and ordered one for himself. Xavier marveled at the girl. He was accustomed to Others quivering in fear or boldly defying him or women who only wanted to get into his leather pants.

      “I must admit, Miss Ciara Simpson. I am afraid.”

      She pushed back her soda and studied him with wide eyes filled with more than a little disbelief. “You?”

      He pointed to the comic book. “Someone like you, who can draw something that ghoulish, has a terrifying talent.”

      Now she smiled, and it lit up her entire face. It was like watching a lamp snap on in a dark room. He wondered why she seemed so familiar.

      “I really want to draw Superman, but I used up all my allowance on monster comics.” She closed the book. “I love to draw. It’s much better than roller skating.”

      “Ah, you look down upon that activity?”

      Ciara gave a rueful glance at one saddle shoe. “No. Bad ankles.”

      He laughed, a deep sound that made the other teens turn around and look at him.

      She tilted her head. An Elvis song came over the jukebox. “You are much nicer looking than Elvis Presley.”

      “Who is this Elvis Presley?” he teased.

      Xavier enjoyed the pink flush tinting her cheeks. So pretty.

      The older waitress slammed his soda down on the counter. He sipped, barely tasting it.

      “He’s only the single most important singer of this century! What, are you living in the dark ages?” Ciara asked.

      “No, I was born too early for the dark ages,” he admitted.

      She stirred her malt and tilted her head. “Your hair is like his. But not your face. And your eyes are so unique. They’re gorgeous.”

      “I have heard them called otherwise,” he said, knowing they turned white when his powers surged.

      “They look like a stormy ocean—or what I imagine the ocean to look like. I’ve never been to the seashore. But I like to paint it.”

      “I thought you were into comic book illustrations.”

      “I want to study art when I go to college. If I can go.” She sighed. “My folks think I should find a mate and settle down. But I don’t want to mate unless I love the guy.”

      “Who’s your favorite artist?”

      “I have a few. Right now I’m studying Jackson Pollock. He’s so revolutionary.” Ciara poked a finger at the comic book. “Of course, in this small town, everyone thinks art is the masters.”

      He had known one or two of the masters in his time. “And what do you think?”

      He truly was interested in her opinion. Ciara looked startled, as if no one had bothered to ask before.

      “I think there is much that can be learned from the masters, but does that preclude us learning new things? Techniques? Art is in the eye of the individual, Other or Skin.”

      Xavier sipped his soda, listening to her talk. She was young, fresh, and filled with an enthusiastic idealism. She renewed his weary spirit. The waitress came over and tried to interrupt, but he waved her away.

      The little, silver bell over the glass door jingled, and two teenaged girls, about fifteen years old, strolled inside. Silence descended over the soda shop. Xavier watched them take seats at the far end of the counter. Like the Others in the shop, they were disguised in Skin. They were attractive and tall but walked with their heads down, as if ashamed. Xavier frowned, recognizing them as Ogre girls.

      He had a soft spot for teenaged Ogre girls, for he’d saved one centuries ago with his death. Xavier did not recall much about her, for the torture he’d suffered had wiped out some of his memories of his mortal life, leaving them cloudy.

      The girls looked at each other and tried to ignore the stares of the rest of the teens crowding the booths. They signaled the waitress, who ignored them.

      Ciara made a disgusted sound. “I hate segregation.”

      “What segregation?”

      “You don’t see that sign?” Ciara pointed to the sign directly in front of them.

      He blinked in astonished shock, wondering how he could have missed it. “No colored in this section, such as Trolls and Ogres.”

      At the far end of the counter where the newcomers sat was a sign that read, “Seating for colored only, such as Trolls and Ogres.”

      “That’s why I was surprised you came in here. Earthers aren’t exactly welcome in shops like this that cater to Others.” Two lines dented her forehead. “People in this town think Trolls and Ogres are inferior. There’s segregation all over this town, even separate bathrooms for them. For some stupid reason, the town council thinks Earthers like Trolls and Ogres shouldn’t rub elbows with the rest of us, simply because their skin color in their true form is green.”

      He was not only angry but deeply offended. Judging his people simply for the color of their skin? Most Trolls were peaceful and caretakers of bridges and streams. Ogres were deeply committed to their families and good farmers as well.

      “Maybe it’s time someone stood up for the rights of Earthers. Come on,” she told him. She picked up her comic book, soda, and bag and slid off the stool. Xavier grabbed his malt, and they went to the end of the counter, where she sat next to the Ogre girls. They stared at her as if she’d materialized out of nowhere. Xavier nodded at the Ogres, feeling very protective of his people.

      If anyone tried to muscle them out, he’d step in, incognito or not.

      Several gasps sounded in the crowded shop as they sat next to the Ogres. Ciara threw her shoulders back and sat straighter.

      Andy the waitress rushed over. “You’re not supposed to sit here,” she hissed.

      “We’re not moving. Got a problem?” he asked, his gaze narrowed.

      Andy the waitress flushed and shook her head.

      “Good. Take their order.” He jerked a thumb at the Ogre girls, determined to end this terrible thing called segregation.

      The waitress glared at him, but did take the Ogre girls’ order.

      The Ogres gave them shy smiles and nods of thanks. They sipped their drinks, and Xavier looked around the shop. The shifter teens hastily started talking and eating again.

      He’d wanted to visit because he needed a reminder of innocence and freshness but had instead found an underbelly of ugliness. Except for Ciara. She had courage and a firm sense of justice. He liked that.

      “Why did you do that?” he asked her quietly so the Ogres would not overhear.

      Ciara’s pretty mouth turned down. “I hate injustice. Maybe that’s why I like drawing comics, especially superheroes.”

      “Tell me more about your drawing,” he urged Ciara.

      As Ciara wistfully mentioned drawing Superman again, he tapped on the counter. “I can get one here for you, right now.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t like to use magick to conjure things I should save for. It makes it too easy, and I won’t enjoy it as much if I know you can snap your fingers and it appears.”

      His respect for her grew.

      An hour later, Ciara left, and he joined her, walking her home. The sky was growing dark. They had walked down a couple of streets when she stopped. “I’d better leave you here. If my parents see you, they’ll go kooky.”

      “Ah, they will see I am the big, bad Crystal Wizard,” he said, half-mocking.

      “No, they’ll think I’ve started dating someone finally, and they’ll begin planning a wedding.” Ciara grinned, and he grinned back.

      “Can I see you tomorrow? Will you be at the malt shop?”

      She nodded. “Bye, Xavier…” Then Ciara frowned. “I shouldn’t call you by your true name, or my parents and Others really will go kooky. You need a nickname.”

      “You choose it.”

      Ciara tilted her head. “Rex. X for short.”

      He liked it. His fellow wizards in the Brehon sometimes called him X. Xavier gave a formal bow of his head. “Good night, Miss Ciara Simpson.”

      Xavier watched her walk to her house, skipping a little, and for the first time in more than a decade, felt something inside his hard heart.

      It felt like hope.
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      He spent the next day hunting through drugstores and buying comic books and met her at the malt shop the next afternoon after school. They both moved over to the “colored” section of the counter and grinned at each other when a Lupine couple joined them.

      Segregation would not last long, he suspected.

      Xavier opened the bag he’d brought with him and set the comic book upon the counter.

      Ciara’s face lit up. “Superman!”

      Xavier grinned. “The latest edition.”

      Ciara picked up the comic and held it to her nose. She sniffed and gave him a shy smile. “It smells like you.”

      He grinned again. “And what do I smell like?”

      “Sage, spices, rainwater, and the delicious smell of hot chocolate on a cold night.”

      They shared a soda and discussed comics and art. And then they fell into the habit of meeting at the shop every day at the same time over the next two weeks. He made no move to touch her, kiss her, or even hold her hand. He called her little one, and she called him Superman, after the comic book he gave her.

      She was seventeen, perched on the edge of her life. He was seven hundred and five, far too old and powerful. He should stay away. He knew this.

      But he could not stay away from her, for her innocence and the spark of her radiant energy drew him like a lodestone. The nagging sense of familiarity would not leave him.

      And one night, he did avoid the malt shop, passing it by with a sigh, knowing he should break off this new friendship.

      When he showed up at the soda shop the next afternoon, she sat at the counter, a wounded look on her face.

      “I looked for you and waited,” Ciara said softly. “I missed you. I’m leaving tonight for my brother’s house in Iowa City. He and his mate just had a baby. I’ll be gone for a week. I had hoped to see you before I left.”

      No guile. No flirting or pouting, as other women had done in his past. Only refreshing honesty in expressing her feelings.

      “I am sorry,” he told her and dared to slide his hand over to cover hers. “I thought it best to stay away and give you time apart from me.”

      “Because you have to leave eventually.”

      He nodded with regret. “What we have must end.”

      “There is always going to be an ending to everything in life. But why waste time dwelling on the future when you can enjoy the present? The present is all we have.”

      Wisdom shone in her eyes. For a youth, she had the old soul of an ancient. He wondered if she had lived many lifetimes ago. It was possible, for many Others chose to reincarnate in other forms after they died. And then he thought of the little Ogre girl he’d saved before he’d died and become immortal, and he felt an overwhelming sense of loss.

      “Do you believe two souls are destined for each other?” she asked.

      The question startled him. “Yes, I know this is so,” he said quietly. “Many millennia ago, the goddess Danu created Others. There were certain souls she split apart, and since then, each of these souls seeks its missing half. Until then, they are never fully at peace.”

      “And if they don’t meet or they die too soon, what then?”

      Such a haunting question. “A love that deep cannot be denied. The two souls will keep meeting over the centuries until they again become one, united in flesh and spirit. Eventually, they must meet once more, for their hearts are bound to each other.”

      The words made his chest ache. Then a tiny memory, like the brilliant beam of a lighthouse cutting through darkness, surfaced. He remembered the copper ring the Ogre girl had given him. It had been lost to the ages when his earthly body had burned from the intense heat of Duncan’s coldfire.

      Xavier had wondered what happened to the little Ogre girl, but all he could find out was she’d died of a fever shortly after he had perished.

      “I Want You, I Need You, I Love You” came over the jukebox.

      Ciara looked dreamy. “This is my favorite Elvis song,” she told him.

      Xavier slid off his stool and held out a hand. “Dance with me.”

      She jumped off her seat and went into his arms. As he held her against him, her head tucked against his shoulder, Xavier felt a thrill he had not in centuries.

      It wasn’t sexual so much as a sense of connection and intimate bonding. This little Lupine, with her independent streak, wholesome innocence, and courage, stirred something deep inside he’d thought long dead.

      It could not last. He’d been warned not to form attachments, but for once, Xavier discarded the warning. Enjoy life each day as it came. Ciara was right. He would live for the moment instead of for the future.

      She lifted her head from his shoulder and stared into his eyes. “I feel as if I have known you forever.”

      Then she traced the outline of a Celtic heart across his lips. His own immortal heart beat faster. He should know this gesture. It rang of familiarity, but he did not know why.

      They stayed at the soda shop until the older waitress named Andy snapped at them and told them the shop was closed. To emphasize, she turned on the neon Closed sign. Xavier walked Ciara to her car, a bright blue 1954 Buick Rivera. The tires were whitewalls. A light rain began to fall, and she shivered. Xavier shrugged out of his leather jacket and put it around her shoulders.

      Ciara leaned up, flung her arms around his neck, and kissed his cheek. A sweet, innocent kiss, but it filled him with warmth.

      “Bye, Superman. I’ll return your jacket when I come back.”

      The skies opened up, and rain poured down in buckets. He shut the door after she climbed inside. Ciara rolled up the window and smiled, starting the engine.

      Stepping back, he stood beneath a streetlight. Dread filled him. He had a terrible feeling of foreboding about her leaving in this weather, like an itch beneath his skin. Xavier closed his eyes, trying to divine her future, but he could not see anything but mist.

      I am too involved with her. It was the way of the Brehon. He could never divine his own future.

      Xavier watched her drive off into the downpour.

      “Be safe,” he whispered. “Be safe.”

      Rain dripped into his eyes. He waved goodbye once more and kept watching her.

      Watching, watching.

      A car, perhaps a Cadillac, roared past him. It started to pass Ciara then violently slammed into her, making the Buick swerve. There was a squeal of rubber, the brakes on her Buick, the brakes…

      “Ciara!” he screamed. “Ciara!”

      The Buick ran off the road, straight into a tree, the crunch of metal grinding in his ears like glass—and burst into flames.

      “No!” he screamed. Xavier raced toward the car through the pouring rain, his feet slipping on the wet pavement. He raised his hands to save her, to pull her from the wreckage. He had the power to revive her, to make her live, to change her future…

      Cadeyrn materialized at his side, wrenching him away. “You cannot, Xavier. Stop.”

      “I have to save her!”

      “You cannot, my friend. I am sorry. It is forbidden to interfere.”

      Xavier fell to his knees, screaming, sobbing, his tears rolling down his cheeks and turning into diamonds as they splashed on the hard, cold pavement. They clinked upon it and rolled away.

      Cadeyrn knelt behind him, holding him back. “Let her go, Xavier. Let her go.”

      She was dead. Xavier closed his eyes, seeing once more the horrible screech of tires, the flames engulfing the car…

      So young. An innocent, sweet seventeen-year-old, gone forever.

      Through his blurred vision, he saw people running toward the wreck, shouting and screaming. Xavier fisted his hands. “Take me home, Cadeyrn,” he whispered. “I do not want to be here anymore.”
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      For days, he sat inside his lavish home in Tir Na-nog. Each wizard’s home reflected their individual style, and at times, even their mood.

      At Xavier’s house, night had lingered outside since his return.

      Inside the house, he had adorned the white walls of his living room with Jackson Pollock paintings and posters of Elvis. A colorful jukebox played rock-and-roll tunes in the corner. He listened while sitting on the floor, staring at the wall. He wore the same blue, short-sleeved shirt and jeans he had worn the night Ciara was killed.

      He had used his considerable powers to try to hunt down the driver of the mysterious car that had caused Ciara’s crash, but the Cadillac had vanished as quickly as it had appeared. It could have been a relative of one of the Others he had destroyed.

      It did not matter. Ciara was still dead. If her soul had fled to Tir Na-nog, he could not see her, could not find her.

      Finally, Cadeyrn came to visit. The Shadow Wizard did not knock. He merely materialized inside the living room. “Xavier, you cannot keep living like this.”

      He looked up with dull resignation. “I cannot go on either. Every time I try, I see her innocent face, hear those screams… I loved her. It sounds impossible, but I did.” He looked with faint hope at the older, wiser wizard, who had walked among the Greeks and Romans and mentored Xavier when he’d ascended to the position of the Crystal Wizard. “Is there a way to erase the pain?”

      Cadeyrn pinched the bridge of his nose. “It is possible. You may ask Danu to remove your memories of her and your time together on earth.”

      A shudder skated down his spine. He had seldom interacted with their powerful ruler. But each day, he felt himself fading away. No longer could he continue to neglect his duties as the Crystal Wizard. Long ago, he had quietly made a promise to his people to always be there to guide and help them when they needed him.

      He would seek Danu and ask her to purge his memories of Ciara. “I will ask her.”

      Cadeyrn nodded and vanished. Xavier took a deep breath, waved a hand, and changed his clothing to the formal robes of the Brehon. His were white with a white cowl, adorned with crystals of bright blue, deep violet, and sparkling quartz.

      He left his home.

      Rose and violet light streaked the sky as he stepped outside. At last, the darkness he’d felt had lifted a little. Cool air caressed his face as he headed for the grassy meadow where the wizards called upon the goddess. Xavier began to climb the mossy pathway leading to the meadow, up the mountain. Strewn along the pathway were fallen logs and dead leaves, damp with raindrops.

      No, not raindrops, for it never rained here. Xavier frowned as he bent over to examine a leaf.

      Teardrops. His tears. Here in his home world, they turned to rain.

      He climbed until the pathway came to a dead end at a silvery waterfall spilling down granite rocks. A sheer cliff rose hundreds of feet upward into the clear, blue sky, its mossy, slick surfaces forbidding access to all. To the left of the waterfall was a stone pathway.

      Trees tipped with silver, white, crimson, and gray leaves flanked the waterfall. Each color leaf represented the wizards of the Brehon.

      Xavier went to the tree bearing white-tipped leaves and touched the trunk, tracing an ancient rune. The waterfall ceased flowing, and the mossy cliff parted, showing the shadowy entrance to a deep cave.

      Walking on the pathway behind the waterfall, he entered the cave. It was cool and glittered with thousands of crystals.

      Tristan had told him when he’d entered the cave to become the Silver Wizard, it had been lined with silver.

      Xavier finally reached the end of the cave and stepped into the sunlight and a grassy meadow. Birds of every color and size flew among trees filled with fresh fruit.

      The meadow boasted a supreme view of jagged mountains, brilliant splashes of gold, crimson, and sienna leaves. A stone circle, embedded with runes, sat in the meadow’s center. He went there, knelt upon the flat stone in the middle, and waited.

      As he knelt, all went silent. Even the birds no longer sang.

      Motionless, he remained, centering his thoughts, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Xavier, my Crystal Wizard,” a soft voice spoke in the hushed silence. “You seek me.”

      “I do, my lady Danu. I ask an audience with you.”

      “Rise, Xavier.” Her voice was sweet and high, the music of the earth.

      Opening his eyes, he stood. Danu, the earth goddess who had created the race of Others, stood inside the circle in a pool of white light. Clad in a forest-green gown, she was breathtaking to behold. Even he, with his powers, found it difficult to gaze upon her beauty.

      A nimbus of red-gold hair flowed down past her hips. He dared to lift his gaze and glance at her brilliant, green eyes. Xavier dropped his gaze respectfully.

      “I have come to beg a favor.”

      “I know,” she said kindly.

      He glanced at her and saw a crystal ball appear in her outstretched palm. It spun around like a child’s top. The same crystal had granted his immorality and his powers when he’d ascended to the position of the Crystal Wizard.

      He dared to ask the question foremost on his mind. “Is Ciara here in Tir Na-nog?”

      Danu stroked a finger over the crystal ball. “Yes, but she is forbidden to you. Her spirit has other tasks to perform.”

      He could not see her in either world. The tightness in his chest increased.

      “Did she…suffer?”

      The goddess regarded him with a thoughtful look. “No. Her death was quick and painless.”

      He could be grateful for that at least.

      “What is the boon you ask, Xavier?”

      “I cannot take the pain anymore,” he whispered. “I cannot function or perform my duties. I loved Ciara and watched her die. Erase my memories of her.”

      “Are you certain?” The goddess tilted her head, and the crystal globe spun faster above her palm. “Your memories make you, Xavier. Of all my wizards, your memories have shaped you the most. You hold to them with fierceness, doing everything in your power to bring justice to Earthers.”

      “Please. If I cannot be with Ciara, hear her laughter once more, I do not wish it to echo in my mind, reminding me of innocence lost.”

      “Yes,” she murmured. “But if you meet her again, you will have no memory of Ciara.”

      “I’ll take my chances.”

      Danu smiled. “You were once impulsive and brash, Xavier. You have turned into a compassionate, courageous wizard, a good guardian of your people. I know the price you paid in eradicating Earthers who turned to evil during the war and watching your people suffer dreadfully. I shall grant your request.”

      “Thank you,” he said quietly.

      “It will be very painful for you. You have such powerful emotions and memories. Are you prepared to suffer their loss?”

      He nodded.

      Then there was no time to think or breathe, for she flicked her fingers and the crystal globe sailed through the air, encasing him in an opaque mist. He gasped for air, his head squeezing painfully as if someone had driven a rail spike into his skull.

      “Do not fight it, Xavier. The more you hold on, the more it will hurt,” a disembodied voice said.

      Then he surrendered to the grayish shadows dancing on the edge of his vision. As he started to collapse, his last thought was of Ciara and her smile. Then, amid the knifelike pain slicing through his head, the image of Ciara winked out, and he was glad of it.

      For the memory of watching her bright life snuff out was far more painful to bear.
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      Xavier, the Crystal Wizard, never took his duties lightly.

      Especially when it came to sex. And this particular responsibility called for discretion, discernment, and a great deal of wisdom.

      Xavier drove westbound on a ribbon of highway stretching across Florida. His red 1964 Mustang convertible was sweet, purring like a kitten. Tunes from the 1950s played on the radio.

      Humming, he tapped his long fingers on the steering wheel in rhythm to “Book of Love.”

      “You are stuck in the past,” Gideon had once accused him.

      Yeah, I am. The fifties was a great era. He liked the innocence and carefreeness of that decade.

      He ruled over Ogres, Trolls, Gremlins, Gnomes, and other Earthers. He was the youngest wizard on the council of Brehon, and the one who found it most difficult to let go of the past.

      A well-trimmed, dark beard shadowed his square jawline. His dark hair curled at the edges, each strand tipped with a shiny, white crystal only Others could see. His eyes were a clear gray-blue, except when his powers surged. Then they turned white.

      Tristan, the Silver Wizard, once told him when that happened, he looked scarier than a Troll on crack cocaine.

      Tristan had an odd sense of humor. Xavier liked him. Tristan called him X and was friendly and more relaxed than Gideon, the Crimson Wizard. Gideon was older and jaded.

      Cadeyrn, the Shadow Wizard, was his closest friend. The Shadow Wizard tolerated Tristan and Gideon, but each time Xavier played a prank or wore flashy clothing, it coaxed a smile to the grim wizard’s face.

      Tristan had told Xavier they made an unlikely pair of friends. “You’re such a youth, and Cadeyrn is so ancient. It’s like a friendship between a CEO of a restaurant chain and a burger flipper.”

      For that remark, Xavier had dumped a truckload of greasy hamburgers inside Tristan’s living room.

      Xavier flicked a finger at the radio, and the station changed to Malt Shop Oldies. His thoughts drifted.

      He was headed to Florida’s west coast to aid a lost Nymph. Nymphs were the bane of his existence. Gideon, ruler of the Fae, thought Xavier’s charges such as Trolls and Gnomes were the most troublesome, but they were not. Since he’d cleaned house of evil Earthers during World War II, most now were quiet and peaceful, except when stirred up by the need to mate or they feuded over territory.

      Nymphs, on the other hand, were his biggest challenge. They were high maintenance and mischievous. They were so time-consuming that when he became the Crystal Wizard more than seven hundred years ago, the goddess Danu had handed him the responsibility to relieve Gideon from the burden.

      Nymphs lived in forest glades or near mountain streams of clear, running water or lakes. They were creatures of nature, protectors of the earth.

      But once in a while, one or two got into very big trouble. Usually it happened when they went into heat. Then they emitted pheromones so powerful that even Skins could not resist them.

      Their sexual allure caused fights, and nymphs sought out testosterone-laden males who were very bad for them, males who could relieve their burning need for sex. But few males could withstand the marathon rounds of sex Nymphs required during their heat.

      Fortunately, Nymphs usually went into heat once a year. And Xavier had solved the sex problem by arranging for unmated male shifters to service them, with the required birth control. Tristan had been only too happy to find groups of wolf, cougar, and even bear shifters for the sessions.

      All had been peaceful, until now.

      A young Nymph had turned twenty-one and was coming into her first heat, and no one had told her about the mating service. She’d caused a stir at a Florida horse ranch when ten cowhands had spotted and chased after her.

      Through his special powers, he’d been alerted that the startled and frightened female had caused the trees to drop vines and tie up the cowboys, leaving them in the burning sun. Xavier had found the cowboys and released them, erasing their memories before he vanished.

      Xavier rubbed a hand over his bearded cheek. He had to find the Nymph and pair her with a healthy, virile male for her first coupling, or she’d be ruined for life.

      Ciara. He said the name aloud, wondering why his chest ached as he said it.

      He felt a tingle race down his spine, a surge of power that warned one of his fellow wizards was arriving. With a whoosh of air, Tristan appeared, riding shotgun beside him. In his customary black tunic, black pants, and soft, doeskin boots, the wizard looked at the car with appreciation.

      “Nice toy. Sweet,” the Silver Wizard remarked. “Fully restored, red leather seats, red dash, and shiny, red steering wheel. I’m impressed, X. It proves you actually have taste.”

      Not taking his eyes off the road, Xavier flipped him the finger.

      Tristan started to put his feet upon the dashboard. Xavier scowled. “Don’t even think about it.”

      “I should, for it took me a week to get the smell of greasy hamburgers out of my home. Are you certain you wish to take this assignment?”

      Xavier glanced at him. “We already discussed this. Ciara is my responsibility. Not yours.”

      “She is both of ours, my friend. She is both cougar and nymph.”

      “With a touch of witch blood,” Xavier put in.

      “True. But she is mostly half-cougar and half-Nymph.  So what half do you wish to take charge of? The bottom half or the top half?” the Silver Wizard asked.

      “Fuck you.”

      “No thank you. You are not my type.” Tristan leaned back.

      Xavier turned his head, deeply curious. “Do you have regrets about falling in love with Nikita? Even though you have waited centuries to find her?”

      “No regrets.”

      “Good luck, my friend. I mean this most sincerely.” Xavier sighed, feeling a pinch of regret. “I have no desire to fall in love.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes.” He thought of Andromeda, the shapeshifter who had betrayed him shortly after he became the immortal Crystal Wizard. He had become smitten with the lovely Lupine, and suspected he’d known her in his mortal life. Andromeda was quite lovely.

      I’ve always been susceptible to beauty.

      “I learned my lesson with Andromeda. Love is best left for mortals.”

      “Andromeda was not the woman for you, X.”

      “I know. But there will never be another woman for me.” Xavier rubbed his chest, wondering why his heart hurt.

      Tristan gave him a sly smile. “Never say never.”

      He frowned. “Why are you looking so smug?”

      “Nothing. I must be off. Remember this, X. The past is not always as you remember.”

      As he flicked his gaze over to Tristan, the wizard gave him a nod and vanished.

      Cryptic. But Tristan was a jokester, and half the time Xavier wasn’t certain if his friend was serious.

      Halfway across the state, he came to a boat launch for fishermen who wanted to access the Everglades through a wide canal. Internal senses alerted him to the Nymph’s trail. Xavier pulled into the deserted parking lot and cut the engine.

      Jingling the keys in one hand, he stepped out of the car. A tremendous wave of sullen heat slammed into him like a tidal wave. Xavier automatically lowered his body temperature to cope. An egret flew overhead, and a crow called in the distance. Nothing else.

      Allowing his powers to surge, he scanned the area to better see Ciara’s energy trail. All Others had auras, and the wizards of the Brehon could easily spot them. Ciara’s was a muted pink, turning into dusky rose to indicate her sexual state.

      There. As clear as a black line on tawny sand was a pinkish-rose trail, festooned by sparkling glitter, leading to the embankment of the canal. Another challenge with Nymphs. They preferred remaining in their close-knit colonies, but when they left, they could ride the wind by turning themselves into dandelion wisps. Their shapeshifting magick worked as long as there was water nearby, but the method of travel proved bothersome, as now Nymphs could materialize closer to Skin developments, risking exposure.

      Still jingling the keys, he followed the glittering line. As the aura trail grew stronger, indicating he was close, Xavier began to whistle a tune, not wishing to startle her.

      He heard soft footfalls, grass and dirt moving. Didn’t work. She’d moved off.

      Reaching the end of the parking lot, he threaded through the thick growth of saw palmetto and scrub, turning his corporeal body into silent mist. Gideon had taught him this handy trick soon after Xavier had become the Crystal Wizard. It proved an excellent method for approaching his subjects without alerting them to his presence.

      There, on the canal bank. A blond girl sat on the embankment in the lotus position, staring at the water. Xavier materialized into his Skin form again. He’d chosen a navy-blue business suit, with a powder-blue shirt, open at the throat, and shiny penny loafers, reasoning that if he looked like a businessman, he’d look less threatening to the nymph.

      He cleared his throat to alert her.

      Looking up, she gave a little gasp and folded her arms over her breasts.

      She was naked. Xavier took a deep breath. This was another reason why Nymphs were trouble. Especially during their first heat, when they didn’t understand the power of their sexuality.

      “You’re the Crystal Wizard.” Ciara hugged herself and stared but, to her credit, did not run away.

      He blinked in surprise that she did not find him threatening. Even Skins found him intimidating. When you were a male, standing about six feet, five inches, people didn’t mess with you.

      Another reason he’d become the Crystal Wizard. His mere physical presence was enough to frighten those under his care into obedience. Ogres especially could become quite aggressive and hostile, risking exposure to the Skin world.

      But in this case, he didn’t want to intimidate.

      Xavier shoved his hands into his pockets to demonstrate he didn’t plan to point a finger and turn her into ash. He offered a friendly smile. “Hi there. I understand you had a little problem at the White Horse Ranch.”

      Though he kept his tone neutral, inside he struggled to control a swift wave of pure lust. Ciara had skin that looked soft, with golden curls spilling down the slope of her bare back, a round, sweet face tipped with a pert nose, and high, aristocratic cheekbones. Forest-green eyes stared at him. He found himself studying her full, lush mouth.

      “Are you here to punish me?” she asked in a small voice.

      Her voice was low and breathless, the musical tinkle of wind chimes touched by a gentle breeze. It carried notes of sultry, sensual abandon, threaded through with sweet innocence. Such an intoxicating sound, he wanted to stand here and listen to her speak.

      He cleared his throat again. “No. I’m here to help you. But first…”

      Drawing close, he removed his jacket and draped it over her shoulders. It enfolded her like a blanket. She was a tiny creature, and he found himself softening toward her. He wondered why she seemed so familiar. Déjà vu?

      He frowned. He held all his memories close. Surely he would remember meeting her, even if her face and features did not stand out in any remarkable way.

      Careful, he warned himself. You’re here to guide her. Be impartial. A wizard of the Brehon could never get personally involved with his charges.

      Ciara stared at him. “You are a powerful being, just as my sisters warned.”

      “I am,” he agreed. Xavier sat on the embankment next to her. “I am here to help you through your first heat and find you the right sexual partner.”

      She clasped the jacket with her hands. Her fingers were long and elegant. Upon the ring finger of her left hand, she wore a wide, silver band with a Celtic heart. Seeing the ring made his throat close tight, though he did not know why.

      “I had hoped this would not happen to me. I’m stuck between two worlds. I heard about the mating heat of Nymphs. My father thought I’d end up more panther than Nymph, but I cannot shift. I can turn into a dandelion wisp and float on the air, but that doesn’t impress panthers, except they do like playing with me when I’m in that form, batting me about like a balloon.”

      At her wry grin, he chuckled.

      Then her smile dropped. “Even the powerful wizards of the Brehon do not claim me, for I am not fully a shifter, like the Silver Wizard’s charges, nor Nymph, to come under your guidance.”

      And I have sorely neglected you, thinking perhaps you would end up as a shifter as well and be Tristan’s charge. A tiny blip of guilt winked inside him.

      It had been centuries since he’d felt such an emotion. Xavier examined it with startled curiosity.

      He shrugged it off. Ciara’s needs came first.

      “I am here now, and consider me your guardian when you need me.”

      She brightened. “Truly?”

      “Truly. First, I need a little background.” After he waved his hand, a thick book appeared in his lap.

      Ciara blinked. “What’s that?”

      “Your file.” Xavier made a sideways motion with his hand, and the file opened. Each page was opaque, filled with elegant, black runes.

      Her mother was a Nymph in the rugged mountains of Colorado. Her father was a panther shifter, who had made the Everglades his home but had gone to Colorado on a vacation and happened to chance upon Ciara’s mother while she was in heat.

      Nine months later, Ciara made her appearance.

      As a half-breed, she was always bouncing from one world to another. During the times when her mother’s colony went into a mating heat, Ciara was sent to live with her father in Florida.

      She never learned about her uniqueness, for no one bothered to teach her when she was younger. And by the time Ciara reached her fourteenth year, her mother had caved to the pressure of the colony and decided to send her to live with her father for good.

      Ciara leaned close. He found her lack of fear refreshing.

      “My life, laid out in a book.” She looked at him as he shut the file and made it vanish. “I can tell you exactly what chapter went wrong. I came to live with my dad, who loved me, and I loved him. But I’m more Nymph than panther, and I’m not Nymph enough for the ones in my mother’s colony. I don’t fit in. I’m a half-blood mutant.”

      “You are not a mutant,” he said fiercely. “And I’ll guide you through this so you can get through the next time without reservation.”

      “You mean I need a reservation for a sex partner each time this happens to me?”

      He started to answer then realized she teased him. “I’m certain you’ll have plenty of willing lovers. You are quite pretty. But first, we have to get you to your first lover.”

      Xavier frowned. “There is a colony of panther shifters on the east coast, about four hours from here. They’re led by a shifter named Gabriel. Have you never met any of them?”

      “My father was going to take me there, but he fell ill. I spent most of my time caring for him.” She looked away, hugging her knees. “I should have found a sexual partner by now, but I must confess, I’m quite clueless for a Nymph. That’s how I got into trouble with those Skin cowboys. I asked them if they would be willing to have sex with me.”

      Surprised, he frowned, not liking the idea all of a sudden of Ciara having sex with a Skin. “And that’s when they all came after you?”

      He found himself fiercely protective of this frail Nymph.

      “No, they came after me when I took my clothing off. And then I changed my mind.” She plucked at his jacket. “And lost my clothing as well.”

      “I’ll conjure clothing for you. A few dresses, some shoes…”

      “No.”

      Xavier raised a dark brow. “No? You cannot go running about stark naked, my dear. This is not a nudist colony.”

      “I don’t need a wardrobe. Only one outfit to cover myself, and then I’ll pay you back.”

      He frowned. “There is no need.”

      Ciara sighed. “I don’t like being in debt to anyone. I don’t enjoy material things when I know you can snap your fingers and it appears.”

      Again, he had the oddest feeling he knew her from some place. “Have we met before?” he asked.

      Her eyes widened. “You ask me that question, and you’re the all-powerful wizard?”

      Xavier chuckled. He liked her spunk.

      Returning to the car, he found an old, black T-shirt and a pair of jeans he’d tossed into the back seat as spare clothing. The shirt fit him and would serve as a dress for her. He brought it back and handed it to her, and she wriggled into it. It draped down to mid-thigh. At least she was covered now.

      Ciara fingered the material, and her nostrils widened. She inhaled the scent of the fabric and then gave him a shy smile.

      “Thanks. It smells like you. Sage, spices, rainwater, and the delicious smell of hot chocolate on a cold night.”

      For a moment, he was speechless. A craving so deep and powerful came over him that he almost found it hard to breathe.

      She was delicate and frail, her skin pale as starlight, her eyes green as soft moss. Xavier stared at her, tempted to wrap his fingers around her wrist and tug her away, feeling delicate bones beneath her porcelain skin as he took her into the woods, lay her down upon the earth, and taught her the pleasures that existed between a man and a woman. He saw himself spreading her legs wide and guiding himself straight into her pink, wet center that no man had ever before touched…

      Giving himself a mental shake, he scowled. What the blazes? She was his charge, and he needed to guide her, not fuck her. It was the natural sensuality of the Nymph, weaving through the air, affecting even him.

      “Are you ready to come with me?” he asked curtly.

      She nodded. Xavier waved a hand, transporting them into his Mustang. She looked around with a soft smile, as if dematerializing and reappearing was an everyday thing.

      “I like your car.”

      Xavier nodded and started the ignition. He accessed the road, concentrating on the traffic.

      The male he’d chosen to initiate Ciara into sex was a handsome, virile cougar shifter who made his home in southern Florida. A real tomcat, he’d refused to settle down and find a mate and preferred to spend his days beachcombing or hunting in the forest. But Marc had a deeply sensual nature, the perfect fit for a virgin Nymph.

      Fit. Bad pun. Xavier grimaced.

      After a few miles, Xavier spotted a farm supply store. Orange riding lawnmowers and green-and-yellow tractors lined the outside. A salesman climbed on one, demonstrating to a customer how the engine revved.

      After parking and shutting off the ignition, he climbed out then went around the Mustang to open the car door for her.

      She smiled again. “You’re very polite.”

      And better to keep an eye on you, in case the store is filled with cowboys and farmers who would be all over you like a stallion on a mare in heat. With a hand on the small of her back, he escorted her inside.

      Fortunately, only a bored-looking salesgirl at the cash register and an elderly man examining feed were in the store. Xavier found the clothing department and gestured to the women’s section.

      “What do you like?”

      Ciara tried on a T-shirt with glitter and blue jeans with sequins on the back pockets. She had good taste.

      “Shoes?” he asked.

      She made a face. “I loathe wearing shoes.”

      He fetched a pair of flip-flops, and she tried them on. They fit perfectly.

      After removing the tags on the clothing and flip-flops, he paid for the purchases with his Black Card. Ciara headed for the car.

      Xavier glanced outside while the cashier handed him the credit card receipt.

      Sitting on the orange riding lawnmower the salesman had abandoned, Ciara moved the controls. The machine jerked forward then roared into the parking lot as she shrieked with delight, laughing.

      Xavier’s blood ran cold. Oh shit.

      Clutching the bag with the purchases, he ran outside just as she crashed the lawnmower into the parking lot fence.

      Dropping the bag, he raced over to her. Ciara climbed off, shaking her head.

      “You okay?” he asked, his heart racing, his blood pumping hard. Gods, he felt his very knees shake.

      She looked up beneath the fringe of her long, dark lashes. Then she laughed and clapped her hands. “That was fun! I’ve always wanted to ride one of those things after seeing them in the suburban areas where Skins have acres and acres of grass.”

      Xavier shook his head, unable to get angry because he was so relieved she wasn’t hurt. He picked up the abandoned purchases, thrusting them at her. “Get into the car and stay there.”

      He returned to the shop. The bored clerk, who no longer looked bored, snapped her gum. “You’ll have to pay for the lawnmower. One thousand seven hundred dollars.”

      “One thousand seven hundred dollars,” he muttered, handing over his card again.

      Miss Ciara Verde’s first mating heat was costing him a lot.

      When he returned to the Mustang, he clapped a lid on his temper. To his shock, his hands trembled a little as he started up the car. Watching her crash the lawnmower had deeply rattled him.

      “Where are we headed to now?” she asked.

      “I need to book us a hotel where you’ll meet Marc, your first partner.”

      “Can you find a hotel on the beach?” Her tone was wistful.

      He made an executive decision and typed in his cell phone. Useful things, these Android phones.

      Several minutes later, they arrived in the parking lot of a beachside hotel. Xavier opened the door for Ciara. He’d booked two beachside suites next to each other, each complete with a small kitchenette, living room, king-sized bed, and a balcony overlooking a wide, sandy beach and the Gulf of Mexico.

      Ciara’s delight was obvious as he escorted her to their connected rooms.

      “It’s a lovely afternoon. Let’s walk on the beach,” she told him. “Give me ten minutes, and I’ll meet you outside.”

      Xavier wasn’t accustomed to women giving him orders, but with her, it felt more like a friend giving a suggestion than being bossed around. “All right,” he said, fascinated and intrigued.

      She met him outside by the stairwell a few minutes later. He still wore his business attire. Ciara blinked. “You’re wearing that to walk on the sand?”

      Xavier glanced down. He waved a hand, and a khaki shirt adorned with green palm trees and a pair of black shorts replaced the suit and shirt. On his feet were neon-green flip-flops.

      “Better?” he asked.

      She brightened. “Oh yes. You are much more handsome like this. You were too sober before.”

      Amused, he corrected her. “Somber.”

      “That too.”

      They left the hotel and passed a tiki bar with a grassy roof. Sounds of a blender whirring and glasses clinking filled the air. Xavier drew in a lungful of salt air and felt himself relax. The sun shone in a cloudless, blue sky. Seagulls flew overhead, giving their eerie cries. They walked across the wide stretch of hot, tawny sand to the water’s edge and began to head south along the shoreline, water lapping at their feet. Shells crunched beneath his flip-flops.

      A minute later, they came upon a boy about four years old building a sandcastle at the edge of the water. Sitting nearby in beach chairs, the boy’s proud parents looked on. Trolls, in their Skin forms.

      Ciara squatted down and began to help, digging up wet sand with her fingers and dripping it over the lopsided structure. “Such a lovely castle!”

      Xavier stuffed his hands into his pockets and grinned. Her carefree spirit and innocence tugged at a part of him he’d thought long dead.

      He joined them. “That a fine castle.”

      The parents’ grins dropped. The mother gasped and shrank back in her chair, and then the father stiffened and hissed to her, “Bow.”

      The pair flung themselves upon the sand and prostrated before Xavier. The boy gave his parents a bewildered look, and Ciara’s jaw dropped.

      Other families looked stunned. A group of Ogres followed suit, dropping to the sand and prostrating themselves.

      The Skin couples looked at him. “Is that a prince?” one Skin woman asked the man beside her.

      Xavier’s feeling of serenity evaporated, replaced by cynical resignation. “Rise,” he said in a low voice.

      The parents stood, while the family of Ogres resumed their seats.

      All his charges were terrified of him. They’d learned to be so, for it was a reputation he’d cultivated. It kept volatile Others in check and fearful of committing some offense that would have him turning them into ash.

      He was accustomed to fear. But for once, he wished he could be an ordinary man, out for a stroll with a pretty girl.

      Ciara tugged at his hand. “Help us. Find some shells. The turrets need decorations.”

      Grinning at her bossy attitude, he found shells and dropped to the sand, placing the shells on the castle. The Troll parents were very nervous. He could scent their fear. Xavier made a mental note about that.

      When the castle was finished, Ciara applauded. “Oh, that was fun!”

      He focused his attention on the boy, who silently appraised the castle. He had a dull look about him, as if mentally incapacitated or drugged. But there was something else. Xavier’s senses pricked as he caught the boy’s scent.

      He heard rustling behind him, and then something wet and slimy landed on his neck and the back of his head.

      “Jellyfish,” Ciara sang out.

      Several gasps sounded from the Ogre family and the Troll parents. They looked shocked, as if she’d tried to stab him, the mighty Crystal Wizard, instead of playing a prank.

      Xavier wiped away the seawater running into his eyes. He pulled off the slimy seaweed and dropped it onto the sand. The boy giggled, the dull look finally leaving his expression.

      Xavier grinned back.

      Standing nearby, Ciara poked the seaweed with a toe, a wide smile on her face. “The mighty Crystal Wizard scares away the big, bad jellyfish with a single look!”

      Then the mighty Crystal Wizard—oh yes, he was so mighty that he scared jellyfish—stood to his full height.

      He whirled, caught Ciara into his arms, and hoisted her over one shoulder. Shrieking with laughter, she struggled, but his grip was firm.

      Xavier marched into the water until he was waist deep, quite a ways out, and then dumped her into the Gulf of Mexico as she laughed. She bobbed up and stood, brushing the hair out of her eyes.

      “That was fun!”

      He stared into her pretty, green eyes, mesmerized by a woman for the first time in…what? Centuries?

      Since his ex-lover Andromeda had caught him in her snare more than six hundred years ago.

      Remembering how that love affair had ended made his chest ache all over again. He swore he would never fall in love again, but Xavier could never resist a pretty woman.

      And Ciara stood before him, in all her fresh, young beauty.

      Then she whirled around, her nose in the air, her gaze sharp, as if she had seen something. Ciara waded out of the Gulf, and he followed, curious as to what she wanted and why he couldn’t read her mind.

      When they were out of the water, Ciara grabbed his hand. “Come.”

      He followed her as she raced along the shore and then dropped down beside an injured bird. The sandpiper hopped on one foot, dragging its wing. Ciara took the bird into her hands.

      “He’s too far gone, and I cannot heal him,” Xavier said.

      Holding up the bird to him with a beseeching look, she whispered, “Please. Help him.”

      It was only a bird. Nature had taken its course, and the bird would soon die. But the wounded look on her face, mixed with the hope and trust, revived something inside him he’d thought long dead.

      Xavier cradled it in his hands and sent healing energy into its little body. When he opened his hands, the bird stood, blinked, and then flew off.

      Ciara clapped her hands, her face shining with delight. “You’re amazing. Thank you!”

      Xavier felt an odd sense of pride and pleasure in her praise. Silly. He was a powerful wizard who could make the waves crash upon the shore, slay Ogres with the flick of a finger, or cure them with another, and yet this act of healing a bird with a broken wing made him feel as if he’d moved mountains.

      The adoring look on her face was worth curing several more sandpipers.

      She stood, brushing sand off her knees. “Let’s walk.”

      Clasping his hand, she accompanied him as they walked in the water’s edge. Xavier wasn’t accustomed to this. Most Others were too intimated by him, or fearful, except females who desired him in their beds. And then after the sex, they left him, for no one liked to be with a wizard who might fuck you one night and fry your brains the next if you displeased him. Ciara’s earlier fear had evaporated, and he found her innocent trust charming and exhilarating.

      He could almost believe he was an ordinary man, out for a stroll with a pretty girl at his side.

      Xavier looked down at her. “What do you usually do with your time, Ciara?

      “Since Dad died, I’ve worked in a local grocery store as a cashier. Money is tight, but I make enough to survive and buy art supplies.”

      He looked down at their clasped hands and gently disentangled his fingers. Xavier stooped down to select a sand dollar washed up on the beach. He turned it over. Seeing it was still alive, he flung it back into the Gulf.

      “What kind of art do you enjoy?”

      “Painting. And drawing. I like drawing comic book illustrations. Especially Superman.”

      Stopping, he stared at her, stricken by a deep sense of déjà vu. And then an ache pounded in his temples. Xavier winced and rubbed his head.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Slight headache.”

      Tilting her head, she frowned. “You need a cold drink and perhaps some food. Come on.”

      Tugging at his hand, she turned around and headed back for the hotel. Sunstroke, him? But it was a novelty, having her concerned. He wasn’t used to anyone taking care of him.

      Back at the hotel, when they were upstairs, outside their rooms, he jammed his hands into his pockets. “Would you like to have dinner with me? I saw a restaurant down the street that’s supposed to have good seafood.”

      This was bad. He should conjure groceries or a meal and leave her alone. She wasn’t his, wasn’t meant to be his.

      Ciara smiled, and it was like watching a light snap on in a dark room. “Give me thirty minutes to shower and meet me downstairs.”
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      At the restaurant she’d found, they dined on cracked crab and brown rice at a table overlooking the Gulf of Mexico. Xavier picked at his meal, too enchanted by her enthusiasm and laughter to focus on eating. He didn’t require food but liked to eat for the taste.

      Not tonight. Tonight his taste ran toward a petite Nymph who enthralled him with her arguments about classic art versus modern art.

      They drove back to the hotel, where he bought tropical drinks at the tiki bar, and they went onto the beach to watch the sun set. Xavier stood next to her as she sighed with pleasure at the corals, yellows, and oranges streaking the sky.

      “So beautiful,” she murmured.

      Indeed, he thought, staring at her. Breathtaking.

      He had to stop this. Now.

      When she finished her drink, he took her cup. “You should get some rest. Big day tomorrow,” he told her.

      Ciara looked disappointed.

      Not waiting for an answer, he put a hand on the small of her back, guiding her back to the hotel. At her door, he lifted her hand to his mouth and brushed her knuckles with a soft kiss.

      “Good night, fair Ciara. I will see you tomorrow.”

      He went into his room and closed the door, leaning against it, wondering why he shook so much. What was it about this Nymph that had him in knots?

      Changing into a gray T-shirt and black sweatpants, he murmured a chant, calling upon Gideon and Tristan. He would need one of them over the next two days. Then he lay upon the bed, thumbing the remote and settling on a reality television show about Alaska. Xavier had some friends in Alaska, Lupine shifters who’d decided to live off the grid.

      Thirty minutes after the show started, he heard a noise in the kitchen. Xavier glanced up, already knowing what had happened.

      Using the connecting door he’d failed to lock, Ciara walked into his room. In a turquoise soft cotton T-shirt and matching sleep shorts, she looked uncertain. “I can’t sleep there alone. It’s too strange being alone in that room. May I join you and watch television a while?”

      No. Go back to your room.

      He patted the bed. “Come here.”

      It was all very innocent. Right.

      Ciara sat on the bed, leaning against the headboard. Then she yawned. She curled up next to him, resting her head on his chest. Soon she was asleep. Xavier put an arm around her.

      He didn’t want to stay like this. Didn’t want her soft, warm body cuddling next to him. So tempting.

      But he didn’t want her waking up alone in a strange hotel room, terrified and bewildered.

      It’s my fault for not keeping an eye on her, he thought with regret. I should have paired her months ago with a male, let her grow accustomed to him, to the Skin world.

      Xavier turned down the sound on the television, lest he wake her. She needed her rest.

      Then he felt a tingle rush down his spine that signaled a surge of tremendous power.

      Oh shit. Bad timing.

      A puff of red smoke and silver, and Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, stood by the bed, along with Tristan. Xavier gently disentangled himself from Ciara.

      “You were supposed to be here thirty minutes ago,” he told them.

      “I had a hot date.” Gideon studied the sleeping Ciara. “But not as hot as yours. I have not seen a Nymph in several centuries and I’ve never seen an actual virgin nymph. She is quite exotic and alluring. This one will certainly have no trouble finding sexual partners.”

      Ciara was not “this one.” Xavier seized his wrist as the Crimson Wizard leaned closer to Ciara. “Don’t touch.”

      “Don’t like anyone playing with your toys, Xavier?” Gideon asked, his tone mildly amused.

      “She’s in a very delicate position right now, and I don’t want her waking up and seeing you two monkeys staring at her as if she was in a zoo.”

      “No, you wish to be the only monkey staring at her.” Tristan shook his head. “Have you selected a male to do the deed?”

      “I have one of your cougar shifters arriving tomorrow for the task. Marc. He’s serviced Nymphs before.”

      Tristan raised a brow. “Nymphs who are sexually experienced and enjoy alternative sex. Never a virgin. Are you certain about this?”

      “I don’t have anyone else,” he admitted.

      Tristan and Gideon gave him pointed looks then looked at Ciara.

      “No,” he said, a little more firmly.

      He didn’t want to do this. Oh, he was tempted, sorely tempted, but it would be a bad thing for her.

      Tristan and Gideon stared at him. “Why not?” Tristan finally asked.

      Xavier hooked his arms around his knees. “I would ruin her for anyone else.”

      Gideon gave a short bark of laughter, but Tristan did not. He nodded. “I see your point. For you will give her an exquisite time in bed…”

      “And then leave her,” Gideon finished. The Crimson Wizard looked weary and more cynical than usual. “It must be so.”

      “Why did you call us here?” Tristan asked.

      “I need one of you to cover my assignments for the next two days so I can attend to Ciara.” He gave them a hopeful look. “Unless you care to arrange for her sexual partner.”

      Both Tristan and Gideon backed away as if he’d asked them to an orgy with Ogres. Xavier sighed. Ciara proved to be most tempting, and he suspected he should try to get away from her before he did something he’d regret.

      “Two days?” Tristan asked. “It takes that long?”

      Gideon shook his head. “That is a short time for a mating. Nymphs go into heat, and it lasts for a full week.”

      The Silver Wizard blinked. “Seven days of nonstop sex?”

      Gideon laughed. “Now you know why I asked to get rid of the Nymphs when Xavier joined the Brehon. I had my hands full.”

      “And your dick full,” Xavier added.

      Gideon scowled. “I did what I could to keep the peace.”

      Xavier leaned against the headboard. “Is that what it was called back in the olden days?”

      But Gideon did not smile. He tilted his head, as if listening to something. The Crimson Wizard stared into the distance, and then his expression smoothed out. Xavier knew what had happened. He’d seen Gideon go into an almost trancelike state when he divined the future.

      “I will take over your duties,” Gideon said. “You may be quite busy for the next two days.”

      “Why?” he demanded.

      But Gideon did not offer any other information.

      Like the other wizards, he could not foresee his own fate. He didn’t like the sly smile Gideon sported.

      I can’t get involved with Ciara. I will break her heart. And for the first time in centuries, he cared about someone else’s heart. His had been shattered long ago by Andromeda and had no hopes of repair. When Andromeda had betrayed him, he’d quietly decided he would never love again.

      Love hurt, and he had too many responsibilities.

      “Fine. Thank you.” He glanced at Tristan, who looked deeply troubled. “What’s wrong? Nikita?”

      The Silver Wizard sighed. “All will be well, in the end.” He fell silent and his gaze landed on the sleeping Ciara. “The price we pay for love is often suffering.”

      Xavier agreed. “I need you to check on something for me, Tristan.”

      He told him, and the Silver Wizard nodded. “I’ll take care of it.”

      Then Tristan waved a hand and vanished.

      Gideon looked at him pensively. “Careful, X. Guard your heart.”

      Then he, too, vanished.

      Guard your heart. He’d heard that before. I have no heart to guard.

      But he suspected that was not true, for this delicate nymph, with her energy and sweet smile, had him instantly smitten.

      Xavier stretched out upon the bed. He did not require sleep. He was immortal. Still, he closed his eyes, grateful for the opportunity to rest and be freed from his duties as the Crystal Wizard. It was rare he had such peace.

      To his surprise, when he opened his eyes, grayish light leaked through the partly opened vertical blinds. Xavier slid out of bed, careful not to awaken Ciara, and went to the sliding glass door.

      He opened it and stepped onto the balcony, enjoying the tangy scent of the briny air. A flock of seagulls gathered near a grouping of palm trees outside the hotel, chattering like elderly women at a bingo game. A light breeze caressed his beard-scruffed face, teased the ends of his crystal-tipped hair.

      Xavier rubbed his nape and flexed his shoulders. Today was Miss Ciara’s mating day, and he wanted everything perfect.

      Still, a distant tug of jealousy needled him. Deep inside, he longed to be the male to initiate her into the pleasures of sex.

      But he could not afford attachments and always avoided sex with virgins for this very reason. He wanted the experience to be normal and natural for her. Nothing about him was normal.

      Giving a rueful glance to his male anatomy, which cheerfully saluted the dawn air, he shook his head.

      “Not today. I have a job to do.”

      Movement behind him alerted him that Ciara was awake. He sat in one of the chairs, folding his hands over his erection.

      She joined him on the balcony, rubbing her eyes.

      “Good morning.” Ciara gave him a shy smile. “I totally crashed. Thank you for letting me stay with you. It’s hard for me to fall asleep by myself. I’m still trying to get used to it.”

      Xavier tilted his head. “Who did you sleep with?”

      “My sisters, when I lived in my mother’s colony. We all shared a room.” Her smile dropped, and she looked troubled. “Although I suppose they weren’t really my sisters since I am a half-breed.”

      “Stop calling yourself that. Give yourself that name, and others will call you it as well.”

      Ciara yawned and stretched, the movement lifting her full breasts. His phallus twitched in response, growing even harder.

      Xavier bit back a groan. It was going to be a very hard day.

      “And after I came to live with my father, I had my own room, but his room was next to mine. When he’d go out at night to prowl, he’d leave Misty with me, his friend who is a bobcat shifter. Misty and my dad watched out for each other. She did it because of dad, but after he died, our relationship ended.”

      “Did that hurt?” he asked gently.

      Ciara’s lush lower lip wobbled. “I thought she was my friend too.”

      And Ciara had been left all alone to fend for herself.

      She rested her elbows on the balcony’s aluminum railing. “Can we go to breakfast? I’m starved.”

      “If you like. Marc won’t be here until eleven.” At her questioning look, he added, “Your partner for the day…and next two nights.”

      “Oh. Him.”

      Xavier grinned. “Try to show a little more enthusiasm.”

      “It’s difficult to be excited about having sex with a man I have never met.”

      And this was the problem. Xavier rubbed his cheek. A full-blooded Nymph would gladly bed the first available male with a dick. Shifters were more particular, and so was Ciara.

      She glanced down at him and pointed. “Why not you? You could do it.”

      Xavier covered his erection again. “No.”

      “But you’re here, and you’re nice, and I definitely like you. You’re sweet and kind and not like this mysterious Marc.”

      “No,” he said a little firmer, aware of his dick now growing harder at the idea.

      “It’s my first time, and I heard first times can be rough, even for my kind. I want it to be with a man I trust. You could—”

      “No!” He said the word in a booming voice that rattled the heavy sliding glass door and made the seagulls take flight in startled panic.

      Ciara stepped back, her green eyes wide with fear, her breathing ragged and panicked.

      “I’m s-sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you.”

      Xavier closed his eyes, well aware they must be glowing white. He called upon his considerable control and stood, walking over to her and placing his hands upon her shaking shoulders, sending a tendril of calming energy into her body.

      Finally she stopped quivering and stared up at him. The top of her golden head came up to his chin. So filled with life.

      His jaded self sparked at that life as much as his dick had at the warm, soft Nymph sleeping beside him all night.

      “It is not a good idea, Ciara. You’re very lovely, but I cannot. It’s not that I don’t desire you.” He gave a rueful glance at his still throbbing erection. “But your first time should be with an Other who is from your world.”

      She gave him a look far older than her years. “And what if he cannot perform?”

      Xavier shook his head. “I have never known Marc not to perform.”

      “Fine. Then that’s the way it is.” She turned and went inside. “I’ll go back to my room now. I need a shower.”

      “And then breakfast?”

      She shook her head. “I’ve lost my appetite.”
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      Xavier left her alone the rest of the morning. He kept tabs on her, checking on her as she lay in the sun upon the sandy beach. Her heat didn’t affect the nearby males, and even Ciara herself, though she was restless, did not appear as sexual as most other nymphs. She showed little interest in other males. He suspected the reason had more to do with Ciara’s mixed blood.

      A full-blooded Nymph would have male Skins flocking around her.

      Then why am I so attracted to her?

      Xavier sipped a tropical drink as he sat in a chair. Shirtless, clad in a pair of blue-and-white Hawaiian shorts, he studied the Nymph. Certainly she was lovely, but he’d bedded Others far more beautiful.

      “Yo, Xavier, how the hell are you?”

      He did not turn around. “You’re late, Marc.”

      “Sorry, man. Had a job out in Biscayne, clearing brush.”

      Marc sat on the sand, leaning against the palm tree. “So, where is she?”

      Xavier pointed to Ciara. Marc whistled. “Pretty. Not as skinny as a Nymph. You sure about her heritage?”

      Xavier gave him a withering look.

      “Okay, okay. This is your show.” Marc held up his hands. “Got a room?”

      Xavier began to feel like the scum that covered the Florida Everglades. He’d negotiated an agreement with shifters previously about the Nymphs but had never been personally involved with the details. This is what I have been reduced to in exchange for neglecting her all these years.

      Xavier handed him the key. “Her room. Be gentle. It’s her first time, and she knows little about sex.”

      Taking the key card, Marc whistled. “You weren’t screwing around when you said this one was different.”

      “Go introduce yourself. Get to know her.”

      Marc stared. “Small talk before sex? Since when?”

      “Since now,” he snapped. “This is all new to her.”

      “Okay, chill.” Marc stood, brushing sand off his khaki shorts. “I’ll woo her then take her upstairs. How long do you have the room?”

      “Tonight, and tomorrow morning, she checks out.”

      Marc gave a sly smile. “Might take longer. The ladies always want more time than that with me.”

      The ripple of jealousy turned into a cresting wave. “That’s all the time you will require.”

      “Seriously? Because if we get into some heavy-duty stuff, those ladies love to be tied up and spanked and maybe even flogged…”

      His stomach gave a sickening lurch at the thought of delicate Ciara turned into a submissive toy for this tomcat, who would turn around and leave her.

      Xavier set down his drink and stood, letting his eyes glow white. “If you’re not gentle with her, if you scare her—”

      “Pax! I was joking.” Marc held up a shaking hand. “Man, don’t be so serious. Turn off the flashlights.”

      Xavier allowed his eyes to resume their normal color.

      “Whoa. I’ve never seen that before. Damn scary.”

      He gave a grim smile. “Pray you never see it again, cougar. Now go to her. And mind my words.”

      Xavier sat, watching Marc shuffle his sneakered feet through the sand. The cougar approached the Nymph and bent down, seeming to introduce himself. Ciara peered up at him from beneath the wide brim of her pink hat.

      He kept watching, fiercely protective of Ciara, wondering if this was a bad mistake. But then he heard a gurgle of laughter, sweet as wind chimes in the breeze. Marc sat on the sand, talking with her.

      He could eavesdrop. He had excellent hearing.

      Suddenly weary, Xavier closed his eyes. Sensing they were on the move, he opened them.

      Marc gave him a thumbs-up as they passed, but Ciara studiously ignored him. Xavier’s stomach tightened.

      Well, that’s that.

      He didn’t have to stick around for the performance. Marc had instructions to drive Ciara back to her home. I’m no longer needed.

      Suddenly achingly lonely, he picked up his drink.

      Two brunettes, one wearing a black bikini and the other in red, walked back from the shoreline and looked at him. Cougar shifters. They halted, and the woman in the black bikini gasped.

      “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe you’re here! The famous Crystal Wizard.”

      “My reputation precedes me,” he said dryly.

      “Can we get a selfie with you?” Red Bikini asked.

      At his nod, they scrambled behind him and crouched, holding out a long selfie stick. Xavier smiled, knowing his image would not reproduce. It never did.

      Red Bikini retrieved the selfie stick and cell phone. She stroked his bare arm. “So strong and handsome. We have a room upstairs.”

      “I heard a rumor that you’re into group sex. Care to indulge?” asked Black Bikini.

      Female cougars. It was good to see the cougar population on the rise in southern Florida. But he had no interest in taking them upstairs for a threesome. His sole interest remained with a virginal Nymph who right now was probably stripping off her bikini for a tomcat.

      “No. Have a nice day.”

      Time to head home.

      As he cleared the last flight of stairs and walked toward his room, a scream rang out from Ciara’s room.

      Xavier raced to the door, flung a bolt of energy at the knob, and kicked it open.

      Ciara was on the bed, shaking, her bikini top discarded. Marc hovered over her.

      Xavier saw red. He ran to Marc. “What did you do?”

      “Nothing, I didn’t do anything, man!”

      “Nothing? Nothing?!” he yelled. Xavier wrapped a hand around Marc’s throat and lifted him into the air. “Then why did she scream?”

      “I barely touched her. I swear it!” the cougar yelled.

      Xavier only heard the sounds of her sobs grating into his ears like razors. He dropped Marc. Xavier unleashed his powers and changed into one of his deadlier forms.

      A tower of razor-sharp crystals, buzzing and whirling, headed straight for Marc. The need to slice and dice raged through him.

      “Oh shit, man,” Marc screamed.

      Ciara stopped sobbing and cried out. “Xavier, please, stop it!”

      He could not think, only act on his rising rage.

      The cougar raced to the sliding glass door. Xavier charged forward. The sofa by the bed splintered into foam and shards of bamboo as he cut through it like a buzz saw. Chunks of plaster flew into the air, gouged out by his deadly crystals. He came closer to Marc, closer…

      “Xavier, please, calm down,” Ciara cried out.

      “Fuck this. Tristan! Tristan, help me, get this crazy wizard off me! Please!”

      The Silver Wizard materialized before Marc.

      “Get him off me! He gets me here, gets me all cranked up to have sex with her, and then he goes batshit crazy!” Marc yelled.

      Tristan stood before Xavier. In his red haze of rage, he saw only an obstacle. He spun toward him, grating against Tristan’s black tunic.

      His razored crystals had no effect on Tristan. It was like trying to slice through steel.

      Tristan looked at him with sympathy. “Steady, X. Breathe. Let it go. He didn’t do anything to your nymph.”

      Xavier slowed. Finally he managed to get his rage under control. Xavier resumed his normal form, clad in a Hawaiian shirt and lime-green shorts.

      Tristan shook his head. “I think I prefer you as a mass of sharp crystals. In this outfit, you are hurting my retinas.”

      Xavier ignored him and went to Ciara. He gathered her into his arms as she stared up at him with large, wet eyes.

      Tristan sighed. “I will take care of cleanup.”

      Meaning, the Skins and Others who had heard the fracas now were gathered outside the room, looking on in stunned amazement through the doorway.

      Tristan went to them and waved a hand, and they left with dazed looks on their faces. They would remember nothing.

      He waved another hand and replaced the kicked-down door on the frame and the room returned to what it had been before Xavier went on his rampage. Tristan shook his head. “Take care, X. And good luck, my friend. I left you a gift in your room…in the nightstand.”

      Tristan looked at Marc. “I believe you need a reward for all you have endured today. I know two cougar shifters who are looking for a threesome. You will more than suffice, after I make introductions.”

      Marc brightened. “Seriously? Let’s go.”

      “Ah, my people. So singular in their thinking,” Tristan murmured, and waving a hand, he and Marc vanished.

      Xavier continued to stroke Ciara’s hair. “Shh,” he crooned. “It’s all right. He’s gone now.”

      Finally he stood and fetched a box of tissues from the bathroom. She dried her eyes and blew her nose. Her lovely, green eyes—red-rimmed—regarded him in abject misery.

      She tugged so at his heart, this little Nymph.

      “You frightened me. What you could have done to Marc,” she whispered.

      “I was not thinking,” he admitted. “You screamed, and I could only think you were hurt.”

      Pink flushed her cheeks. She bit her lip and looked away.

      “What happened?” he asked gently.

      “We, we got up here, and…” She hiccupped and wiped her eyes again. “He kissed me. It wasn’t bad. Then he told me to take off my bathing suit. I took off my top, and then, and then…”

      He waited, tamping down his anger at the cougar shifter. Xavier squeezed her hand. “You’re okay now. You’re safe.”

      Ciara hung her head. “And then he told me I had the loveliest tits he’d ever seen. And then…he touched me.”

      Xavier blinked. “What?”

      She looked at him, sorrow etching her expression. “It felt all wrong. He touched my breasts and said I had tits like a shifter. He said I was built like a cougar. And the way he looked at me, like I was a piece of meat. I felt cheap.”

      Ah. He began to understand. “What else?”

      “He said Nymphs loved sex and that made up for them being so damn skinny. All of a sudden, it reminded me of every bad thing Shifters and Nymphs said about me. I wanted him to leave. I asked him to leave, politely, but he had this crazy look in his eyes, as if he was all nuts.”

      “The mating drive,” Xavier murmured. “Older shifters have control over it, but Marc is less…disciplined.”

      “I didn’t want to be with him, and then he said something about how he wanted to suck me hard, and I screamed. I’m sorry! I didn’t want you to hurt him. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I feel all bottled up and antsy, and I want to have sex, but the thought of having sex with him made me sick to my stomach.”

      Xavier kissed her forehead. He meant it as an avuncular gesture to calm her, but her skin tasted sweet as berries beneath his lips and felt soft as silk. His cock gave an interested twitch. That anatomy hadn’t even been one bit interested at the mention of a threesome with the sexy cougar shifters, but a single press of his mouth against her forehead had his dick doing the happy dance.

      But she looked at him with such woebegone eyes that he couldn’t help himself. Xavier kissed a stray tear trickling down her cheek. “Shhh. It’s okay, little one. I’m sorry. I should have found someone more considerate and kind for your first time.”

      Her expression was so sad, and he felt all his protective urges surface. Xavier gently kissed her lips. She tasted like berries and the most delicious chocolate, and for a split-second, the image of a malted milkshake sprang to mind. He kept gently kissing her lips, a butterfly brush of her mouth against his.

      “Hush, it’s going to be fine. Don’t cry.”

      Ciara rubbed her eyes with a fist. “I should have known better and picked a guy out for myself. You’ve been so nice to me, and I can handle this on my own. It’s ridiculous to have you find my first sex partner for me when you have all these other responsibilities.”

      “No,” he said a little too vehemently. “I’ve neglected you all these years. You’re my responsibility. I should have not paired you with a cougar like Marc. He’s a tomcat.”

      Her mouth quirked up in a tremulous smile. “He’s just a pussycat, deep down. Meow.”

      Xavier chuckled, glad to see her regain her lost composure. For some reason, this little Nymph had him longing for something he did not quite understand nor was certain he deserved.

      Then her smile dropped. “I wish I didn’t have mixed blood,” she whispered. “I’m a misfit. I feel like I don’t belong in either group.”

      “You belong to yourself. You’re perfect the way you are,” he said fiercely.

      Xavier hunted around for her top, found it, and handed it to her. Standing, he pulled her upright. “Let’s go for a swim.”

      “Now? Looking like this?”

      “It will calm you down, help you relax.” And it’s easier than taking a cold shower, he thought grimly.

      Waving a hand, he clad himself in blue-and-white Hawaiian swim trunks. Ciara studied him with wide eyes.

      “What?”

      She inhaled deeply. “You’re amazing looking.”

      He should have conjured sackcloth and ashes. This was all wrong. But a small part of him cried out to remain with her. “Let’s go.’

      Downstairs, they walked to the pool deck. Xavier fetched towels from the pool boy and tossed them onto two chairs. Ciara was already in the water, head thrown back. Her long, blond hair fanned out behind her.

      He swallowed hard. Steady.

      Wading into the water, he looked around the pool. The Troll couple who had been at the beach sat in plastic chairs, staring at him with anxious expressions.

      Their little boy played in the shallow end. Xavier frowned. They were not attentive parents. Most Trolls were fiercely dedicated to their young and would never allow a child to remain in the pool without a parent.

      He sent a nudge of telepathy to a nearby Lupine mother watching her young play, and the Lupine turned her head to watch the little Troll boy as well.

      Interesting. Definitely something was there with those two Trolls. And then he saw Ciara again, her head thrown back, a look of ecstasy on her face.

      She would look like that if he took her, look like that as he thrust hard and deep inside her, giving her one orgasm after another.

      Xavier groaned and dove into the pool. He headed for the deep end, clinging to the side.

      He was getting in deep, all right. Too deep. And if he wasn’t careful, he could drown…in the lovely Ciara.
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      The Crystal Wizard took her breath away. Xavier was much more handsome and kind than the panther shifter who’d looked at her as if she were a piece of meat.

      Seeing Xavier swim to the pool’s side, Ciara dove down to the bottom. Her thoughts were jumbled, her hormones screaming in need, her face flushed.

      Did he sense she’d been daydreaming about making love with him?

      All her life, men had bored her. She had no interest in the male species and hated her life because she was a Nymph, a female who was supposed to be irresistible to men.

      Ciara also hated being a half-breed. Not a Shifter but possessing a Shifter’s instinct to mate for life and be selective about her sex partners. And not a full-blooded Nymph, with a Nymph’s insouciant attitude about sex and no desire to pair off with one single mate but possessing a Nymph’s burning desire all the same.

      I’m so screwed up. She swam underwater in strong, sure strokes. Her father had taught her to swim. Her father, who’d loved her unconditionally, unlike her mother, who also loved her, but saw her as an embarrassing mistake produced by a careless night of reckless abandon.

      When Marc had reached for her, lust glinting in his gaze, Ciara had felt all her past misery and doubts crash to the surface. She deserved better than a quick hookup in a hotel room. She wanted more, at least a lover who would be gentle and considerate her first time, not brag about how he could initiate her “both ways” to sex. She hadn’t dared tell Xavier that part.

      “My nickname with the ladies is Back-Door Don,” Marc had told her.

      Ciara swam to the surface and saw Xavier watching her as he treaded water by the pool’s side. Such a stunning man. Wizard, she corrected. He had been nothing but sweet and kind to her.

      Though she knew she should fear him because he was her judge and guardian, she did not. Ciara had heard the other Nymphs in her mother’s colony whisper about the Crystal Wizard, who had the power to obliterate someone with a casual flick of his finger. Only one Nymph in her colony had met him when she’d been caught trying to seduce a Skin into having sex with her on a very public beach. Xavier had appeared out of nowhere, taken her by the arm, and dragged her out of there.

      “His eyes flashed like diamonds. He was so angry. I thought for certain I was doomed,” the Nymph had gushed as they’d sat around the living room, listening in fascination. “But he merely left with a warning. He was ever so handsome, but all that power, it made me terrified.”

      Xavier wasn’t terrifying. Power shimmered around him like an electrical line, sizzling and crackling, but it was subtle. His eyes were the deepest blue of the ocean one moment and the gray of stormy skies the next. And his smile, with a hint of boyish mischief, made her melt.

      And that body, clad in Hawaiian swim trunks… She sighed in frank appreciation.

      He swam over to her and treaded water. Droplets clung to his long, black lashes and the short hairs of his beard and made the crystals tipping his hair sparkle in the sunlight.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She nodded, wishing he would kiss her again. Xavier was an expert kisser. So gentle and tender…

      Maybe he’d get angry. Or do something dreadful, like turn her into a toad. But Ciara had lived her entire life according to other people’s rules. First the Nymphs, with their insistence she be shuttled away to her father’s house when they went into heat, and then her father, ordering her to stay away from other shifters, like cougars because they would find her irresistible.

      Always the good girl.

      And she could not ignore the nagging feeling she had met him somewhere before, sometime. The recognition was overwhelming.

      For the past two weeks, she had experienced vivid dreams. In those dreams, Ciara danced to an oldies tune with a handsome stranger, whose face remained a blur. And then the dream changed. She stood outside an iron cage, whispering a promise to a man. And then sorrow filled her as he screamed as if he suffered a terrible agony…

      Each time, she awoke sobbing, her pillow damp with tears.

      Ciara’s heart told her the man was Xavier, but she doubted it. It was merely a wistful longing, made up by a Nymph’s hyperactive imagination. If Xavier had known her in a previous life, he would recognize her, for he was immortal.

      He looked around the pool. “I need to find you another partner.”

      I don’t want anyone else but you.

      Frustrated, Ciara swam over to where she could stand. He followed. She stared into his eyes.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “Thank you for being so sweet to me.”

      Xavier blinked hard, and his gaze grew stormy. “Dammit, I swore I wouldn’t do this, but you’re driving me insane.”

      And before she could even draw close, he kissed her. His mouth upon hers was warm and firm. Ciara moaned and opened her lips to the insistent pressure of his. Xavier tasted like her favorite milk chocolate and sweet wine, dark and intoxicating. He kissed her as if he would die if he did not taste her, and when his tongue deftly slipped into her mouth, she shyly met his skilled thrusts with advances of her own. He would be like that in bed, dominating and commanding but gentle.

      She wanted no one else for her first lover.

      As she wrapped her arms around his neck, he kept kissing her softly, his lips so warm and firm. Ciara kissed him back. She wanted to lose herself in him, lose herself in his gentle but insistent kisses. Every nerve ending in her body screamed with arousal. Marc made her afraid, but Xavier opened all her senses like a floodgate.

      When he finally broke away, his eyes had darkened to storm clouds. Ciara heard sounds of disapproval and glanced around, dismayed at the staring faces. “Everyone can see us. I wish we had some privacy. Someplace natural and fresh.”

      Xavier waved a hand and suddenly the pool vanished. They were emerged in a crystal-clear stream, the water up to his waist. A waterfall spilled over the side of a mountain.

      “Now, we are finally alone.”

      Ciara looked around, her eyes wide. “The water feels wonderful. Is this your magick? What if someone at the pool saw us vanish?”

      “One of the benefits of being the Crystal Wizard. I simply created the illusion we left the pool to lie in the sun.” Then his expression turned troubled. “I shouldn’t do this. You’re my charge, and the Brehon never get involved with their charges.”

      “Never?”

      A sheepish smile touched his face. “Well, some of us have done so, but I have never had sex with one of my charges.”

      “Then it will be your first time too. Xavier, I don’t want some uncaring stranger who sees only my body and what pleasure I can give him. I want someone who knows my heart.”

      He looked startled. Then he placed his warm palm over her chest. A thrill raced through her at his gentle touch.

      “How do I know your heart?” he asked softly.

      Ciara wasn’t certain. Maybe she’d sound like a fool, but it must be said in this important moment.

      “I’ve had these dreams about you lately. Powerful dreams. They fade to mist when I wake, but I remember saying one thing: ‘I give you my heart so we will always be together, even unto death.’”

      He stared into her eyes, his gaze growing soft. “Those words are so familiar and dear to me, but I cannot remember why.”

      “You know me, Xavier. You are no stranger to me. I know you feel it as well. I want no other for my first lover.”

      Xavier’s mouth parted slightly as he stared at her lips.

      “Please,” she whispered.

      She kissed him gently, her mouth pressing against his. Then he groaned. His hand encircled her waist as he pulled Ciara against him. He sought her mouth, returning her innocent kiss with a passionate one.

      His mouth was seeking, demanding, and she uttered a tiny moan as he forced her lips to open to him then teased her tongue with deadly skillful thrusts. This wizard captured her in his muscled embrace and attacked every raging nerve in her trembling body.

      He massaged the nape of her neck and raked his fingers through her hair. The handsome wizard gently plundered her mouth, claiming her as his. A firestorm of sensations engulfed Ciara as her limbs turned liquid. Water spilled around them, and for a moment, it felt as if she floated on air.

      Swirling flames of pure lust licked her body with erotic pleasure as he coaxed her to open wider to him. He cupped her bottom, kneading it gently, pressing her against his rigid arousal. Her breasts tingled as she rubbed their softness against his hard chest. She wanted to purr from the delicious feel of his muscled body against her.

      His persistent ravaging of her mouth tore away all coherent thought. Ciara struggled to remember to breathe as his lips scraped along the sensitive column of her throat, obliterating all rational thought. It had always been her erogenous zone, and had Marc kissed her there before putting his hands on her breasts, the Shifter might have been her first lover.

      But Marc could never compare to Xavier. The powerful Crystal Wizard promised to be an excellent, skillful lover. He kissed her as if determined to possess every inch of her body before claiming her innocence.

      She might be a virgin, but she had needs of her own.

      Skimming her fingers along his bearded jaw line, next she trailed them along his tanned throat from collarbone to the muscled of his broad shoulders. Ciara placed her lips against the juncture of his shoulder and tasted the slight salt of his skin. Flattening her palm against the soft, silky hair on his thick chest, she marveled at the differences between them.

      “Yes,” he murmured, “touch me.”

      Delighted to explore, she ran her hands over the gleaming, thick muscles in his arms and shoulders. Such strength in him, yet he touched her with astounding gentleness. Capturing her mouth with his own, he licked the bottom lip then bit gently. Ciara whimpered with aching need as his thumbs lazily swirled around her nipples.

      Xavier guided her hand to the hardness between his legs. Her fingers barely met as they curled around the steely thickness. He removed her hand from his erection and kissed her fingertips. Feverish intensity filled his stormy blue eyes before he dipped his head to take her mouth again.

      Then he slipped her breasts free of the bikini top, caressing and kneading her breasts with exquisite gentleness. He licked her hardened nipple, each stroke sending her higher and higher. As he suckled her, his tongue continuing the teasing swirls, Ciara whimpered.

      “Xavier,” she moaned.

      Panting, he tore his mouth away.  “Not here. Not for what I want to do with you.”

      Before she could question what he wanted, Xavier waved a hand. Ciara stared in astonishment. They were back in his hotel room, their skin dry as if they had never been immersed in water.

      The wizard breathed deeply, fisting his hands. “Ciara, I will not lie. I want you badly. Right now. But I also need you to know whatever this is between us, what we share, it cannot last. I have duties and responsibilities. You must realize that we cannot be together in the future.”

      She cared not for the future. There was only the here and now, and the tremendous need for him, to feel him penetrate her fully, and ease the intensifying ache between her legs.

      He reached over, cupped her cheek with a hand that trembled slightly. “I want you so badly that it’s taking all my control not to tumble you onto that bed and fuck you senseless until you can barely walk and days later, all you can feel is my cock deep inside you. Make love to you and brand my scent, my very essence, damnit, into your soul. I should be damned to hell for this.”

      “Then damn us both, for I want you equally,” she said with breathless anticipation.

      Dropping his hand, Xavier watched her with fierce hunger in his eyes. She felt herself flush beneath his probing gaze, feeling as if he could see into her heart and soul.

      “Do you know what I would like to do to you right now?” he asked softly.

      At her headshake, he continued. “I’d like to stroke my tongue over the pulse in your neck, taste the beat of your heart beneath my tongue. And then put my fingers between your legs and make your pulse beat harder, faster. Slide my finger between your cleft, and feel your grow wet and ready for my cock.”

      Ciara licked her mouth. “And then what?”

      His voice dropped to a husky whisper. “I would wait until you were ready to take me, until the burning need became too much. And then I’d make you scream with pleasure, my name on those sweet lips of yours. Make you come again and again until you lay spent and exhausted. And long after we ceased making love, you would remember me deep inside you, making us one.”

      Anticipation filled her as she squeezed her thighs together, aroused to the point of losing all control. No one would ever compare to the Crystal Wizard and his burning intensity, his sheer sexuality. No matter how many lovers she took after tonight, he would always be her first, and her best.

      He waved a hand, and suddenly they were sitting on the bed.

      And they were naked.

      His gaze twinkled. “A benefit of being the Crystal Wizard. Saves time, and there’s no need to tear off your clothing.”

      He possessively hooked his hands through her hair and blew a soft breath against her mouth. Hands on her shoulders, Xavier trailed a line of soft, lingering kisses across her mouth and chin, working his way over to her throat. He paused over the throbbing pulse point and kissed the skin there.

      Then his right hand skimmed down her breasts and belly, and he slid his fingers between her legs as promised.

      Her breath caught in a startled gasp as he began stroking lightly, one finger sliding back and forth between her soaked cleft. Xavier kept kissing her pulse point, rubbing his fingers between her legs.

      He found her clit and began circling it in expert strokes. This wizard knew how to intensify her need. Soon she found herself panting, her fingers digging into his muscular shoulders as she pushed her hips upward to the rhythm of his caresses.

      The exquisite pressure low in her belly grew more and more, gathering like a summer storm. It must be released, soon, soon…. Tears streamed down her face as she moaned, desperate for relief. She would do anything for him, everything for him, if he could bring her to climax.

      And then he lifted his mouth from her pulse and whispered into her ear. “Come for me, little one.”

      Xavier lowered his head to her throat, and lightly bit down as his fingers between her legs stroked harder, right there, oh yes, that spot!

      Senses exploding in a thunderous orgasm, she screamed his name over and over.

      Shaken from the first orgasm given to her by another, she collapsed onto the mattress. Bending over her, the wizard kissed her mouth, such a sweet, tender kiss that it made her tremble with fresh desire.

      He waved a hand and she floated to the bed’s middle. He motioned downward and she lay on her back against the mattress.

      Taking her into his arms, he kissed her, his tongue thrusting past her lips. For a few minutes, they kissed as her heartbeat gradually settled and her pulse returned to normal. She became aware of everything, attuned only to him - the exotic fragrance of him, the hardness of his muscled body, the soft , thick hair on his chest rubbing against her sensitive nipples.

      Then his mouth fled her lips and he started kissing her all over.

      Ribs, belly, and the soft underside of her breasts did not escape his fevered kisses, chased by swirls of his tongue. She arched her back as he licked the edges of her navel and threatened to dip lower.

      Then she felt his hands pry her thighs wide apart.

      Xavier’s gaze burned fiercely as he lifted his head, giving her a dangerous smile. Ciara stared up at him. “I can’t. Not again.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      Xavier gazed at her sex with an intent look that exhilarated and scared her.

      “So lovely,” he murmured. “Like a wet, pink flower.”

      She drew back, a little afraid.

      His expression softened. “Do not be afraid, little one. I will not hurt you.”

      Then he lowered his head between her thighs and began kissing her there.

      Ciara’s fingers gripped the sheets tightly as scorching heat raged through her. His tugging lips filled her with the exquisite agony of molten pleasure as he rasped his tongue over her clit. Straining with need, she writhed as he loved her with his mouth. His tongue worked hot magick, creating licks of fire between her legs as she thrust her hips up in response. Ciara moaned from the sweet torment. The pleasure was so intense it felt almost painful.

      “Please, Xavier…”

      He lifted his head and chuckled. “Do not fight it. Relax. Allow me to give you this sweet pleasure again, little one.”

      As he lowered his head again, Ciara responded to his teasing touch, her juices flowing like thick, succulent honey.

      The intensity increased. Pleasure mounted, the throbbing in her loins increasing. Pleasure swept throughout her with such intensity that she didn’t know if she could bear it. If the first orgasm was intense, this one promised to strip away everything.

      She gasped, feeling the tension build higher and higher...

      “Xavier.” She writhed and fisted her hands in the sheets. “Oh, oh…”

      Ciara cried out his name, bucking and writhing as the inferno consumed her. Xavier gave one last soothing kiss then raised his head. He slid up and drew her into his arms, kissing her deeply. Ciara tasted her desire upon his mouth as he tenderly stroked a hand down her back, rubbing in soothing circles.

      Suddenly  the nightstand drawer slid open. They peered into it, and laughter gurgled in her throat as he stared at the contents.

      Dozens of extra-large condoms, all in glowing neon colors.

      He held up a foil packet, a grin touching his mouth. “Tristan’s gift.” His wicked gaze glinted with mischief.

      After he tore open the foil packet, she helped him put it on, her fingers trembling as she rolled the protective covering over his thick length. Then she lay back on the bed, and he mounted her. Bracing his weight on his elbows, Xavier’s gaze smoldered as he stared down at her.

      “Why do I feel as if I have waited a lifetime for this moment?” he asked quietly. “As if nothing else matters but the two of us? As if my heart were empty and you waited to fill it?”

      She reached up and cupped his face with trembling hands. “I feel it as well. I don’t know why.”

      Xavier closed his eyes. “This cannot last. I am beholden to my duties. Before I take you, you must understand that we cannot be together forever. Are you certain you wish to do this?”

      Her mouth wobbled as she stroked her fingers down his cheeks. “Yes.”

      His eyelids flew open, and his gaze turned fierce. “Then so be it.”

      She welcomed his weight as he stretched her arms above her head and laced his fingers through hers.

      The rounded tip of his hard penis probed her wet softness. Ciara held her breath. His thick, hard shaft warned this would cause pain.

      Xavier gave an experimental push of his hips. Resisting flesh blocked him, but he gave a hard thrust.

      Pressure increased, giving way to a twinge of pain. Her shuddering flesh closed tightly around him, hugging his shaft as he slid deep inside. She gasped, holding herself still, becoming accustomed to the fullness. The feeling of Xavier joined to her.

      Tenderness shaded his eyes as he gazed at her. “Ciara. My Ciara. Are you all right?” he asked in a rough voice.

      She nodded, words escaping her.

      Then he began to move, sliding slowly out and then in. Ciara raised her hips to meet his thrusts.

      Xavier began moving faster, his smoldering gaze locked to hers. His cock pumped into her, hard and hot. Need pummeled her as she rocked back and forth, urging him onward. He angled his hips, his body sliding over hers, possessing her fully. She felt drunk with pleasure as the hairs on his thighs rasped against her limbs.

      The delicious torment continued as he stroked deep inside. He kissed her, his tongue swirling in her mouth as his hard cock pumped into her body. She caressed the hard muscles of his back, toyed with the damp strands of his hair.

      The sweet pressure built higher and higher. Ciara threw her head back, her mouth gasping. Almost there. Almost.

      Xavier fisted his hand in her hair, forcing her to look at him. “My name on your lips, Ciara. Say my name when you come. Let go and open yourself to me.”

      She shook her head wildly back and forth, nearly sobbing with the need. Her body was no longer hers. It sang and hummed. Her back taut as a bowstring, she dug her heels into the mattress.

      Shimmering on the edge of a climax, she opened all her senses. With each shudder of pleasure, it felt as if her soul were merging with his.

      She opened herself, and the tension blasted out of her core, shattering her into a million pieces. Ciara screamed his name as Xavier threw his head back, shouting her name as he bucked against her. He kept pumping until his muscles quivered and he collapsed atop her trembling body.

      She slid her trembling arms around his sweating waist. Her eyes closed as she held him close, welcoming his heavy weight.

      This was what she had waited for her entire life, perhaps even longer.

      Why, then, did it feel as if her heart was breaking?

      Because it can’t last and you’ll lose him.

      But she would not think about that now, only relish the sweet warmth of his body, the delicious lassitude spreading through her limbs, and the knowledge her first time had indeed been all she’d ever wanted.
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      His senses still reeled from the explosive sex they’d had.

      No, not sex. Making love. It was nothing less, for he’d felt as if he’d poured part of his heart into her as well.

      And it could not last.

      Xavier removed the condom as Ciara dozed beside him. He padded nude into the bathroom, condom in hand, intending to throw it out.

      And then he remembered. He could not dispose of his seed with such reckless abandon, for Others might take it and use it. There was immense power in the seed of all the members of the Brehon.

      Instead, he destroyed the condom with a flick of his finger.

      Xavier stepped into the shower, unable to shake the habit. He merely needed to wave a hand and he’d be clean, but the shower put necessary space between him and his sexual partner for the night.

      When he emerged, drying his hair with a towel, Ciara was gone.

      For a brief moment, he felt the same relief he’d felt when one of his lovers left before he had to quietly slip away with excuses. And then worry and concern pushed aside the relief.

      Where the hell did she go?

      He shrugged into a black wife beater shirt and gray sweatpants and shoved his feet into red flip-flops. Xavier thought about vaulting over the balcony and landing on the sand, but it would cause more chaos and he had no wish to deal with startled Skins tonight. He took the stairs.

      As he passed the bar, he saw a bright, neon-red trail of glitter leading to the beach. Ciara’s aura. It had changed now that she was no longer a virgin. He followed it to the shoreline and caught her scent. No longer sweet vanilla with a hint of almond, it was dark moss, almond, and forest.

      She was a woman now.

      Guilt flickered inside him. He’d chosen to put distance between them. Because it was safer, more comfortable, and better for them both.

      Spotting her sitting at the water’s edge, he dropped beside her. She wore one of his T-shirts. It draped down to her knees like a dress, and he recalled when he first dressed her in one of his shirts.

      He liked her wearing his clothing, his scent stamped upon her sweet skin.

      For a moment they remained in silence. Finally he turned to her. “Are you all right?”

      Ciara rested her head on her bent knees. “Just thinking.”

      “About what?”

      The full moon shone upon the still waters of the Gulf of Mexico. A few couples, taking advantage of the moonlight, strolled along the shoreline. He waited. He had patience. He could wait for a very long time.

      Finally, she sighed, a sound so pitiful and tearing it would threaten to break his heart, if he had one left.

      “About what happened between us. I always wanted my first time to be special, with a man who showed me true affection. And it was.”

      Then what’s the problem? But he held his tongue.

      “I wish it could always be so. I wish that we could stay like this forever.”

      He knew her next words.

      I wish you could stay with me.

      “We can wish, but reality comes with the dawn. It must be so,” he said as gently as he could, for he did not want to hurt her.

      With others, he had not really cared.

      He did with Ciara.

      She made him laugh, made him frustrated, made him feel something for the first time in centuries.

      But she could not be his.

      Ciara glanced at him. “I wasn’t certain if you would be in the room when I returned. I thought I’d give you a way out.”

      Xavier held out his hand. “I am here now. Come back to bed.”

      She looked at him with huge eyes. “We have the night. There is always going to be an ending to everything in life. But why waste time dwelling on the future when you can enjoy the present? The present is all we have.”

      He drew in a shaky breath, stricken with a nagging feeling he’d heard those same words before from someone he’d cared about. But when he searched his memory, all he encountered was a blank, except for an Elvis song. Truly odd.

      It mattered not. They had the night, and it must suffice.

      When they returned to his room, Ciara went to the refrigerator and opened a bottle of water. She drank deeply and handed the bottle to him. Xavier sipped, running his tongue along the rim, tasting her as he’d tasted her sweetness when he’d spread her legs open earlier.

      Ciara leaned against the wall. “Tell me something about being a wizard. Do you ever use a magick wand?”

      The question made him pause. He screwed the bottle cap back on the water and replaced it in the fridge. “We have no need of them, but I use them sometimes for show. It can be fun.”

      “I saw a magick wand once. It was not used for anything fun but something terrible. Something that caused tremendous suffering.”

      Her voice had a dreamy tone, and her gaze went unfocused, as if she sleepwalked. Xavier lightly clasped her arms.

      “Ciara?” He shook her gently. “Ciara?”

      She blinked. “What? Did I phase out?”

      He nodded.

      Ciara ran a hand through her long hair. “I’m sorry. I’ve never done that before. Maybe it’s something I’m doing now that I’m a sexually mature nymph.”

      She looked so troubled. He wished to cheer her. Xavier tugged her over to the bed, and she sat.

      “We were discussing magick wands and how powerful my wand is. My big, long magick wand.” He hoped his teasing tone would coax a smile back to her face, and it did.

      “So that’s what you call it when you play with it?”

      He grinned. “I have two I like to play with.”

      Ciara’s gaze widened.

      He waved a hand, and the pounding, upbeat tune of Paul Simon’s “Late in the Evening” filled the air. He sat cross-legged on the bed and conjured two black magick wands and used them like drumsticks, beating at the air in rhythm to the music. She laughed and clapped her hands.

      “They’re very useful when you’re with friends who play air guitar,” he said, enjoying her delighted smile.

      Waving a hand, he made one wand vanish and the music turn off. Xavier took the other wand and balanced it on the tip of his nose. “There are many useful things one can do with a magick wand. Entertainment is one. Tristan calls this my seal trick.”

      He clapped his hands and barked like a seal.

      Then he flipped the wand into the air and caught it on the tip of his index finger. Xavier twirled his finger, making the wand spin. He waved a hand, and a cocktail glass filled with clear liquid appeared in his right hand. He tossed the wand into the air, where it kept spinning. “It also serves as an excellent stirrer for coffee or martinis.”

      He offered it to Ciara, who laughed. “No, thank you. I don’t drink.”

      Xavier snapped his fingers, and the glass vanished.

      Ciara grabbed the wand, and it stopped spinning. “Is this filled with magick?”

      “It can be. But we have no need of wands to perform our duties.”

      “Except that wand. That particular wand has the most amazing magick.” She pointed at his male anatomy, and he grinned. He took the wand from her, and she stared up at him, licking her sweet mouth.

      Xavier tossed aside the wand and took her into his arms. Smoothing back a lock of her hair, he gazed into her green eyes, wishing he could make his time with her last forever.

      “Where do you live, Xavier? Do you have a home here on Earth?”

      “I have a few homes where I go to find rest. Would you like to see one?”

      At her nod, he stroked a finger down her cheek. “Close your eyes.”

      When she opened them, they were standing in the living room of his one-bedroom condo in Colorado near the Rocky Mountains. She gasped with delight and ran to the glass door leading to the back porch. A crystal clear stream ran outside the property a few feet from the porch.

      Light still shone in the sky, for they were two hours ahead of east coast time. Xavier leaned against the wall, watching her reaction with quiet satisfaction.

      For some reason, he truly wanted her to like his home here.

      Gaze bright with interest, she looked around at the small gas fireplace, the kitchen overlooking the living room, the strong, square leather furniture. “Where are we?”

      “A small town called Fern Forest in the Rocky Mountains.”

      Delight touched her expression. “I thought this looked familiar. My mother’s nymph colony lives close by. They’re the keeper of forests and streams in the park.”

      “I know. It’s one reason I purchased this property. They are an important Nymph colony and strong protectors and I felt the need to be close to them.”

      And then his smile dropped. Why did he feel this overwhelming compulsion to have a home near a colony of Nymphs, a colony where Ciara had grown up as a child?

      He made a mental note to ask Cadeyrn later. Of all the wizards in the Brehon, the Shadow Wizard had the most ability to see into the past, and the future.

      Studying Ciara, he felt a pang in his chest. Did I know you in another lifetime, little one? Is that why I long to be with you, and feel such melancholy at the thought of leaving you?

      If so, he had no memory of it, and Xavier cherished all his memories. Giving a shrug, he dismissed the thought.

      Ciara opened the door and ran outside onto the small deck. He joined her. Tilting her face up to the sky, she breathed in the air. “It’s lovely. So peaceful here! But don’t you worry about Skins seeing you?”

      Smiling, he tweaked her nose. “No Skins live here in this complex and they avoid the area because of the warding spell I placed on it. There are only Others. A few Fae, some Trolls and Ogres, and a grizzly Shifter who spends most of his time at the national park.” Xavier jammed his hands into the pockets of his shorts. It was November now, and the air had turned bitterly cold, but he regulated his body temperature.

      Noticing her shiver, he waved a hand and clothed her in a sheepskin jacket. Ciara rubbed her cheek against the tan suede exterior. “So comfortable. Thank you!”

      Suddenly five giggling creatures, no larger than a human four-year-old, popped their faces up from the steep riverbank. Xavier suppressed a grin. Knew they would show up.

      Dressed in forest green overalls and green shirts, they were barefoot, but scrambled up the bank to the soft green grass by his back deck. Their hair was bright green as well. “Xavier,” they chortled in a high-pitched chorus.

      Ciara stared at the creatures.

      “Ciara, meet the Gremlins. They live here and are caretakers from spring to fall. Ink, Pink, Wink, Mink, and Stink.”

      The gremlins gazed at her with wide eyes. “Is she your girlfriend?” Ink asked.

      “She is a friend, so treat her with courtesy.”

      “Pleased to meet you. How do you tell each other apart?” she asked.

      Stink bent over and broke wind loudly. “That’s one way!”

      Xavier rolled his eyes and the Gremlins giggled again. Ciara smiled. He liked that smile. Once he had made the mistake of bringing a lover here and she had shrieked in annoyance when Pink put a snowball on her chair.

      “They’re very mischievous, so watch yourself unless you wish to find thistles in your underwear,” he warned Ciara. Xavier studied the Gremlins. “Any news to report?”

      Wink, the tallest and eldest, shrugged. “Things are calm for now. Every once in a while there is a flare up of trouble in the park. Bad magick.”

      “Dark magick,” Mink whispered. He was the shyest and the most fearful.

      Xavier frowned. “Where’s Gregory?”

      “He went out to eat. Said he’d be back shortly,” Stink said.

      “Gregory?” Ciara asked.

      “Grizzly Shifter. His idea of eating out is dining on a tourist or two,” Pink told her.

      “He’s kidding,” Xavier hastened to clarify. “Gregory is a grizzly Shifter, but one who prefers fresh trout.”

      “Trout, tourist, what’s the difference?” Ink shrugged.

      Ciara laughed, and the sound lifted his weary spirits. Hearing that laugh pushed aside some of the worries he felt about the dark magick invading the park. Until he heard details from Gregory, he would put it out of his mind.

      He gave the Gremlins a pointed look. “Shouldn’t you be cleaning out the gazebo?”

      At his stern look, they scampered off. Wouldn’t last. The Gremlins were good at patrolling the place, but lousy at upkeep, which was why he hired Trolls to tend to the grounds.

      “Xavier, welcome home!”

      He turned and saw Jon and Laura, a young Troll couple who lived in the complex with their four-year-old daughter.

      “Hello,” he told them.

      The Troll couple nodded at him with respect, but not awe and deference. The attitudes of the Others in this complex was one reason he enjoyed visited. Here, he could almost feel normal, not the powerful wizard feared by his charges.

      Arm in arm, they strolled by the riverbank. A little Troll girl with ash brown hair raced by, giggling. Xavier swept her up into his arms. “Hello Sunshine.”

      “Zavy!” she said, kissing his cheek. “Did you bring me a gift?”

      He tilted his head. “Is that all I’m good for?”

      “Yes!” she shouted.

      Grinning, he dug into his shorts pocket and produced a piece of raspberry taffy. “Here. Don’t tell the Gremlins. They love taffy.”

      She kissed his cheek again and wriggled to be put down. As he set her on her feet, she raced off and went under the nearby bridge fording the river, and sat on a rock, enjoying the treat.

      Ciara’s gaze softened. “You are much regarded with affection by them.”

      He ducked his head, a little embarrassed by her praise. “I warded this complex with good, strong magick. They feel safe here. Skins who pass by see only their human forms and think they are Skin, but they can rove about in their true nature, and not worry about showing their real selves.”

      “It’s their home.” She looked around. “I like it. I can sense the peace of this place.”

      Finished with her taffy, Sunshine darted out from beneath the bridge and began chasing the Gremlins, who gave mock shouts.

      “Not so peaceful all the time,” he said wryly.

      “Who is she?”

      “Sunshine is Jon and Laura’s oldest daughter. Jon’s sister, Maisy, and her mate, Hank, are moving here next week with their three little girls. Most of the residents leave for the winter, but Maisy and Hank need a place to stay. They were kicked out of their clan.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      He gave her a steady look. “Maisy is half-Troll, half-fox Shifter. Hank’s clan doesn’t tolerate Shifters. Half-bloods are often discriminated against.”

      Her face fell. “So I would not fit in, but you are acceptable.”

      “I am pure Mage, and I was a wizard before I died and became the Crystal Wizard.” He cupped her cheek, thumbing her soft skin, marveling at its texture. “But you are quite special, little one. Never let anyone tell you otherwise. Your mixed blood doesn’t matter. What does matter is who you are inside.”

      Sighing, she leaned into his embrace. “I wish all Others felt the same as you did. You are very wise, Xavier.”

      He longed to fall into her like water, making love until the moon faded and the sun pushed upward on the horizon, but duty nagged at him. Catching the scent of bear, he glanced up and saw a lean, tall man wearing hiking boots, a green and white plaid shirt, and faded jeans.

      Gregory was finally here. And the bear shifter didn’t look happy.

      He called to the Gremlins, ordering them inside his house and they all scampered inside.

      Xavier kissed her cheek. “Go inside and make yourself at home. The Gremlins will show you where everything is. I need to catch up on what’s been happening here.”

      When Ciara was inside his home, he beckoned to the Troll couple. Jon and Laura sat on the black wrought iron chairs on the porch, but Gregory sat on the steps.  The bear nodded at him in greeting.

      “Tell me about the dark magick Ink mentioned,” Xavier ordered.

      Jon clasped his mate’s hand. “Nothing very overt, just omens. Trees dying, small animals found with their throats torn out. Park rangers blame bears.”

      “Hey,” Gregory protested. “Not me.”

      Jon frowned. “Of course not, furball. We know it’s dark magick because of the streaks of black on the ground. And the smell of sulfur.”

      Troubled, Xavier rubbed a hand across his short black beard. The events had begun since he bought the entire condo complex two years ago. He had the bad feeling the two occurrences were related. “When was the last incident?”

      “Last week. I was in the woods by the Tall Trees waterfall and the large boulder by the bank bore streaks of blood.” Gregory stretched out his long legs, studying the tips of his boots. “Animal blood. With bits of fur.”

      “A sacrifice.” Xavier’s own blood chilled. “I’ll investigate.”

      This could not wait. He looked back through the windows, saw the Gremlins entertaining Ciara by taking his good china and trying to juggle it. Several plates crashed to the floor. He sighed. Time to go shopping. Again.

      “Keep an eye on Ciara,” he told Gregory. “I’ll be right back.”

      He dematerialized into the park, near the waterfall Gregory had mentioned. Normally a place for Skin hikers and a favorite hunting ground for bears, it stank of sulfur and the air was thick and sullen.

      Xavier crouched down by the flat boulder. Someone, or something, had erased the bloodstains, but his keen senses picked up the scent. He touched the rock and his nerve endings tingled. Dark magick, but faded. Whoever did this had moved on.

      Standing, he stretched out his arms and in his deep voice, chanted a spell of protection. The heaviness in the air lifted and a fresh breeze blew through.

      But he could not ward all the places in the park. It was like trying to put out small brush fires that popped up in remote areas. He relied upon the Shifters in the park to keep watch. The dark magick had not hurt any of his people, nor any Others.

      Yet.

      When he returned to his home, Ciara was outside, entertaining Sunshine and the Gremlins by juggling oranges. Mink leapt up and snatched an orange with his teeth, leaving only three oranges left.

      Standing back, he watched her glowing face and the delighted expressions of the Gremlins and Sunshine as Sunshine’s parents looked on.

      “She’s very special.”

      He turned to see Gregory standing next to him, pointing to Ciara. “Yes.”

      The bear inhaled a lungful of air. “Nymph and Shifter… cougar, I believe. And a touch of something else as well. Yours?” he asked.

      Xavier shook his head, bothered at the thought she could never be his mate.

      “Mind if I take a crack at her? I hear nymphs are great in bed.”

      A low growl rumbled from Xavier’s throat. Gregory stepped back, his cynical expression replaced by a tinge of fear. “Whoa Xavier, chill. Just joking.”

      He rubbed a hand over his face. Where the hell did that come from?

      “Never heard you growl before. Didn’t even know Mages turned wizards turned immortals could growl like that.” Gregory’s gaze was sharp.

      “I could do a lot more if you lay a single finger on her, bear.”

      Gregory held up his hands. “Paws off. Just wanted to see how you would react. Forget it. Did you find anything?”

      He shook his head. “Keep patrolling the park and alert me if there are any more signs. I warded that area, so it is safe.”

      “Will do. That area is good for now, but you can’t ward them all, Xavier.”

      “Tell the other Shifters in the park to be on guard. Have them report to you the instant they see any trace of dark magick, or more animal blood not spilled by natural causes.”

      He went to Ciara, caught an orange with one hand. “Taking my fruit, little one?”

      Flipping the other two oranges to Sunshine and the Gremlins, she grinned. “I raided your fridge, wizard. I had need of something sweet.”

      “You are far sweeter, and you taste much more delicious,” he said softly, his gaze dropping down to the space between her legs.

      “Xavier,” she whispered.

      Unable to tear his gaze away from the becoming pink flush on her cheeks, he tossed the orange to Mink. “Here, Gremlin. Have a ball.”

      Taking her hand, he led Ciara inside as Sunshine’s parents waved them goodbye and called to their daughter. He shut the blinds against the setting sun.

      Ciara’s gaze went to the built-in shelves by the fireplace. Several thick, leather-bound volumes were on the shelves. Despite his lofty wizard status, he kept the ancient tomes to flip through them, for deep inside, he was still Mage, with a Mage’s thirst for knowledge.

      But she went to the shelves containing lighter reading material, picked up a book and her lovely face creased into an impish smile.

      “Stories about the 1950’s? Are you living in the past?”

      “Sometimes.”

      She set down the book and her nimble fingers skimmed over his collection. She pulled free a faded comic book. “Superman. A first edition! Do you collect comics?”

      “Only this one.” A faint throbbing began in his temples and he rubbed them absently.

      “Why?”

      “It appealed to me for some reason.” He gently took the comic away from her. “This is a refuge for me, but I’m here only for a few days during the year. My duties take me all across the world and I seldom have time to spend here.”

      She looked at the shining kitchen with its gleaming appliances. “It’s lovely. Seems a shame to let it go to waste.”

      Xavier shook his head. “It doesn’t. The property manager, a 1,000 year-old Fae, keeps the place clean all the time. When I’m not here, I tell her to allow Others who are homeless and need temporary quarters to stay here.”

      Her expression went soft and filled with admiration. “That’s incredibly generous of you, Xavier.”

      Such praise made his chest tighten. He must not allow this starry-eyed admiration to continue, for he was a wizard with terrible power that could kill those who broke the rules.

      Please do not be one of them, little Ciara. It would break me to have to hurt you, but I would have no choice.

      Deeply disturbed by a sudden foreboding, he pushed aside his morose thoughts. For now, he would live in the moment. He took her hand. “The condo has a very nice bedroom. Would you like to see it?”

      Her grin equaled the sexual heat he felt. “Very much so.”

      In the bedroom, they made love again. After he’d disposed of the condom, she lay with her head pillowed on his chest as he stroked her silky hair.

      Ciara raised her head and studied him. She tunneled her fingers through his hair. “Your hair is so soft.” She rubbed her fingers over the tip of one strand. “And even the edges of your hair, the crystals are not hard, but they feel as silky as the rest of your hair. How is this possible?”

      “I use a good conditioner,” he said solemnly.

      Laughing, she playfully punched him. “The truth!”

      “It’s part of me, just as my immortality and my magick are. And if I cut my hair, the edges still have the crystals. Skins cannot see them. Only Others can. The crystals contain power.”

      She lay on her stomach, propping her chin upon his chest. “How did you become the Crystal Wizard? Were you always our guardian?”

      The question was often asked by his lovers, but he seldom answered it. He did now.

      “No. I was born a simple Mage many centuries ago. An orphan with weak magick.”

      “Oh.”

      “But I longed for power. I apprenticed myself to whoever could teach me.”

      “Did you have a mate?”

      He tugged on one of her curls, watching it spring back. “I was young and too absorbed in my desire for greater power so everyone would respect me. In my foolishness, I believed only power would make them finally acknowledge I had worth. So I apprenticed myself to the most powerful Coldfire Wizard in the land. In exchange for being his aide, Duncan taught me to harness magick. I learned quickly and ascended to the powers of a wizard.”

      Ciara lifted herself up her elbows. “And that is when you gained your title?”

      His stomach tightened. “No, that’s when I fucked up royally. In my quest for status, I failed to see what went on around me. Duncan was experimenting with surges in magick, and he increased my magick in exchange for my labor.”

      “What kind of power did you acquire?”

      Xavier stroked a line down her bare arm, evoking a shiver from her. “The ability to read minds, telekinesis, and many other talents. I obtained a great deal of wealth by offering my services to noblemen. My mind grew stronger, but my spirit grew darker. I had heard strange noises coming from the lab where Duncan conducted his research but chose to close my ears to those noises.”

      He didn’t want to talk about what happened next. But Ciara was different. She truly wanted to know, and she was honest and kind.

      He took a deep breath. “I turned a blind eye and a deaf ear to Duncan’s dark nature so I could enjoy the power he gave me. And finally one day, I heard such a scream that I could not ignore.”

      Xavier’s heart wrenched, as he remembered the piercing anguish in those cries.

      “I rushed into the cave where Duncan said he conducted his experiments. The cages were foul with excrement and urine, and Ogres were being tortured and then killed.”

      Ciara gasped and grew pale. “That’s horrid.”

      He hated telling this story. Some details were fuzzy and not because he had lived so long. He often thought it was because of the torture Duncan had inflicted upon him. “I freed them, but there was an Ogre girl I had not managed to free. He was going to use her for his most dangerous and darkest experiment with coldfire. It burns a victim from the inside out.”

      Ciara’s fingers tightened on his arm. Her breath hitched.

      He frowned, racking his memories, trying to recall her face. “She was young, barely fifteen. So sweet, innocent, and good…and that bastard was going to torture her to death. I don’t remember much, except she was terrified.”

      Ciara’s eyes closed. She began to hyperventilate.

      “Hey.” Xavier held her close, stroked her back. “It’s okay.

      Finally she calmed down. “Tell me what happened.”

      “Duncan set her free because I took her place.”

      Silence draped between them.

      “Oh, Xavier,” she said, her voice filled with horror.

      He lowered his gaze to the sheets, remembering the agony. He’d tried not to scream at first, but the coldfire ate through him like acid, burning white-hot. And then he began to scream, his screams never ending. Each time he lapsed toward unconsciousness, Duncan had forced him to awaken.

      “It took two days for me to die.”

      Tears formed in her lovely, green eyes, turning them into wet emeralds. She rubbed her cheek against his, stroking his hair. “My poor Xavier. I wish I could kill Duncan myself for torturing you.”

      Drawn out of his gloomy recollection, he smiled in tender affection. Ciara’s hands were delicate and small. She looked too fragile to tackle a small Troll, let alone a powerful wizard. But the fervor of her tone filled him with wonder. No one had cared for him in centuries or cared to fight his battles. He fought theirs instead.

      “You went to Tir Na-nog after you died.” She kissed his fingers, digit by digit.

      “I spent time in the Shadow Lands to atone for my sin of ignoring the sufferings of Ogres.” Shame coursed through him, even all these years later. “I had thought myself so noble, so damn beneficial, but that power came at a terrible cost.

      “And the goddess Danu sent me back to earth to find Duncan. I was to turn him over to Aeon, the Crystal Wizard. Afterward, I would find peace and tranquility in Tir Na-nog. I found Duncan, hiding in a secret cave. He was an old man, cowering there, begging me not to hurt him. Oh, I wanted to burn him, as he had burned me.”

      Ciara searched his face, and he felt as if she could see inside his soul. “You did not.”

      He sighed, the memory heavy on his heart. “It would not be justice but revenge. He had many lives to atone for, not only mine. I called upon Aeon to take Duncan, and suddenly Duncan turned into Aeon.”

      He touched her pert nose, smiling at her confused look.

      “Aeon had been sent to test me. Duncan was long dead, his soul trapped in the Dark Lands, where the worst Others go when they die. Aeon wished to retire and dwell in peace in Tir Na-nog. The goddess Danu gave me a choice as my reward for choosing justice over revenge. I could return to earth, reincarnated as a wizard with a life of leisure and pleasure, or I could serve the Ogres, Trolls, and Others as the new Crystal Wizard.”

      “You wished to become the Crystal Wizard, not to gain power but to serve,” she guessed again.

      Xavier turned in bed, gathering her into his arms. “Had I craved power, I would not have been granted the title, for it carries heavy responsibility and discernment. I knew I had wronged many Ogres, and I wished to serve them, to be their guardian, so none would suffer as I had suffered.”

      Ciara traced the outline of a heart upon his lips, and his own heart stopped beating for a minute. The gesture seemed so intimate and familiar.

      “Why did you do that?” he asked.

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just seemed natural.”

      Then he pulled her into his arms again and kissed her. She snuggled against him and fell asleep.

      Though he didn’t require sleep, Xavier closed his eyes as well and slept, dreaming of dancing to an Elvis song with a pretty teenager with a ponytail.
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      When he awoke, a full moon shimmered outside on the snow-dusted lawn bordering the creek.

      He held onto Ciara and dematerialized, appearing back in the bed in the motel room in Florida. The moon shimmered over the Gulf of Mexico. Xavier waved a hand, opening the drapes to allow the moonlight to shine into the room. When the leaden dawn light streaked the skies, he slid out of bed and padded over to the sliding glass doors. Ciara stirred in bed and yawned.

      “Where are we now?”

      “Back in Florida. I brought us here.” He turned to her, wanting to spend every precious second with her that they had left.

      “Let’s walk on the beach.”

      The delightful smell of briny air mingled with a hint of fresh rain teased his senses as they left the hotel grounds and stepped onto the sandy beach. Minutes later, they reached the water’s edge.

      He studied her with a frown. “You’re walking funny.”

      Pink tinted her cheekbones. “I’ll be all right.”

      “I was too rough on you.”

      “I’m fine. Just a tiny bit sore.”

      Xavier clasped her upper arm and pulled her to him. He kissed her deeply, a long, lingering kiss, sending a tendril of healing energy into her body.

      When they broke apart, she blinked in surprise. “Wow.”

      “Better?” he asked.

      She nodded, the pink flushing her cheeks turning to rose.

      He held out his hand, and she took it. They walked along the shoreline, an ordinary couple going for an early morning stroll.

      “Have you ever heard a Nymph sing to the sea creatures?”

      Xavier shook his head. “I have heard it is lovely.” He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his shorts, his curiosity rising for the first time in many decades.

      Ciara knelt at the water’s edge as the tide gently lapped at her skin. Closing her eyes, she began to sing.

      His heart skipped a beat.

      The notes were pure and sweet, soothing as the stroke of silk over his body. Xavier leaned forward, utterly enchanted and mesmerized. She sang to the water, and two dolphins poked their noses out of the water several yards from the shore.

      Ciara kept singing as the dolphins chortled and nodded.

      A great blue heron winging through the air landed by Xavier and stood, watching Ciara. Xavier ignored the bird.

      “So sweet. Like a Disney movie,” the heron said.

      He kept ignoring the bird.

      “She’s like that character, Ariel. The little mermaid.”

      “Shut up, Tristan.”

      “If Ciara is the little mermaid, does that make you the big fat octopus lady?”

      Xavier glanced down at the heron. “If you’re going to stand there and talk nonsense, do it in your normal form.”

      Tristan shifted into Skin, clad in a black tunic, black leather pants, and soft, doeskin boots. The Silver Wizard nodded at Ciara, who had stopped singing and sat watching the dolphins, which suddenly noticed a school of fish and gave chase.

      “She is quite lovely.”

      “Yes.” He didn’t like Tristan studying Ciara with such intensity.

      “You know what you must do,” the Silver Wizard said almost gently.

      He ignored that. Just a few hours more. A few hours to feel like a normal man, falling for a pretty girl. Xavier glanced at Tristan.

      “Did you find out anything for me?”

      “As you suspected. The Trolls planned to leave tomorrow.”

      “I know.”

      “Then why have me double-check?”

      Xavier folded his arms across his chest. “To make sure. Because I have been distracted as of late. And I won’t do anything that final and drastic if my head is in the clouds.”

      He hated the note of cynicism weaving through his voice, yet it was always present, like a familiar partner. Only when he was with Ciara had it faded. But Tristan didn’t look relieved to see him as his old self. Instead, he looked sympathetic. The other wizard put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed.

      “Take care.”

      He gave a grudging laugh. “You think I don’t know how to handle Trolls? My own people?”

      “It is not the Trolls that concern me. It is the Nymph.” Tristan sighed. “I must be off now.”

      “Good luck, my friend.” Xavier felt his chest tighten. “I wish you well with Nikita.”

      The Silver Wizard blinked. “No sarcasm, for once. Thank you. You take care as well. Guard your heart, X. For such a cold, crystalline object, it can be quite fragile.”

      With that little verbal punch, Tristan vanished.

      Ciara turned and stood, brushing sand off her knees. She ran to him and grabbed his hand. They resumed their walk. He listened as she chattered about the birds and their nesting habits. Once or twice, he stooped over to examine seashells. He found one, the insides a soft pink that reminded him of her rosy pink center as he’d made love to her with his mouth.

      Xavier tucked it into his pocket. “Let’s go back to the room, and I’ll make you breakfast.”

      “Pancakes?” she asked eagerly. “With blueberries?”

      He smiled. “Of course.”

      As they traversed up the wide beach to the hotel, a green-and-yellow tractor rumbled nearby, using a flat rake to comb the sand. Ciara looked at him with an impish expression.

      “No,” he said firmly.

      “Oh, come on, Xavier. It will be fun to steal a tractor and go for a joyride!”

      “You already crashed a lawnmower into a fence,” he reminded her.

      She gave a mock pout. “Please?”

      “No.”

      “You’re such an old stuffed shirt,” she teased.

      “I am old.” He gently tweaked her nose. “I am more than seven hundred years old. I am a cynical, old wizard.”

      Her gaze softened. “I was teasing you. You are not old. You have the energy and freshness of youth and the experience of an older man, truly the best combination. No one has ever treated me with such consideration and patience before. You make me laugh and bring me such joy, Xavier.”

      Breaking apart from him, she spun around, her hands in the air as she laughed with joyous abandon. “I could stay here forever with you.”

      And that is why you must leave her. His heart twisted. Tristan was right. That fragile organ in his chest was beginning to shatter.

      They returned to their room, and he made her pancakes with blueberries from scratch. The pancakes were a trifle burnt, but she applauded as if he were a French chef. They took their plates and dined on the balcony, watching the Skins head to the beach for the morning.

      When they finished, Xavier waved a hand, and the dishes vanished. Ciara laughed. “You’re much more efficient than a dishwasher.”

      He smiled, but his chest felt tight. Today he must leave her and go his separate way. He could not divine her future but knew he was not part of it, for he could not distract himself with Ciara. Could not fall…

      In love.

      Is this love? It hurts like hell. It hurts worse than when Andromeda betrayed me.

      But Ciara had her destiny, and Xavier knew he must not be part of it.

      She studied him with a solemn look. Then Ciara tugged off the silver ring from her finger. Kneeling before him, she unfolded his palm and placed the ring in his hand. The gesture felt so damn familiar that it made his chest hurt.

      He hid his feelings with a smile. “What is this?”

      “My ring. My most precious possession. I wish you to have it…so you will always remember me and our time together.” She folded his fingers over the small circle.

      Xavier’s throat closed tight. So many over the decades had clamored for favors from him, begging for magick, power, riches, and jewels. This lovely Nymph asked for nothing and gave so much in return.

      He opened his palm and studied the ring. “Thank you. I shall cherish it forever.”

      He slid it upon his pinkie, and to his surprise, it expanded to fit snugly against his skin. Ciara’s mouth tipped up.

      “Magick. One reason why it’s my most precious possession. I endowed it with my magick. It was fashioned in the heart of the forest, in the waters of remembrance, so I would always recall my duties to the earth.”

      He leaned forward and kissed her, her mouth warm and soft beneath the slight pressure of his own. “And I have a gift for you as well, my sweet. Sit.”

      When she resumed her seat, he waved a hand, and a pink box tied with a blue ribbon appeared on her lap.

      “Open it,” he said softly.

      Ciara pulled the ribbon off then the box top. Inside was a pair of white sandals, the straps adorned with tiny, glittering, quartz stones.

      He plucked out one shoe and placed it on her bare right foot. A perfect fit. The other sandal fit perfectly as well.

      “I know you dislike wearing shoes, so I fashioned these for you. How do they feel?”

      “Soft as down, comfortable, and warm.”

      “The crystals match the ones in my hair,” he joked, trying to coax a smile from her, hating her woebegone look.

      “I like your hair,” she said softly.

      He scrubbed a hand over his bearded cheek. “The crystals have energy and will keep you from harm.”

      Ciara pointed her right foot, her mouth wobbling. “And will you be there for me?”

      He kissed the top of her head. “Always.”

      “And now what happens?”

      He’d ensured she’d never know want. “I arranged to pay off the note on your father’s house. It’s now deeded to you. You are free to live there as long as you wish. Or sell it. I also added cash to your bank account, enough so that you will never have to work.”

      Ciara studied them with a cynicism he had never seen on her. “Gifts for the privilege of sleeping with me? Just as someone would give a whore.”

      Anger flashed inside him. He clasped her chin in one hand, forcing her to look at him. “Never call yourself that. You are a unique and lovely Nymph. What we shared was special, not a mere exchange of flesh.”

      “So special that you must leave. And I will never see you again.”

      Frustrated, he took a deep breath. “How can I make you understand that I cannot stay? I have duties, responsibilities…”

      “You are the Crystal Wizard. Can you not have love as well?”

      Love. His soul leapt at the notion, but deep inside, his heart shrank away. Love was for mortals, not him. Love made one vulnerable and enthralled. And he had vowed long ago to never let his guard down, lest an Other die, tortured and screaming in pain…

      “You think I’m a romantic, a being worthy of love?”

      Ciara took his hand, removing it from her face. She stared into his eyes, her gaze soft with emotion. “I know you are. The man who made love to me, who made me laugh and made me weep with joy, who brought me out of my darkness, is worthy of love.”

      He must stop this now, show her the truth. It would hurt like hell, but she could not pine for him, falling in love with a vision he could never fulfill for her.

      Xavier tugged at her hand. “Come with me.”

      He took her down to the parking lot, where the Troll couple was tossing things into a minivan. The little boy she’d played with, building a castle by the seashore, hovered by the open door. The boy’s face was tight with unhappiness. Xavier waved a hand to create a bubble over the Trolls, himself, Ciara, and the boy so no outsiders could see what he must do.

      Then he released an invisible web of magick around the Trolls, and they froze in place.

      Xavier released Ciara’s hand and squatted down by the boy. “Hello, Timmy. I’m here to return you to your parents. Your real parents.”

      The boy brightened. “My mommy and daddy?” Then he looked at the minivan. “But they said they were my real mommy and daddy. I don’t understand.”

      “When they awaken from the spell your false parents cast upon them, your real mommy and daddy will miss you very much. You shall see them very soon.” He murmured a chant, and Gideon appeared.

      “Return Timmy to his parents,” Xavier told him.

      Gideon nodded. “And I will awaken them from their spell and erase their memories so they will not have the terror lingering in their minds.”

      Xavier’s mouth thinned as he thought of the innocent Mages and what they had nearly lost. “The Trolls put a spell on his parents so they would not miss him.”

      The Crimson Wizard looked at the scared little boy and put a calming hand on his head. He picked up the boy in his arms. “Timmy, have you ever been flying?”

      The boy grinned. “Never!”

      “Let’s go.”

      When they lifted into the air, unseen by others, Xavier turned to Ciara. “Stand here. Don’t move.”

      He used his most authoritative voice. He lifted the spell from the Trolls, who backed away.

      “You stole Timmy from his parents last week.”

      “Please, mercy—” the female began.

      “If you merely stole him because you wanted a child, or you had good intentions, there would be mercy. But not for you.”

      They had shown none to Timmy’s parents or the boy. Xavier pointed a finger at them, and they screamed. And then the screams died out as they exploded into a shower of green ash.

      Weary, he dusted off his hands. Their souls would wander the Dark Lands, where the Dark Lord reigned. Few ever escaped. Only those who performed great deeds of sacrifice had a chance, and most Others sent to the Dark Lands had no good inside them.

      He turned and saw Ciara staring as if she saw him in a new light.

      A very unflattering, terrifying light.

      “Why, why…” She hugged herself, visibly shaken.

      “These Trolls did not steal Timmy to sell him to a childless couple as some Trolls do. They stole him to boil him and eat him. That is an unpardonable offense.”

      Ciara looked ill.

      “I had to stop them before they did such an unspeakable act,” he said gently.

      “You pointed your finger, and they disappeared,” she whispered.

      “This is who I am, Ciara. What I must do. I’m not the romantic you envision me as. I am the Crystal Wizard, and I have duties, responsibilities, and a tremendous amount of power. In order to discipline and punish, I must be brutal. I am not the good, gentle lover you think.”

      Tears shimmered in her eyes. “I believe you. But I still believe you are good and you deserve love. Perhaps more than others because you must do such dreadful things to deliver justice.”

      Stunned, he stared at her, his heart twisting in anguish. He went to her, marveling at this Nymph who showed fear at the actions he performed but no fear of him. Xavier framed her face with his hands.

      “I cannot stay with you,” he said gently. “What we shared, I will never forget, and I will cherish it forever, as I cherish your gift. You deserve…”

      His throat closed. You deserve a mate who will stay with you for always. Children. Joy. You don’t belong to me. You belong to the wild.

      “You deserve to be happy with someone else, someone who will acknowledge your uniqueness and how priceless you are and can give you everything your heart desires,” he finally said.

      For a split second, a cynical look entered her eyes. It spoke of a jaded weariness as extensive as his own, and he wondered about her being an old soul. Then she blinked, and moisture gathered in her green eyes. Ciara offered him a brave smile.

      “Yes, I do. I deserve to be happy.”

      They returned upstairs. As she packed her belongings, he looked around his room, lost in melancholy. Then he took out his cell phone and dialed a special number.

      Gideon answered on the first ring, as if expecting his call.

      “I need another favor,” he began. When he finished the call, he thumbed off the cell.

      Xavier cleaned up the room, disposing of the drawer-full of condoms, the sheets stained with Ciara’s virginal blood, replacing them with clean sheets. He waved a hand, and his magick eradicated his scent in the room.

      It was as if he were never here.

      He left a big tip for the maid and gave one last look around, his chest so tight it was hard to breathe.

      He helped Ciara carry her things down to his car. Xavier drove and cranked up fifties’ songs. She brightened and sang along to each one, laughing at his rusty voice as he joined in. They talked about music, about their favorite songs, and everything from Florida’s heat and tourist season to the migration habits of birds.

      They talked about everything except him leaving her.

      They stopped at a bank, and she withdrew money from her bank account. Then he took her shopping for clothing at a nearby shopping mall, watching in admiration as she modeled every outfit for him. By the time they arrived at her father’s house, the sun had set.

      Xavier parked the car in the gravel driveway. Ciara fished a key from beneath a flower pot and unlocked the door of the house, and he set down all her purchases in the living room—the colorful bathing suit, the jeans and shirt, the flip-flops he’d bought for her at the farm store, and sundresses.

      She stood by the window, shoulders slumped, her misery so piercing it hurt him to look upon her.

      He held out his hand. “Come with me.”

      Ciara looked uncertain. “Where are we going now?”

      “To meet a group of panthers you will like. They live some distance from you, but they will welcome you.”

      He waved a hand and transported to the parking lot of a large organic store. The store was a monstrous, concrete building with a juice stand outside, picnic tables, and even a gazebo, but everything was closed now.

      Ciara would be happy here and find the acceptance that was lacking among the nymphs. Xavier squeezed her hand. “Come on. They’re out back at a barbecue.”

      Taking a gravel pathway cutting through a tangle of brush, he escorted her past a little pond with lily pads and a waterfall gushing down an artful arrangement of slate-gray rocks. Palms and ferns flanked the circular pond. They kept walking until the trees thinned out to form a wide circle.

      Picnic tables and chairs were arranged around a large fire pit. Several charcoal grills were near the picnic tables. The tangy smell of grilled meat filled the air, along with the sharp scent of shifters.

      Near one of the grills stood Gabriel, one of Tristan’s charges. Dressed in jeans and a blue cotton shirt, he was barefoot. His shoulder-length blond hair brushed down to his collar, and a beard framed his face.

      He looked up and saw them. “Xavier! Gideon told me you’d be stopping by.”

      The shifter came forward, tongs in his left hand, and stuck out a palm. Xavier shook it.

      He drew her forward. “Gabriel. This is Ciara Verde. She is half nymph, half cougar shifter.”

      In the firelight, he saw her face flush. She looked away, as if ashamed.

      “Cool,” Gabriel said. “Welcome to our little enclave. So, you’re mixed blood. Like me.”

      Ciara blinked. “I thought I was the only half shifter in Florida.”

      Gabriel waved the tongs like a sword. “I’m half panther, half Fae. My mate, Sienna, she’s a full-blooded Fae. But most of us are a ragtag bunch of mixed-blood mongrels.”

      “Watch your mouth, cat,” drawled another cougar shifter sitting nearby, a can of beer clutched in his hand. He was thin, with long legs encased in faded jeans, and he wore a blue chambray shirt and had a mop of tousled, blond curls.

      “I’m a full-blooded American mongrel,” the shifter continued. “Half panther, half wolf. Now if that isn’t screwed up, I don’t know what is. I don’t know half the time if I should chase rabbits or chase myself.”

      Ciara laughed, and Xavier was glad of the sound. Relieved, he drew her forward. “Miss Ciara Verde,” he told the shifter.

      “Old Felix’s daughter?” The shifter sat up with interest. “I’m Danny. Pleased to meet you.”

      They shook hands.

      “I knew your dad. Felix was a hell of a good hunter.”

      Ciara smiled. “Yes, he was.”

      “Me and Felix used to have a great time in the ‘glades, frog hunting and scaring fishermen. Gave ‘em the time of their lives, made them think there were ghosts in the glades.”

      She laughed again. “That sounds like Dad.”

      Danny jumped up, dusted off the chair beside him. “Sit, please.”

      Xavier watched Ciara listen with animated fascination as Danny began to regale her with tales of her father. Sienna arrived, greeting Xavier with a nod and a smile. She handed Ciara a bottle of water and joined them. Sounds of laughter and conversation filled the air, along with a smattering of country music.

      Among these new friends, Ciara would be safe here.

      She would be happy here.

      And he would be miserable, but at least he knew she’d found a place to fit in.

      Time to leave, before she realized he had gone. It would be easier on her like this.

      Xavier stuffed his hands into his pockets and backed away, his heart shattering like brittle glass. As he walked down the path, he found it blocked by Gabriel.

      The panther shifter gave him a knowing look, his green eyes reflecting the firelight’s glow, making the pupils shine.

      “Sienna and I have a spare bedroom. She can spend the night, and I’ll drive her back in the morning.”

      “Thank you,” he said quietly.

      “You care about her,” Gabriel said, peering past him to the laughing Ciara.

      Xavier started to protest, but the panther put up a hand. “I can see how you look. I was like that when Sienna left me for the first time. But I got her back, eventually. Took twenty years. She’ll come back to you, if she is meant for you.”

      I can never have Ciara in my life. I must walk alone. Xavier nodded. “Thank you, Gabriel. Take good care of her. If you need anything, let me know.”

      With a wave of his hand, he vanished into droplets of sad, gray mist.
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      The flea market was no place for a Nymph to hang out.

      Unless you liked to shoplift.

      Ciara Verde stood near stall 69 at the flea market in Colorado, which doubled as her friend’s small art gallery. On weekends, Ciara sold her original acrylics. The flea market was near the town of Fern Forest in the Rocky Mountains.

      She didn’t need the money. Painting had become a necessary hobby after she’d been dumped by Xavier, the Crystal Wizard.

      Dumped really wasn’t the proper word. Abandoned.

      She’d become his lover five months ago, after spending a wonderful weekend in Florida. Oh, she knew he could not stay. Knew he had duties and obligations. Such a powerful being—who ruled over her kind, Ogres, Trolls, and Gnomes—could not have a relationship with a lowly nymph. Even if they’d shared a night of incredible lovemaking.

      The problem was she could not forget him. Even the lovers she’d taken to her bed to dismiss his touch, to erase the memories of his whispered passion, paled in comparison.

      She craved his attention, longed to see him, pined for him.

      Damn the wizard.

      Staying with the shapeshifters of her dad’s side of the family hadn’t worked out. She’d been too restless, too filled with misery of the memories from her time with Xavier. When her mother had issued an invitation to move to Colorado and join her colony of nymphs, Ciara had jumped at the chance. As a nymph with mixed bloodlines and shifter DNA, she had never been allowed entry into the purebred colony, until her mother became in charge of the insular band of Nymphs.

      Now her mother was in trouble, and Ciara was the only one who could free her. The only item she needed now belonged to the sexy, handsome wizard who had taken her virginity.

      For the past week, she’d tried calling upon him, but each time, Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, had appeared. It seemed Xavier wanted nothing to do with her.

      Drastic times called for extreme measures. Today, he’d have no choice but to show himself to her.

      On the wall behind her were four seascapes, sand and sky and pretty shells. Surrounded by the seascapes was a ten-by-ten acrylic painting of a dark-haired man, the edges of his curls tipped with clear, shining crystals. A closely-trimmed beard framed a sensual mouth, his cheekbones were high and aristocratic, and his gray-blue gaze was soft as he gazed into the distance.

      The Crystal Wizard. Her former lover.

      Ciara watched the steady stream of humans—Skins, as Others such as herself called them. On Sundays, the market was crammed with people searching for bargains.

      A man in an orange shirt and a tattered, straw cowboy hat walked past. He had small, brown eyes and a scruffy beard.

      Ciara centered her thoughts and read his mind. Oh yeah. Very bad boy. Violent. Excellent.

      A fat wallet stuck out of his back pocket, attached by a thick chain to his leather belt. Cakewalk. Ciara drifted behind him, light as air, clutching her tote bag. She touched the chain and, using her magick, made it snap in half. She lifted the wallet, dropped it into her tote, and glided away as the biker pressed deeper into the crowd.

      That should get Xavier’s attention. Now that she’d committed a crime, he’d have no choice but to appear to her, for Xavier was the guardian and judge of Nymphs such as herself.

      As she turned to flee back to her paintings, she caught sight of a tall, dark-haired man. He towered above the crowd. A thrill raced through her.

      Xavier. Finally, she had his attention at last.

      And then the tall man seemed to be swallowed by the crowd. Disappointed, she returned to her paintings.

      Only to find an equally tall man with golden hair leaning against the wall holding her art. He wore a red tunic and red leather pants and boots and was quite handsome, except for his severe look. The tips of his gold hair were touched with crimson.

      Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, one of Brehon who ruled over Others.

      Her bravado fled. Ciara swallowed hard and looked around for an escape.

      As she turned, he blocked her exit, effortlessly moving through the air like mist.

      “Ciara,” he said in a lyrical, low voice. “Why are you doing this? This is the second time you’ve stolen.”

      She thrust her chin into the air. No use hiding the crime. “He’s an evil man. I read his thoughts. He robbed a gas station last night, and this wallet contains the money.”

      “Leave the Skin justice for the Skins.”

      “You can’t lecture me. You’re not my judge.” She peered around. “Where is he?”

      “You know he cannot come to you,” Gideon said, almost gently.

      “He’s too busy to see me. Because he is so all-important.”

      “He cannot see you because he doesn’t want to hurt you.”

      “Any more than he already did?” she asked.

      This was dangerous, taunting a powerful wizard who could easily turn her into a smoking heap of ash if he got angry.

      But Gideon only sighed. “He did not wish to hurt you. That was not his intention when he lay with you.”

      “I should have found a Troll with a raging case of herpes. I’d have been better off.”

      The insult should have stung, but Gideon gave her a pitying look.

      Goddess, she tired of pity!

      Jealousy consumed her. And the question that had remained foremost in her mind. “I suppose he has taken other lovers since me.”

      “Don’t do this to yourself or to him.”

      “Why are you so concerned about him?”

      “He is my friend and my brother wizard.” Then the severe look returned. “And if you continue this streak of crime—especially among the Skins and draw attention to your magick—he will be forced to punish you, and that is something he does not wish to do.”

      “So he sends you to do the job for him.”

      “Give me the wallet so I may return it to lost and found.”

      “No.”

      Gideon narrowed his gaze. “Xavier was right. You are a stubborn little thing. Give it to me.”

      Power shimmered around the wizard. He could force her hand.

      She summoned her courage. “I will give it back…to Xavier only. Otherwise, I’m burning it.”

      Gideon gave a wry smile. “It’s your funeral.”

      The wizard vanished. Ciara gulped.

      “Ciara,” a deep voice said quietly.

      Oh gods, here we go. It’s been five months since I’ve seen you. I don’t know if I can take it. I want to see you. I wish…

      She turned.

      Xavier, the Crystal Wizard, stood before her. Six feet, five inches, with broad shoulders covered by a tailored, black silk suit, her former lover wore matching trousers and a white shirt open at the throat.

      His gray-blue gaze was soft.

      Ciara’s stomach knotted as her heart shattered. “You left without saying goodbye.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said gently. “I did not mean to hurt you, but it was for the best.”

      She stared at his chest, for the top of her head came only to his chin. “Best for who? For you?”

      “For you. Why are you stealing?”

      “It feels good.”

      Xavier’s full mouth, the sensual lips that had kissed every inch of her skin with such loving abandon, flattened. “You have become a very good thief, Ciara. This is your second transgression. If you insist on this crime streak, I must punish you.”

      “Punish me how? Breaking my heart? Too late, wizard. You’ll never break it again.”

      “I would have given anything to be with you, but you knew I could not. I blame myself for what happened.”

      How noble. Pain ate through her like acid, turning her bitter inside. He could blame himself for all eternity, but it did not change anything or make her feel better.

      “I’m sorry I hurt you.” He held out his hand as if to touch her lips, as if mesmerized by her mouth, the elegant fingers that had stroked her into sheer, erotic bliss.

      Ciara leaned close, yearning for that caress, reaching for his hand.

      Then his gaze shuttered, and he abruptly pulled away. “It’s over between us, Ciara. For good.”

      “Except when I do something against your rules. I didn’t make the rules, so why should I heed them?”

      “Return the wallet.”

      Ciara held it up, waving it.

      “Do not force me to use my powers against you. You know the rules. No Skin interference.” Now the deep, velvet voice had grown stern with warning.

      Ciara bit her lip, more scared than she liked to admit at the eerie, white glow of his eyes. Shoulders thrown back, she took a deep, calming breath.

      “First, I need to give you these.” She reached into her tote and withdrew the white sandals with the glittering crystals. She dropped them onto the ground.

      Xavier’s expression tightened. “Those were my gift to you.”

      “I’m giving them back to you. I don’t want anything of yours.”

      After they had become lovers, Xavier had given her the gift of sandals with glittering crystals. She had given him her silver nymph ring, her most cherished possession. He’d started to refuse but then put it on his pinkie. The ring was magick and adjusted to his finger.

      As he bent over to pick up the sandals, she braced herself. Now or never…

      Xavier held the shoes in his hands for a moment. A flicker of sadness chased across his face. Then he waved a hand, and the sandals vanished.

      Ciara bravely faced him. “I want my ring back.”

      He wore it upon his pinkie. It was delicate band of silver with whorls that represented waves.

      The wizard blinked. “This was your gift to me.”

      “I want it back.”

      “I cannot give it back. I’ve worn it too long, and it has become infused with my power. I will get you another.”

      “I don’t want anything from you. Only what belongs to me.” She reached for his hand, but he jerked it away.

      “It no longer belongs to you, and it is too powerful for you to use. The magick it holds is dangerous and unpredictable.”

      “I don’t want your magick.” True enough. Palm shaking as she held out her hand, she stared into his mesmerizing, gray-blue gaze.

      Once she had stared into his eyes while he’d made love to her and scrambled all her senses, making her drown in pleasure.

      His voice went dangerously soft. “It matters not why you want it. You cannot have it. If you have it, the consequences will be…terrible. Do not question my powers, Ciara, or invoke my wrath. Do you remember how I vaporized the Trolls?”

      Wide-eyed, she nodded. But she was not a Troll and had committed no such crime. “They were going to boil and eat a little boy! All I want is my ring.”

      “And the ring contains my power, and it is strictly forbidden for anyone else to have any of my magick, unless the goddess Danu grants permission.” His expression grew grim. “I do not wish to see you get hurt, Ciara, though you think little of me now.”

      “I promise I won’t use the magick.”

      “Promises aren’t enough.” His broad shoulders visibly tensed. “Do not force me to destroy you.”

      “You wouldn’t!”

      “The magick the ring now contains amplifies your own powers, and it will be your downfall. Your sexual nature will increase to the point where you burn with constant desire. Your punishment will be sexual in nature.”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      Stepping forward, he seized her chin with one strong hand, and she stared into his eyes, drowning in his mesmerizing gaze.

      Currents of sexual energy crackled in the air, tendrils threading between them. He stroked a thumb over her skin, each sensual caress making her crave him like a drug, needing him naked atop her all over again. Her nipples hardened to tiny pearls, and he gave a slow, dangerous smile, as if he knew exactly the power he commanded over her body.

      Sex with others was nothing compared to Xavier. With a single touch, he was creating licks of fire between her legs…

      “You burn with desire.” His voice was deep, low, and smoky.

      Helpless to resist her body’s craving, she shook her head. Her mind was still all her own, and she had to resist this crazed need for him. He would tear out her heart and toss her away as he did before.

      “Do not deny it, Ciara. Your body tells me what your mind protests.”

      How could she resist this powerful wizard, who could see into her thoughts and create an erotic friction that resonated down to her toes with a single stroke over her pulse? It was like trying to outrun the wind.

      Xavier stepped even closer. The hard press of his strong body against hers made her sex tingle even more. He bent his head, warm breath feathering against her cheek and making her shiver with anticipation. A moan tore from her throat as he licked her earlobe.

      The tingling became an unbearable ache. Hot desire pooled low in her groin, so powerful she wanted to beg and scream for relief.

      Xavier blew against her throat and licked her skin. His tongue was warm and wet, and it felt as if he put his mouth directly on her clit. Long, slow strokes between her legs, just as she liked. “You feel me now, inside you, all around you. My hands on your body, my mouth upon your breast, my cock, hard, deep inside you…”

      He kissed her neck and then very lightly bit down.

      She exploded, the tension in her groin snapping like a rope. Xavier caught her in his arms, sheltering her from view, murmuring to her. Ciara could not form a single coherent thought.

      He had given her an orgasm here, in public, with a gentle nip of his mouth upon her trembling skin.

      Dear Goddess, she was in trouble.

      Then he set her on her feet again and, when she shoved a hand at him to move away, stepped back. The wizard’s own pulse galloped, and he breathed heavily. Whatever sexual spell he’d cast over her had affected him as well. The knowledge gave her a semblance of control over her badly shaken composure.

      “I can make you burn with such need you will crave me constantly, Ciara. You will lose all sense of self, and become so filled with lust, you will never be satisfied. That is the punishment delivered to Nymphs who break the rules. I do not wish to harm you. But you can never have this ring.”

      So his magick worked to crank up whatever powers the Other possessed. With the Trolls, he had burned them as they wished to boil and burn the innocent tot. With her, it was sexual.

      But she had not spent the lonely months without him being a victim of her own desires. Ciara drew in a deep breath, forced a tight smile.

      “They make vibrators for that.”

      A brief quirk of his beautiful mouth, and then his gaze narrowed. “Do not trifle with me, Ciara.”

      “I’m not afraid of you,” she challenged.

      “You should be.” His eyes began to glow an eerie white. “You will never have this ring back, Ciara. And if you attempt to use the magick it contains and you use it to harm another, you will do more than lust after me. You will go up in flames and die in pain and terror.”

      He waved a hand, and an image appeared in her mind—her hair on fire, her skin shriveling and blackening, her lungs gasping for air and breathing in only toxic smoke…

      Horror filled her, her pulse galloping once more, feeling the agony as the fire consumed her…

      Unsmiling, he waved a hand again, and the vision vanished.

      “You heartless bastard,” she breathed. “You’re supposed to be a mighty wizard who delivers justice, not revenge!”

      Xavier’s gaze turned normal again but flat and hard. “Those are the rules, Ciara. The goddess Danu made them, and I cannot change them.”

      Ciara’s heart raced, and panic squeezed her chest. The vision of going up in flames had vanished, replaced with sheer, practical need. Only with the ring could she save her mother, enslaved by the witch, Viola. The ring was her only bargaining tool, and before she had given it to Xavier, it had been infused with her special magick. Her mother was withering, growing older and frailer by the minute. Soon, she would turn into a shell of herself. Perhaps even die from lack of sunshine.

      The witch was leeching power from her mother and had tortured Carlina. Viola had hinted that if Ciara handed over her Nymph ring, she might free her mother.

      Ciara had been a fool to give her ring to a wizard who cared not one bit for her feelings. A powerful wizard who could turn her into ash with the flick of his hand.

      “I must have that ring, Xavier.”

      “Why?” He stepped forward, and she inched backward, a little fearful of his enormous power.

      “It’s my legacy, and it will free my mother. She’s being held captive by a powerful witch.” Gathering all her courage, she lifted her face to his. “If you will not return my ring, then free my mother and keep the damn ring. But I will get my mother free from the witch Viola.”

      Xavier’s expression changed subtly. He lifted his head, as if listening to something far away. “Carlina will not die.”

      “No?!” She wanted to scream. “Each day she is being threatened with death!”

      His gaze turned hard and cold. “That is what the witch wishes you to believe. I am forbidden from interfering. There is another whose duty it is to free your mother.”

      Duty? “My mother is screaming each day the witch puts leeches on her skin to draw out her blood and her magick, and you talk of duty?”

      Xavier’s gaze softened. “There are things you cannot understand, Ciara, and fate holds a delicate balance. Tip the balance, and chaos happens. Your mother will be free and the witch dealt with, but now is not the time.”

      Now was the time, for her mother’s screams echoed in her mind. “You bastard,” she said between clenched teeth.

      Something flickered in his gray-blue gaze. “You must trust me on this, Ciara.”

      “Trust you? I’d sooner trust a Troll with herpes.”

      “I cannot interfere in another’s free will or change their destiny.”

      “Then give me back my ring, dammit!”

      His gaze went hard. “No. Now give me the billfold you stole.”

      Ciara bit her lip. She handed over the wallet with her right hand. Xavier took it, his long fingers brushing against hers. A jolt of pure energy leapt between them, a current of sexual chemistry so potent that it was more powerful than the sex she’d had with other lovers.

      Xavier drew in a deep breath. After he pocketed the wallet, she took his hands into hers, feeling the long, elegant fingers, remembering how they had stroked slowly over her flushed skin…

      A pulse beat wildly at the base of his neck, but he stood straight, tall, and distant. Xavier tugged his hands out of her grip. She understood the gesture. It was one thing for the wizard to touch her and make her lust after him. But Xavier would not lose control.

      He wielded a power strong enough to deliver orgasms with a slow lick of his tongue.

      Pride rose inside her. “You’re right. You have your life and your world, and I have mine. In fact, there’s a cougar shifter I’ve been seeing lately, and I’m thinking of settling down. We would make cute cubs together.”

      For a split second, she saw anger and regret flicker in his eyes. Then he shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “Congratulations. Goodbye, Ciara,” he said gently. “I am sorry it must be this way between us.”

      “I have only one thing to say to you, Xavier.” She reached into her vest and pulled out the thick wad of money she’d removed from the billfold. “Fuck you.”

      Tossing up the bills into the air, she fled into the crowd as delighted bystanders grabbed at the cash. Pulse racing, throat tight, she ran down the aisles until she reached the dirt parking lot. Ciara opened her car door with a shaking hand and turned on the ignition.

      Only then did she dare open her left hand.

      The glittering circle of silver rested there, winking in the sunshine.

      I am a very good thief, you bastard wizard.

      As she raced away in a cloud of dust, she finally surrendered to the tears burning her throat.
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      The Crystal Palace, Xavier’s home in Tir Na-nog

      

      His ring was missing.

      Xavier’s throat tightened. Rules were rules. Punishment for stealing power from him was no mere tap on the wrist. All the wizards had failsafes built into their magick. Power was freely given and could not be stolen.

      But objects infused with a wizard’s power proved dangerous, for even droplets of that magick could turn jagged mountains into anthills, dry raging rivers, or obliterate an army within seconds. It was the very reason why Xavier had refrained from giving gifts to his lovers, unless they were harmless trinkets.

      The ring was no harmless trinket. It contained enough of his magick to wipe out a small town, leaving nothing behind but dirt.

      And Ciara now possessed it. She had managed to find a very large chink in the armor that protected both him and her.

      He worried more about her. If she gave that ring to the witch holding her mother prisoner…

      Xavier groaned and buried his face in his hands. His little nymph had turned into an expert thief.

      Regret filled him. He had dared to make love to her, and in doing so, forgotten his personal rule when he became the Crystal Wizard.

      Duty and power before all else.

      Never relinquish control to someone else, especially in matters of the heart.

      But he’d gone and lost his head, and his heart, to the lovely Ciara. Something about her had made him forget all sense of self, made him forget the staggering duties facing him.

      Power meant everything, and his position as the Crystal Wizard meant power used wisely to administer justice to his charges and punish evil. There was no room in his life for attachment, not even if he felt a magnetic pull toward Ciara, as if she had meant much more to him in the past.

      Longing for connection battled with practical need to guard his emotions. Ciara must never know she was his only weakness.

      But he had to find a way to save her from her own damnable stubbornness. Keeping his ring endangered her, the tempting lure of pure power breaking the strongest will.

      He rose, went to his enormous library, and pulled an ancient tome from the shelves.

      When he’d first become the Crystal Wizard, he’d memorized the entire book, for these were the laws governing Others.

      All laws have loopholes. Xavier turned the pages and took a seat in the plush, leather chair near the window.

      There must be a loophole so he could spare Ciara. Barely had he started reading about punishment for Nymphs who stole power when he heard a summons from Tristan that could not be ignored. Xavier dematerialized, appearing in the kitchen of the Mitchell Ranch.

      Facing a demon from hell…

      

      Hours later, Xavier paced the rooms of his Crystal Palace. They had defeated the demon, but Tristan, the Silver Wizard, had been on the brink of death. Xavier had done the unthinkable.

      He broke the absolute rule set down by the goddess Danu and shared his powers to Tristan, giving life back to the wizard. Cadeyrn, the Shadow Wizard, and Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, had done the same.

      The price they would all pay for sharing power and saving Tristan would be dear.

      The goddess didn’t “fart around,” as one of his Trolls had once said.

      Dread snaked down his spine. He still must deal with Ciara stealing back her ring. Life sure was going to hell in a hurry.

      Gideon materialized in his living room. Xavier didn’t even chastise him for not knocking. He was too filled with anxiety.

      “What do you think Danu will do to us?” The Crimson Wizard began to pace alongside him.

      “Whatever she plans for our punishment, it won’t be pretty.”

      Gideon stopped pacing. “Then it’s best to be prepared. Have you drunk the potion yet?”

      Xavier glanced at the calendar glowing above the fireplace mantel, which reminded him to drink the Bloodmoon flower potion every six months. The potion, which was only made in Tir Na-nog, fueled his powers and allowed him to maintain his immortality.

      “Not yet. I have a cup in my kitchen. I’m not due for another three weeks.”

      Gideon made an annoyed sound. “I swear, X, you’re a procrastinator. Drink while you still can.”

      The potion was like medication for Skins. He had to drink it in order to maintain his powers and his immortality. Otherwise, he would slowly turn mortal then age rapidly and turn to dust.

      “I will.” He hated the taste of the potion and how it made his skin crawl and his insides burn, as if his very body fought against the potion’s magick powers.

      It didn’t make sense, either, for none of the other Brehon complained about the potion. It seemed he was the only one who wanted to retch each time he drank it. So he’d kept quiet about that little fact, not wanting to appear weak before the others.

      Bad enough already that they considered him the baby of the Brehon.

      Feeling a familiar tingle in his belly, the pull of power, he did not fight it. He blinked and found himself in a green meadow with his fellow wizards.

      He was standing on a bed of the softest emerald-green grass in a field. Purple and blue mountains dotted the horizon. Tristan and his mate, Nikita, were there as well.

      With a soft pop of air, Cadeyrn and Gideon appeared next to them.

      “What is this?” Tristan asked.

      “Reckoning day,” Cadeyrn said grimly. “The goddess called us here.”

      And then a brilliant flash of light illuminated the air, and the wizards dropped to their knees.

      He was barely aware of the conversation Nikita had with Danu, only watched Tristan’s mate turn into a wolf and join a wolf pack that roamed through Tir Na-nog.

      The goddess studied the wolf pack a moment with a soft smile. When she turned back, her smile vanished.

      “Uh oh,” Xavier said softly. “We’re going to get it now.”

      “You broke an ancient law I warned you never to break, my wizards. You, Tristan, gave Nikita all your powers as the immortal wizard.” She turned to him. He looked her in the eye.

      Xavier winced as the goddess delivered Tristan’s punishment—removing part of his powers. Then she turned her attention to the rest of them, and his heart raced.

      “The rest of you also will suffer the consequences of your actions. Though you did it for noble reasons, you were forbidden from draining your magick without permission, leaving yourselves vulnerable as when you were mortal.” Her gaze turned emerald hard. “Vulnerable at a time when you are most needed and I had not the sentinels in place to cover for your weakness.”

      She turned to Xavier. “You were the first to do so, Xavier.”

      “My lady,” Xavier began. Maybe he could reason with her.

      “All of you must suffer the consequences.” She smiled gently. “This is not to be cruel but bring you to a greater lesson and to what your heart desires the most, which will make you whole and even stronger for the times to come.”

      Xavier looked at the other wizards, confused by her words.

      She lifted her hand. “Xavier, my Crystal Wizard, you shall lose what is dearest to you: your memory. You will walk the earth as a wizard, with all your powers but with no recollection of your true identity.”

      Xavier felt a flicker of real fear for the first time in centuries. To lose his memories, all he cherished.

      “No,” he whispered.

      And then he blinked and remembered no more.
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      He was nude and shivering. Cold air punched him with each breath he dragged in.

      Who am I?

      Slowly forcing his gluey eyelids to open, he looked around, shaking violently.

      Sounds of rushing water collided with wind rustling through trees, the angry chatter of a squirrel overhead…

      Slowly he sat up, wrapping his arms around himself. Sharp rocks dug into his buttocks. He was on the banks of a rushing mountain stream. Fading sunlight dappled the tall, evergreen trees and bare brush flanking the water.

      I’m naked, alone, and I have no idea where I am. Or who I am.

      And I’m fucking freezing.

      He scrubbed a hand over his face, felt rough bristles. Forcing the panic squeezing his lungs to abate, he took a deep breath.

      Assess. Calm down. Who am I?

      Cold. So damn cold. Shaking, he felt his teeth chatter. No memory. No idea who he was. Where he was. Terror iced his veins and made his heart race in a gush of panic.

      I’m a person. I have a name, a life—hell, I didn’t just land here like an alien.

      The thought calmed him a little. Survival instincts kicked in. Assess.

      He stretched out his hands and stared at them as the purple shadows draped the embankment. Flexing his fingers, he then flexed his toes. Everything seemed to work.

      So fucking cold.

      Across the river, a small, furry creature emerged from its burrow and stared at him. It began to chatter, scolding him.

      He sensed no threat. Think, think. Blinking, he stared back at the creature. “Marmot,” he said aloud. “Mammal.”

      The creature continued to scold him.

      “Shut up,” he snapped and flicked his index finger at him.

      The rock next to the marmot exploded into shards. The marmot shrieked and scampered back into its burrow.

      Dumbfounded, he stared at his finger. Then down at his privates and hastily ensured his hands were nowhere near his genitals should he accidentally blow them up as well.

      Okay. I’m a person with enormous powers. I can kill.

      Destroy.

      But I must be able to use this for something good as well.

      Again he rubbed his face. “I’m a man,” he said aloud.

      He looked down, saw his privates.

      Yeah, he was a guy, all right. Impressive, even with the cold.

      Shuddering, he felt the panic rise again, flooding every cell. Light was leeching from the sky and the rocks beneath his naked bottom dug into his skin.

      Food. Shelter. Warmth.

      Survival. Instinct kicked in. He rubbed his arms, saw his breath fog the air, and felt his teeth chatter.

      I wish I had a warm blanket at least.

      Suddenly a soft, fleece blanket appeared on his shoulders. He jumped, scared out of his wits, and nearly fell into the gurgling stream.

      How the hell did that happen?

      Maybe this was a dream and everything he imagined would come true.

      Hmmm.

      I wish I had something to eat. An apple, nice and crisp.

      A rosy, red apple appeared in his palm. He blinked again. Damn, if that’s the case, screw the fruit. He tossed it into the stream. The apple bobbed and sailed merrily down the stream, a red globe floating in the rapids.

      I want a steak.

      A piece of raw beef appeared in his hand. But he threw it down with disgust.

      Maybe I can imagine I’m warm and this is all a bad dream.

      Suddenly the cold fled his body, and he felt as if he were in a tropical paradise, instead of sitting by a cold mountain stream, flakes of snow dotting his black hair. But it was no dream.

      Deep inside, he suspected he had done something very wrong and losing his memory was the result.

      He blinked snowflakes from his long eyelashes, searching his mind. Snow. He knew snow, knew this was a mountain stream, knew that people must live nearby because there were lights cutting through the thick brush at the stream’s edge.

      People. He knew about people—how they worked, ate, slept.

      Screwed.

      At the thought of sex, his shriveled dick gave a happy twitch.

      Killed. Blood. Guts. Screams.

      His dick deflated like a child’s punctured balloon.

      Okay, he knew what this was and where he was—someplace in the mountains. But he didn’t know who the hell he was.

      All he knew was he had to find shelter, fast. His senses alerted him that predators were on the roam. Perhaps not the animals who drank from this water but a more evil predator who would love to munch on his bones.

      And though he knew he had formidable powers, he didn’t know if his powers were strong enough to withstand whatever evil was out there. Hell, he didn’t even know where he was.

      Gathering the blanket more securely around him, he stood on shaky legs, feeling weak and disoriented still.

      I wish I were in a place that could offer me shelter for the night.

      A tingling rushed down his spine. Suddenly he yelped as he felt his entire body pulled, as if suctioned into a dark hole.

      Faster than an eye blink, he reappeared in front of a narrow, one-story building. His head ached, and he pressed fingers against his temples, losing his grip on the blanket. It spilled to the pavement.

      The pink, neon sign read, “Alpine Lovers Hotel.”

      Below it was an address—100 Evergreen Lane, Fern Forest, Colorado.

      It sounded familiar, this town, yet he had no memory of it. He scanned the parking lot. Only two cars were parked in front of the block of rooms.

      Hotel, okay, I know what this is. He pulled the blanket around himself like a warm cloak and headed to the sign that read, “Office.”

      A little silver bell tinkled over the door as he walked inside. The office was not impressive, little more than a long, wood counter cluttered with papers, an orange sofa with a tear in the middle, and a scratched, wood table holding a glass ashtray cluttered with cigarette butts.

      “Hello?” he called out.

      A gray-haired man clad in a dirty, white sweater and jeans came out of a back room. He looked at him and blinked. Immediately the man’s gaze narrowed.

      Nose twitching, he picked up the man’s scent. Pine, leather, and tobacco.

      “I need a room for the night,” he told the hotel proprietor.

      The man’s gaze whipped up and down as he peered over the wood counter, taking in the blanket he wore, along with his bare feet and his beard.

      “Cash only,” the man said curtly. “One hundred dollars.”

      Cash. He wished for one hundred dollars, and it appeared in his hand, hidden by the blanket. He counted out five twenties and handed them to the suspicious clerk.

      “You one of them nudists who comes here to the mountains to smoke pot and commune with nature?”

      He bowed his head and managed to look grave. “I’m afraid so. Except I do not smoke cooking containers.”

      “No smoking in the room, else you get slapped with a five hundred-dollar fine. Colorado law.” The clerk pointed to the hand-lettered sign.

      The man went to the computer and began typing. A large, black printer spat out papers.

      “I’ll need your name and a signature,” he said, thrusting the papers at him, along with a blue ballpoint pen.

      Name, name, name. I have no name. His mind zipped through a series of possibilities. He gazed around the office, saw a newspaper on the counter with a headline. “Prostitute Arrested for Soliciting a John.” He needed a name. Jon would suffice.

      “Jon,” he said quickly. “Jon…Winter.”

      “Got any ID?” the clerk asked with a frown.

      He shook his head and started to lift the blanket. “Does this look like I have pockets?”

      The clerk averted his gaze. “Just sign the papers.”

      He signed the paper and took the key the clerk handed him.

      Room 109 was small and stuffy. The bed was covered with a faded, brown spread, but it was clean. He locked the door behind him, tugged down on the bedspread, and sat on the bed.

      I should have wished for clothing.

      But his head still felt muzzy, as if he’d slammed it against the wall. Fear began flooding his cells, snaking down his spine.

      Alone, no way of knowing who he was or what he was. Only that he was a being of tremendous power, who now had to call himself something or people would get suspicious.

      Deep inside, he suspected he had done something very bad. Horrible.

      Did I kill another?

      He had to find answers. Curling up into a ball, he tried to rest. But sleep proved elusive.

      I need documents.

      Documents, along with money, were key in fitting into this strange new place.

      That and clothing.

      Blinking rapidly, he imagined the proper documents one needed to prove one’s identity. They appeared on the table beside him. He sprang out of bed and combed through them. Driver’s license. Social Security card. Passport. Credit card.

      All with the name Jon Winter upon them.

      This is me.

      Yet it was not him.

      And he had nothing to guide him, help him regain his memory, or get his former life back.
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      Five days later

      

      Her mother was in danger, and the Nymphs of the Fern Forest colony counted on Ciara to save their leader.

      Without Carlina, they were lost and grew weaker by the day. Carlina was the glue holding together the twenty-five Nymphs. Streams began to dry up, and a nasty fungus attacked nearby trees.

      Responsible for protecting the forests and water, the Nymphs lagged in their duties. If this kept up, the forest near the mountains could perish.

      And Xavier, who was responsible for judging and guarding the Nymphs, was nowhere in sight. It was probably because of her.

      Juno, the Nymph next in charge, promised Ciara if she rescued Carlina, Ciara would be granted full acceptance into the colony with a blood bond.

      Only pureblood Nymphs were accorded the blood bond. Ciara was more determined than ever to rescue the woman who had birthed her but, until this past year, refused to acknowledge her.

      Ciara left the forest, hopeful that soon she would return there, not as a visitor but a sister. She headed to her apartment in the village of Fern Forest.

      The studio apartment was dark and small, and though she tried to coax out as much natural light as possible to remain closer to her beloved outdoors, it never felt the same as when she was in the woods. Her nature cried out for fresh air, and even as the days grew colder in the mountains, she cranked open the single window and shivered beneath the blankets, simply to breathe.

      If the colony didn’t allow her to live with them, what was her purpose?

      She must save her mother.

      Ciara sat at the scratched desk beneath the window, tracing an ancient, protective rune on the wood. She wasn’t certain if Viola was responsible for the evil that grew stronger each day, but she knew the witch courted power more than justice.

      When Xavier had brought her to this mountain village, she’d overheard him talking about the darkness with the residents of the condominium he owned. Back then, the darkness had been a smudge against the serenity of the town and the surrounding mountains of the park.

      Now the evil had grown, and it had her mother captive.

      Not that Xavier cared. The Crystal Wizard had simply vanished. She’d checked his home in Fern Forest, but only an elderly Brownie occupied the complex, and the widowed fairy told her she hadn’t seen another soul.

      Ciara fished a key out of a flowerpot and unlocked the desk’s single drawer. The silver ring sat there, a subtle glow of power pulsing from it.

      She touched the ring, and tendrils of current jumped onto her skin. The sensation wasn’t unpleasant, but her fingers tingled.

      Xavier hadn’t been lying when he said his power fused to the ring she’d given him. Such enormous magick scared her.

      The ring glowed white, as if containing an electrical charge. Each time she handled the ring, her spirit felt heavy.

      Was this what Xavier had felt each day? To be burdened with such responsibility that it felt like twin lead weights?

      She needed the ring. Each day that her mother remained Viola’s slave stripped her spirit. Soon nothing would remain, and the Nymph who had guided the small colony in the mountains would be gone.

      Ciara put the ring in a small pouch and went to see the witch.

      

      The witch Viola lived in a large two-story house near the national park, on an isolated dirt road. Magick prevented Skins from accessing the road, for most thought it abandoned, and they failed to even see the house.

      Google Earth showed no trace of it, she thought in sour amusement. Viola was ancient, her magick powerful. If she had belonged to a coven, the witch never acknowledged association with them.

      But her formidable powers were much greater than Ciara’s puny Nymph magick.

      She trudged up the stone pathway leading to the magnificent house. Tall aspens ringed the property, but no trees grew near the house, as if Viola’s magick had tainted the land. No grass grew here either. Instead, stones and gems peppered the earth. They sparkled beneath the warm sun, tempting the unwary. Ciara knew better. Viola guarded her gemstones with zeal, and anyone even handling one faced her wrath.

      The witch, who held the power to grant the dearest wishes of Others, was quite popular and her services sought by many. Males who wished to attract mates or wanted to be sexually virile. Females whose beauty had begun to fade.

      My mother should never have ventured here. She is lovely enough. Why did she feel the need to enhance her looks? She has no need of a man.

      It made Ciara question if her beloved mother had spent too much time in the Skin world, watching television commercials about youthful models or reading Skin fashion magazines.

      No birds chirped in the nearby forest. The scent of fresh earth and rainwater permeated this place, along with a faint smell of sulfur. And something old—so very, very old, like a musty book kept in a dank, dark library for hundreds of years.

      Through the velvet pouch, the ring warmed in her hand, pulsing with its own power, as if recognizing the taint of darkness of the witch’s property. Senses pricking with dread, she went around the back of the house.

      Viola was in her garden, watering the herbs with a metal can. A scarecrow wearing a tattered and faded, red gown hung in the garden’s middle. The scarecrow had a forlorn expression on its cloth face.

      Clad in a long, flowing, green dress, Viola was quite breathtaking. Her green eyes sparkled with life, and her skin was pale, accenting her long, black curls.

      Ethereal, she seemed too lovely to be evil, until you saw the sinister curl to her mouth and her absolute indifference to suffering. On her last visit, Ciara had watched in horror as Viola had killed a young fawn, laughing as it struggled to live.

      Ciara had tried to save the young deer, but it had gasped its last in her arms.

      Viola had killed the fawn because Ciara had noticed it limping at the edge of the forest and rushed to aid it.

      “Ciara. Here to visit mommy dearest?”

      The witch had a sultry, deep voice that should have been sexy but only served to rake against Ciara’s nerves.

      “I came to ask you once more to free her.”

      Viola’s answer was to ignore Ciara and continue watering the garden. A toad hopped out from the herbs, and the witch squished it with her foot. Nausea rose in Ciara’s throat, but she held her ground.

      “Free my mother,” she said once more.

      The witch, her long, black hair flowing in the breeze, laughed. “Your mother made herself a willing slave in exchange for beauty. I told you, I need a boon in exchange for her freedom.” Viola’s gaze grew sly. “You would suffice.”

      Screams sounded from the basement darkness. Her mother’s screams.

      “Ciara, help me, please!”

      Her stomach churned, and her blood raced as she clenched her fists. Somehow she must free her mother, whose only crime had been to entrust the witch to enhance her fading beauty.

      “I have something better. My Nymph ring that you mentioned you want. It contains great power,” she cried out, desperate to end those terrified shrieks.

      Viola’s eyes widened as Ciara drew it off her finger. The witch sniffed the metal, and her expression changed, growing rapt with excitement.

      Hope rose in Ciara. Perhaps this could work…

      “Another being has worn this. It has the aura of tremendous power, power a weak Nymph could never harness. Who wore this ring last?” the witch demanded.

      Ciara shook her head. She must not betray Xavier.

      Viola stepped forward, her gaze hypnotic. “Tell me, runt. Who was it?”

      Invisible claws wrapped around her throat, squeezing tight. Ciara gasped, her lungs straining to pull in fresh air as her feet left the ground…

      “Tell me!” Viola shrieked.

      “The Crystal Wizard,” she croaked.

      Immediately the grip on her neck vanished. Ciara fell to the ground, gasping for breath, rubbing her throat. Such awful power.

      She must free her mother from this witch!

      “Xavier. The Crystal Wizard. Good. Good.” Viola threw the ring back at her. “Take your ring, runt. There is only one way you will free your mother from her prison. Bring me a lock of hair from the Crystal Wizard.” Viola pointed at the ring, which began swirling in the air like a child’s top. “A lock of hair that contains his crystals. His power.”

      “No. He would kill me.”

      “Kill you? He was your lover. It’s the only reason why such a powerful being would keep such a puny gift. Bed him again and cut off his hair. One lock is all I need.”

      “I cannot,” she cried out.

      Viola shrugged. Downstairs, her mother’s screams grew weaker.

      Tears burned in her eyes. “All right, I will, but please, don’t let her die.”

      The witch smiled. “Oh, I have no intention of that, my dear. No intention at all.”

      Stumbling out of the witch’s house, Ciara headed for her car. Hands shaking, she started the engine and drove down the steep, dirt driveway toward town.

      Steal a lock of hair from Xavier. It was the only way. But how could she steal his hair when no one knew where the wizard was?
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      Humming under his breath, Jon grabbed a freshly-washed mug and shoved it beneath the tap. Yellow beer flowed freely as he expertly tipped the glass, creating just enough of a head. He slapped it on the wood counter before a burly man with a belly that indicated great fondness for the brew.

      “One Harvest Moon, my good man. Run a tab?”

      “You betcha,” the man said, lifting his glass and smacking his lips.

      Jon nodded and rang up the sale at the cash register then headed to the counter’s other end to wait on two middle-aged women perusing a menu.

      One week after he’d appeared, naked and cold on a riverbank in this small town, he still didn’t know who the hell he was. He’d been hired on as a bartender at The Kountry Kettle, reasoning sooner or later he’d find someone who could jog his memory. Jon had spent an entire day after his arrival here exploring the town and trying to find a way to control the powers he discovered he had.

      Only one glimmer of recognition came to him—the riverbank where he’d first emerged. He headed into the storeroom to change out the beer and remembered how he returned to the riverbank the following day he’d emerged…

      He had seen a small but neatly kept condo complex. Driven by instinct, Jon had approached one townhouse and touched the doorknob.

      It opened.

      At first, he felt queasy being in the townhouse, but the surroundings seemed so damn familiar. Everything, from the thick books on the shelves to the fifties’ music programed on an iPod, appealed to him.

      Jon even found a wardrobe filled with clothing that fit him perfectly.

      The place must have belonged to him. He had no memory of living there, but it felt like home—a safe haven in a very confusing world.

      The king-sized bed looked lonely. He wondered if he had many lovers to share his bed with or if he always slept alone.

      And as he had stared at the big, empty bed, the image of sandals with pretty, quartz crystals came to mind again.

      The condo had wood-paneled walls and a living room with a gas fireplace and leather furniture, big and masculine. The surroundings had homey touches he liked, such as the whimsical painting of a fairy with blue wings and roses in her hair.

      Though the furniture was masculine, the air in the condo smelled light and delicious, like crisp snowfall on a snapping cold night, wildflowers, and the most fragrant perfume of clear, mountain air. The other condos were deserted, except for a nearly blind, elderly woman who he’d seen feeding the marmots who lived among the riverbank.

      He made her acquaintance, chatting about the area. Her name was Mrs. McNeil, and she was temporarily living in the complex after a friend loaned her use of the townhouse for the winter. She’d only moved in the previous week.

      The air of the complex suited him. Jon had decided to live there, and if the real owner came here, he’d use his powers to convince the person he was not trespassing. But something nagged at him that he’d been here before.

      Now he had a place to live, a job where he could meet locals, and confidence that, soon, he’d lose this damned amnesia.

      Jon changed the beer and returned to the bar. Glancing at the clock, he realized his shift was over. After clocking out, he headed for his car, a sleek, new Nissan with an automatic transmission. He vaguely remembered how to drive, but impatient to waste time on such a trivial activity, he chose instead to direct the car with his incredible powers. So he spoke aloud to the car, telling it to stop, go, slow down, and when to turn.

      The motor was sweet, purring like a cougar. Jon drove to a popular fast-food restaurant.

      A cherry-red Mustang was in front of him when he pulled up to the drive-thru speaker. Admiring the sleek lines of the car, Jon ordered two cheeseburgers, fries, and a malted milkshake. For some reason, the latter made him feel sad.

      The cherry-red Mustang cleared the drive-thru window and stopped, as the driver paused to throw something out the window into the trash can by the curb. Jon’s breath caught. Incredible. The girl had waves of soft, gold hair and the face of an angel with a sinfully sexy mouth. Desire flooded his body in a rush.

      “Whoa,” he said softly.

      Unfortunately, the car heard the order as “go” and lurched forward. Shit! He slammed on the brake but too late—his vehicle tapped the Mustang’s bumper.

      Cursing, he got out of the car, ready to apologize. The driver got out as well, and suddenly her lovely face paled.

      “Xavier?” she asked, backing away. “W-what are you doing here?”

      He frowned. “Do you know me?”

      She stared as if seeing a ghoul. “You don’t know me?”

      He smiled and leaned against his car. “We can correct that, if you come out for a drink with me.”

      “Xavier…”

      “Is that my name?” He started toward her, all charm and joking gone, the driving necessity to know his identity overcoming all else. “Who am I? Who are you?”

      The girl ran back to her car and then screeched out of the drive-thru.

      Bewildered, he stared after her, wondering why Beauty had bolted as if terrified.

      She must know me. She called me Xavier. The name sounds familiar.

      I have to find her again.

      Determination filled him. During the short drive home, he ignored the tempting smells wafting from sack of food sitting on the seat beside him and opened all his senses. The girl’s scent—almond, moss and forest—had burned into his brain. But he didn’t know how to find her.

      It was a small town, and he worked at the most popular bar. He felt confident he’d see her again.

      But he had a name now. A real name. He tested it aloud as he drove back home.

      “Xavier,” he said aloud.

      Inside the condo, he dumped his cooling food on the counter and, taking the extra bag, went to see the elderly widow. He sensed she struggled to make ends meet, so he’d often grab an extra burger and fries for her, with the excuse that he could not finish the food.

      It made him sad to see her in such dire straits.

      Xavier knocked at the widow’s door.

      “Hello, Jon. What a nice surprise!” she told him in her thick, Scottish accent.

      My name is Xavier, not Jon. But he decided to keep this fact guarded.

      The elderly woman wore her typical brown dress, with a darker brown apron. He’d never seen her in any other color.

      Xavier handed her the food. “I’ve been meaning to come over and fix that broken bathroom pipe. Hope now is a good time. And here, they keep stuffing me full of food at the bar, and you know I hate seeing food go to waste, Mrs. McNeil. If you don’t mind, I’d sure appreciate you taking this off my hands.”

      He could see the hunger in those rheumy, brown eyes as she took the sack of hamburgers from him. “Thank you, Jon. What a sweet, thoughtful young man you are!”

      Young? I’m older than you by seven hundred years, though I was but twenty-five when I died to the mortal life.

      Startled, he rocked back on his booted heels. Where the hell had that thought come from?

      His elderly neighbor smiled at him. “Or should I say Other? You are Other, like me.”

      He didn’t deny this, nor did he confirm. Instead he smiled at her and went to the downstairs bathroom to fix the broken pipe.

      Perhaps with the trigger of someone calling him Xavier, his memory was returning. From henceforth, he would think of himself as Xavier. The name sounded right.

      Encouraged, he opened the cabinet to see the leaking pipe. Xavier stretched out his hand. A lovely, white glow shimmered on his palms. He thought of the pipe being whole and functional again, and streams of white light shot toward it, welding the broken fixture.

      After turning on the water and nodding in satisfaction that it was fixed, he gazed around the bathroom. Everything was brown in here as well. On a wall peg was a small, pointed, brown cap. Curious, he touched it, and his fingers tingled, as if the cap contained magick.

      Odd. Was Mrs. O’Neil an “Other,” like some of the people he’d seen in passing at the grocery store? They all had subtle auras swirling with colors, auras that other people lacked. None seemed to recognize him, though, and for some reason, this heightened his caution.

      From testing out his powers, Xavier knew he was a powerful being who could obliterate Others with a mere flick of his hand. He did not want Others to fear him, or worse, realize his vulnerability and seize the advantage. So he avoided them when he saw the telltale flicker of an aura.

      However, Mrs. O’Neil lacked such an aura.

      He joined her at the dining room table, listening as she chatted about the state of the world—“Dreadful, did you see the news?”—her latest sewing project, and her favorite television show. Amused, he leaned on the table, chin on one fist, giving her his undivided attention.

      When the widow came up for air, Xavier glanced outside at the gathering twilight. “It’s been nice, Mrs. O’Neil, but I have chores to do.”

      As he stood, she patted his arm. “Housework? A big, powerful man like you shouldn’t have to worry about ironing his shirts. I’d be happy to help around the house.”

      He laughed. “Thanks, but I’m capable. And I’m not so powerful.”

      Mrs. O’Neil went preternaturally still, her eyes round behind her spectacles. “Yes, you are. You are one of the most powerful among us, and yet you are lost and wandering. In the end, your magick will not save you, but your courage and your heart will.”

      Xavier stared at her. She blinked and seemed confused. “Oh dear, was I rambling?”

      “It’s fine.” He stooped down to study her face. “You are not human.”

      She looked around furtively and nodded. “I am Other, same as you. But your magick is far more powerful. I’m a Brownie, an Other who can only perform simple magick with my powers.”

      “What magick of mine are you talking about?”

      She squinted at him, and he had the uncomfortable sensation she knew far more than he thought. “I can’t see what you are, Jon. Haven’t seen well in more than a year. But you emit a very strong life force and tremendous power. It’s like being next to a live electrical line. You crave recognition, and you are a deliverer of justice. And yet you are hiding away here. Why are you hiding? Is someone after you?”

      I don’t know.

      The words were on the tip of his tongue, but he reeled them back. Xavier settled for a half truth.

      “Mrs. O’Neil, I am here for a reason. And the fewer who know about my presence, the better. In time, all will be revealed.”

      Damn, could he sound any more like a cheap fortune teller? All he needed was a crystal ball.

      But it must have worked, for she smiled.

      “I won’t tell a soul, dark or otherwise. It will be our little secret.” She winked and patted his arm.

      When he returned to his townhouse, he wondered about the widow. For such a seemingly helpless creature, she had a depth of wisdom.

      Xavier headed to the oak bookshelves built into the wall by the fireplace and selected a thick tome. The leather binding smelled ancient. He sat at the dining table and sifted through the pages.

      He stopped at an engraving of a nude woman resting on her stomach beneath the shade of a tree. Xavier traced the curves of her full figure, rubbing her plump bottom. His sex stirred as he stared at the woman, stirring a quiet pool of water.

      He imagined dipping his finger deep into her sex, testing her readiness before he took her, hard and fast. Xavier shook his head in pure exasperation. He’d watched a late night cable television movie, and the naked woman hadn’t affected him. But give him an ancient etching of a Nymph, and suddenly he was all turned on and panting.

      Why was he sexually attracted to this image? Xavier read the caption.

      “Nymph,” he read aloud. “Very enchanting, prefers living in forests or near water. With their deeply sexual nature, they are enticing lovers and ensnare the unwary male but seldom mate for life. When in heat, their alluring scent entices a virile male closer. They will mate with him in a sexual frenzy until he impregnates her, and then the Nymph will vanish into her secret kingdom to raise her baby with her fellow sisters.”

      Mrs. O’Neil certainly wasn’t a Nymph. The grandmotherly widow was as cozy as a warm fire and wool socks.

      But the girl at the drive-thru—her scent had seized him by the cock, made him rigid as stone.

      Was she a Nymph?

      And if she was, why did he have the nagging feeling he had known her intimately yet did not dare to be her lover again?
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      Concentrate. You’ll get nowhere if you let your thoughts go willy nilly.

      Thick oak and fir trees peppered the steep hillside behind Xavier’s townhouse. Holding a magick wand in one hand, along with the feather from a hawk, Ciara crouched upon a tree branch, watching the complex. She’d walked in these woods for a while, acquainting herself with both the trees and the forest creatures until they whispered their secrets. One advantage of being a half-breed Nymph was she not only protected the woodlands and waterways, but she could communicate with small creatures that normally would fear her cougar shifter half.

      The green grounds around the townhouse lit up with a pulsing, white glow only her eyes could see. If anyone touched the grass, their steps would leave prints she could decipher.

      Even the witch Viola could not combat this magick, for she could not see it. Having been tasked with stealing a lock of Xavier’s hair, Ciara felt compelled to ring the wizard’s home with a protective spell.

      For the past hour, she’d sat here, watching his townhouse, feeling like an obsessed stalker. It was clear Xavier had lost his memory.

      How and why, she did not know. When she had seen him at the drive-thru, she had been so startled by his lack of memory that she’d driven off, too scared to even think about trying to draw near to him.

      If her mother’s Nymph colony knew her mother’s secret, they might expel her—and her mother.

      For Carlina wasn’t a full-blooded Nymph. She had witch blood as well, thus her reasons for seeking out the spells and the potions of the witch Viola.

      Ciara had only found out about this particular talent after moving to the Nymph colony and growing closer to her mother. Carlina told her that she had passed down this ability to her only daughter. Since the discovery, Ciara coaxed her mother into teaching her how to harness witch magick. Her mother had opened an ancient, wooden chest and pulled out a wand, about the same size as the one Xavier had shown her after they’d made love.

      A witch’s magick could be enhanced, just as a wizard’s could, with the use of a wand. The twelve-inch stick, made of polished mahogany, directed power and amplified it.

      The wand came in handy today. She’d seen a friendly hawk shifter in the parking lot and compelled him to assume his Skin shape and knock on Xavier’s door.

      Finally Xavier answered and let the man enter his townhouse. Ciara pointed the wand at herself and chanted a possession spell.

      Her sense of self faded and fogged over, and as her head pounded with a throbbing headache, Ciara focused on the feather of the hawk shifter she held.

      I am you. I am you. I am you.

      As if sucked away by a fierce wind, she felt her spirit whoosh away, spiraling in a vortex into Xavier’s townhouse, penetrating the hawk shifter’s mind.

      Gasping, she focused to keep herself quiet and undetected, like a tiny blot on the shifter’s mind. She could now see all he saw, hear all the hawk shifter did.

      “I didn’t know the complex had a groundskeeper,” Xavier said, gesturing to the sofa. “Please sit. What do you need me to do?”

      Ciara concentrated harder, the throbbing in her own mind becoming almost unbearable. One thing to invade another mind and another thing to compel that mind to speak and believe the lies it told were true.

      “You don’t know you hired me last year to trim the bushes, pick up the autumn leaves, and feed the Trolls under the bridge?” the hawk shifter asked Xavier.

      The wizard frowned, the facial gesture not marring his handsome face, but she could see the confusion in his gray-blue eyes. “I hired you? I don’t remember.”

      The shifter sat straighter. “Xavier, you don’t remember last year when I was here and you had to leave to punish a group of Trolls? And you had that emergency meeting with the Brehon that kept you away for two days?”

      Xavier’s frown deepened. “What is the Brehon? And Trolls… Are you talking about internet Trolls? Why would I care about them?”

      Oh no…

      Inside the hawk shifter’s mind, she felt his confusion and hesitation. The shifter shook his head, like a swimmer trying to clear water from his ears.

      “Something wrong?” Xavier asked.

      “My head…feels weird,” the shifter muttered. “Like I’m not myself.”

      The wizard’s gaze sharpened. “As if someone is inside you?”

      Perhaps he’d lost his memory, but his formidable powers surely could detect a simple possession spell. Ciara compelled the shifter to thank Xavier, assure him he was fine, and leave.

      Once the shifter was outside, she fled his mind, her spirit hovering in the parking lot as she watched the shifter turn back into a red-tailed hawk once more. Xavier had followed the shifter outside. The wizard inhaled sharply at the transforming hawk and then looked upward as the bird flew off.

      Then his sharp gaze roved around the parking lot. She felt him study her, and his expression turned suspicious.

      He might not see her, but he sensed her. She wanted to flee back into herself, but his mesmerizing gaze held her spirit captive.

      Such pain in those eyes, such ancient weariness. Reaching out with a ghostly hand to caress him, she felt her heart break. Xavier, wizard who held the power to command many but who dared not love one.

      Can you dare to love me, Crystal Wizard?

      Her ghostly hand hovered in the air, longing to stroke his brow and ease his pain. Let him know he did not walk alone…

      With a tender caress, her spirit hand brushed against his cheek. Oh Xavier, she whispered.

      His eyes closed, and he trembled. With a sigh, he leaned into her invisible touch.

      “My little Nymph, how I have missed making love to you, missed the joy of your laughter, the sweet softness of your skin,” he whispered.

      Ciara kept stroking his cheek, marveling at his openness. He almost seemed under a spell, his memory jolted back to the time they’d spent together. For a moment, she longed to linger, appear to him in the flesh, let him love her the way he had before.

      And then his eyes flew open, filled now with determination and new purpose. Any sense of memory fled.

      “Who is there?” he demanded.

      Frightened, she pulled back and then whooshed back into her own body. From her tree perch, she watched him prowl the parking lot like a panther until he gave one last look at the hillside where she hid and then finally he returned inside.

      Sagging with exhaustion, she panted, trying to find herself again. Ciara pressed her trembling hands to her pounding temples.

      Goddess, that hurt. She needed food and rest. But she now had the confirmation she needed.

      Xavier really had lost his memory. The great Crystal Wizard, the wizard who could flick a hand and destroy an entire city, had no idea who he was.

      But he still had all his powers, and that made him doubly dangerous.

      How was she supposed to seduce Xavier and steal his hair when he could turn her into ash if he caught her?

      Ciara leapt down from the tree and fled back to where she had parked her car by the roadside. When she reached her studio apartment in town, she locked the door behind her.

      Seeing Xavier had churned all her senses, made her feel and want and need again. Seducing him would be a cakewalk. She lay on the bed to rest, one arm flung over her head.

      Xavier as a lover had been generous, ensuring she experienced her peak before achieving his own. The memory of his big body covering hers as he gently thrust inside her sex sent shivers through her even now. Ciara grew hot and wet between her legs, and she closed her eyes, recalling how his thick cock stroked deep inside, triggering one orgasm after another.

      Pure bliss.

      Running her hands over her hips, she wished he was here right now, undressing her, leading her over to the bed. He would not be gentle this time. Xavier would be forceful and powerful, pinning her down with his formidable strength, his cock rapidly pistoning in and out of her wet sex. He would spread her legs wide to take her, make her know exactly who dominated her, demanding she look at him as he slid deep into her body. She would scream from the erotic pleasure, and then just as the tension broke and she climaxed, his muscled body would convulse as he shouted her name, pumping his hot, potent seed into her young, fertile body. He would keep her trapped in his bed for hours, making love to her over and over, each thick jettison of his seed shooting past the open, ready cervix of her womb, until he finally impregnated her…

      Her eyes flew open. Dear Goddess!

      Ciara ran into the bathroom and stared into the mirror. Her eyes, oh no, her eyes…

      They were a dark, rich emerald, much darker than usual. Fingers fumbling with the buttons on her shirt, she managed to tear it off and then shed her satin lace bra.

      Unmistakable.

      Her nipples, normally a pretty coral color, were crimson and elongated, as if preparing to nurse a baby.

      She was going into heat. In two days, her body would experience a fertile period, hormones overriding all common sense, her craving need for sex like a blast furnace.

      With a quivering hand, she touched the mirror. A vibrator could not quell the pulsing ache deep inside her womb. Only hard loving by a fierce male could satisfy her.

      Most Nymphs went into heat once a year. Not her. With her shifter blood, she ovulated twice a year. She had only experienced one heat in the past year; her first one, with Xavier.

      Now is the time, a little voice whispered inside her. Now, while he has no recollection of you being his lover or the anger he holds toward you for stealing the ring.

      A dangerous venture, for if he remembered anything about her while they engaged in sex, he would not love her.

      He would destroy her.

      

      It had been a most unusual afternoon. Then again, every day since he’d awoken on the riverbank was odd.

      But the hawk shifter who had knocked on his door, claiming to be a groundskeeper, took the grand prize.

      Using his powers, he’d scanned the shifter’s mind and found it under the tight grip of a spell but one that puzzled him. It was as if the shifter had cooperated.

      By now, Xavier knew there were only two types of people on this earth. Humans and Others.

      From his mere scent, the shifter proved to be Other. He looked human, acted human, but that aura surrounding him and his scent proved otherwise.

      Xavier wasn’t certain if his ability to detect the differences had to do with his incredible powers or some other ability. And if so, what had he used this power to accomplish?

      Even with this damnable memory fugue, he knew that absolute power corrupted. It was bred into his blood and bones, and nothing could make him forget that bald truth.

      Surely he held this wealth of magick for a greater purpose. But what?

      When he’d gone outside after the shifter, he’d detected another presence, a very faint one, but one that nearly made him stagger with sheer want. The presence triggered all his vulnerabilities and made him feel a terrible, raging need. Not a mere need for sex and the easing of his body but a deeper need for connection.

      He sensed he had not connected with many Others in a very long time, and his position and enormous powers prohibited him from making friends.

      Xavier contemplated these thoughts as he drove back to The Kountry Kettle to work the night shift.

      Odd how he didn’t need any sleep either. Lately he felt slightly drained, but sleep did not ease his restlessness.

      The more he worked, the more he came into contact with the townspeople. Xavier hoped to catch another glimpse of the beauty he’d seen at the drive-thru—the woman who’d known him.

      Deeply curious about the lovely woman he’d seen at the drive-thru, he hoped she’d show up tonight at the bar.

      She knows me. How? It matters not, because she knows me. She is the key to finding out who I am. But if she is a Nymph, how can I resist her?

      His pulse kicked up a notch as he entered the bar. Those gold curls cascading down her back, her woebegone expression twined with a sinful mouth. Damn. And that cute, little dimple on her lower right cheek…

      Fingers unfurling, he paid no attention as his car keys clattered to the floor. A butt dimple. How would he know this?

      We must have been lovers. No wonder she knows me.

      Although it was early, the bar was busy. He enjoyed the atmosphere and felt more at ease here than other establishments closer to the tourist town bordering the national park.

      Glowing candles lined a side bar and were set in glass jars scattered around the two rooms. Comfortable chairs clustered together around polished, wood tables to encourage conversation, with decorative table lamps giving intimate, low lighting. The wood-paneled walls were accented by deep, forest-green tones. The bar itself was an antique, with glass shelves filled with bottle after bottle of spirits. The place thrummed with a flicker of power that his senses appreciated. He knew there were Others here, but he could not tell how many.

      Through happy hour, he poured drinks and chattered with customers but always kept an eye on the double oak doors for the petite, golden beauty. He needed to find her again and discover the hidden fount of information about himself that she knew. Jealous a moment that she had access to what he desperately needed, he felt like using his newfound powers to hunt and track.

      Find her and shake her until she confessed every minute detail about his life. Or kiss it out of her. At the latter thought, his blood surged hot and thick.

      Xavier turned from the bar and busied himself washing a few glasses in the sink. Suddenly he caught a delicate scent, and his dick turned to stone.

      She was here. He felt it in his bones as deeply as he felt the hunger to know who he was.

      Scanning the dark, polished counter, he saw her sit at the far end. Golden light overhead washed her woebegone expression in unearthly light, as if she were a sprite or a Fae, landed here by accident.

      He cared not what she was, only who she was.

      Burning with determination, he strode toward her. Nothing tonight would deter him from coaxing out everything she knew about him.

      Powers surging, filling him with energy as if he’d plugged into a live electrical line, he ignored all else and focused only on her.

      

      Ciara’s breath left her throat in a heated rush.

      She’d come here to find Xavier, after making a few inquiries at her office about the new bartender in town. If she was to save her mother from the witch’s grasp, she must get a lock of Xavier’s hair.

      But seeing him like this made her realize she’d made a mistake.

      Xavier’s eyes burned white. She knew the Skins couldn’t see this, nor could they see the unmistakable crystals tipping his black hair. Only Others like herself had the ability. She knew what it meant.

      Danger. The wizard was cranked up, filled with power so thick and heavy that it suffocated her. The air grew thick and cloying, metallic as if live wires snaked and hissed on the countertop.

      He still had amnesia, thank Danu. But for how long? And what would happen when he remembered?

      How could she cut off a lock of his crystal hair? This confident, authoritative being could split her in half, burn her alive with a flick of his finger.

      Even in his vulnerable state of unknowing, he presented a deeper threat than the witch. Xavier had made it known how he felt about her thievery.

      And now she must steal a lock of his hair, the hair that contained the very power radiating from him like a blast furnace.

      Play it cool. It’s going to be all right. You have your own power over him.

      The thought provided slim comfort as he stopped before her, his burning gaze resting on her face in a caress of incandescent heat.

      “Hello.”

      “Hi.” She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “White wine, chilled, please.”

      No move from him, no attempt at a smile. Just that intensity that could kick over an elephant.

      “You know me,” he said quietly. “Who I am. You called me Xavier at the drive-thru.”

      She managed a faint smile. “You remind me of someone I knew…once.”

      “Knew very well, I imagine.” He braced his hands on the bar. She stared down at the backs, the dark hairs faint upon his golden skin. “I don’t remind you of that someone. I am that someone. How else would I know you have a very cute dimple on your right ass cheek?”

      Ciara didn’t dare move, immobilized by fright. He had started to remember.

      “Maybe you saw me at a nude beach?”

      “This is Colorado.”

      “Or a nude mountain resort?” she offered helpfully.

      A grudging laugh, no humor in it. “You know me,” he repeated. “My name. My real name. Who are you?”

      She could not tear her fascinated gaze away from him. It felt as if he’d pinned her to the floor with the force of his power, his personality. Ciara felt herself slipping into a fugue. Murmuring voices, loud laughter, the clink of silverware against china, and the smell of grilled steak faded away.

      Leaving only them alone in this room, this time, this…now.

      Other customers began clamoring for service.

      “Shouldn’t you fetch their drinks?” she asked, desperate to pry his attention away from her.

      Xavier’s gaze never left hers. Suddenly he waved a hand.

      Her heart stuttered in panic as she saw he’d created a mirror image of himself. A cheerful Xavier, waiting on other customers, rushing back and forth to pull beer and pour drinks.

      A slow, lethal smile tugged his mouth upward. “I do not…fetch.”

      She gulped hard.

      “I’ve created an illusion that you are sitting here by yourself. No one else can see me or that we are conversing. Now, again, what is your name?”

      “I am called Ciara.”

      “Where do you live? What do you do?”

      No choice but to obey the steely command. She told him about her hateful job in the real estate firm, where she filed and answered phones and was treated like a kicked dog. She told him she lived in a tiny apartment in town. She told him her favorite meal and that her sweet cherry-red Mustang cost her a chunk of change and the car loan was taking up most of her paycheck.

      She must heed his command. Anything he desired, she would give him.

      Xavier leaned close. “What are you?”

      No. He must think of her as Skin. Don’t let him know your true nature. Instinct screamed inside her, the old, protective habit struggling to resist his intrusion.

      Much as her female flesh had struggled to accept the thick slide of his cock into her body…and then finally surrendered to his male power. His irresistible force.

      A slight push against her mind, like a gentle nudge of a hand that held much strength, yet the owner chose not to use it.

      Ciara felt her mouth move involuntarily. “I am a Nymph of old.”

      “I know you,” he told her, his gaze flickering.

      “Yes.” She struggled to maintain her own identity, her personality that he siphoned from her, a tidal wave washing away all debris. I am flotsam on his immense ocean. I cannot stand against this. Go with the tide…

      “We knew each other long ago,” she heard herself say as if from a distance, another being watching the gold-haired girl at the bar staring into the chiseled face of the wizard with the burning, white-blue eyes.

      Such control, finite and awful. Her mind wriggled, desperately trying to swim free. He squeezed her brain like a man gripping an orange, juice and pulp oozing over his clenched fingers.

      “Please,” she gasped. “We did have a past. Long ago. Please.”

      He paid no mind, a muscle ticking in his right temple, his mouth a thin slash. Xavier stared at her, shadows dancing suddenly in his white-blue eyes.

      “You begged me once before, long ago. You screamed and pleaded for your life. You were picking wildflowers on a sun-kissed hilltop when my master stole you away to experiment on you, kill you.”

      A tingle rushed down her spine, almost a nagging as if his words were truth and such an event had happened, so very long ago before motor cars and white wine spritzers and cell phones.

      An icy finger stroked down her spine. Her nerves tingled hard, and the dreamy, almost sensual feeling of bonding to him vanished.

      Xavier blinked hard, his eyes turning gray-blue once more, only now a little clouded, as if he’d been asleep and now woke. He blinked again and looked normal. Almost non-threatening.

      He waved another hand, and the illusion of himself behind the bar vanished, leaving only him. Such powerful magick.

      “White wine, chilled.” The engaging smile he offered gave no comfort. She had seen the real him, knew the wizard beneath the bustling bartender who joked once more with customers as he poured her drink and then placed it on the bar.

      Now it was her turn to question, to marvel. She seized his wrist as he leaned over the counter to mop up a spill.

      “You knew me, long ago. We knew each other. How? I have no memory of this,” she whispered, knowing her words would penetrate the loud laughter and shrill conversation.

      For she held a magick of her own, to entice males, make them hear only her.

      He blinked and shook his head, as if trying to clear his mind. Then his gaze became clouded. “I do not know. The memory was taken from me many years ago.”

      Ciara dug into her clamshell purse and withdrew a slim, white business card. “Call me when your shift here ends tonight. I’m a night owl, so the time doesn’t matter. There is something I must discuss with you.”

      He took the card, tucked it into his trouser pocket. Then Xavier reached across the counter and slid a hand over her chilled cheek. His palm was warm, and his touch energized her, even as it made her tremble with desire.

      “Ciara,” he murmured.

      Xavier turned and headed for the opposite end of the counter to pour a drink.

      Now was the time to cut off his hair, to grow close enough to become his lover once more, and snip, snip, snip.

      The thought made her a little hysterical as she gulped her wine.

      She would save her mother and likely lose her own life.

      It was only a matter of time before Xavier fully regained his memory. And then he would not grill her.

      He would burn her alive with his passion and then, when he discovered her theft, char her flesh with his power.

      Leaving nothing of her behind but her screams…
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      Ciara slid the gray file drawer shut, wishing she could close her feelings and her fear of Xavier as easily. A day after the frightening bar scene, she needed breathing room.

      Tonight, she must seek him out. He had not called after his shift had ended last night. She doubted he would call today. Xavier didn’t seem like the type to dial a cell phone. No, he’d magically appear, as if riding the west wind.

      The Goddess alone knew what the wizard could do to her without an audience… Until she managed to gain a modicum of control over him, either through her wits or her sexual nature, she was prey.

      The stupid, silver bell over the front door tinkled. This was a real estate office, not an ice cream store, but Joseph, the owner, thought it gave them a friendly air.

      She hurried toward the front office, knowing Joseph and Rene would yell at her for leaving it unattended, and ground to a halt.

      Xavier stood before the mahogany desk on the left, gazing around the office.

      He dominated the room like a towering oak, his broad shoulders taking up all the space. Today he wore black silk trousers with a black blazer and a powder-blue shirt. The stylish clothing made him look even more intense.

      Joseph hurried from the back, dusting off his hands. The little man with his wisps of graying hair, beady eyes behind gold spectacles, and his gray suit with the power-red tie looked cheap and gawdy in comparison to Xavier. The wizard’s intensity and charisma made the little real estate office seem pretentious in its décor of paneled walls and sleek desktops.

      “May I help you?” she asked in her most formal voice.

      He turned from examining a map on the wall of land for sale. A dusting of dark beard shadowed his strong jaw, and his expression eased into a friendly smile.

      Nothing like the power from last night.

      “I came to see you, Ciara.”

      Her name rolled off his tongue in a deep timbre, as if they were tangling together in bed, his mouth upon hers, his tongue thrusting past her startled, eager mouth, his hard cock deep inside her, claiming her slick flesh…

      Taking a deep breath, she pressed two fingers against her right temple. Last night’s interrogation had been terrible, but this sensual web he wove over her presented a greater danger.

      Because she could easily lose herself in him before she even recalled what she desperately needed to do to him.

      “I’m looking to purchase empty land.”

      Renee, scenting fresh blood, scurried into the room.

      Joseph stuck out a manicured palm. “I’m Joseph Lock, owner of Lock Realty. I can help you, Mister…”

      “Jon Xavier.” Xavier ignored the overture, his gaze settling on Ciara’s face. “I wish to deal with Miss Ciara only. She is the reason I am here.”

      Both Renee and Joseph backpedaled, looking stunned and angry. Renee gave Xavier’s tall body a once-over, more than hunger for money flaring on her thin face.

      “How much property are you interested in purchasing, Mr. Xavier?” Joseph asked.

      “Two hundred acres of virgin forest.” Xavier didn’t even turn.

      “Well, er, we do have some fine offerings, but that vast amount of acreage… The price…”

      “I am most willing to pay any price for possessing what I desire,” Xavier murmured, his gaze flaring white once more.

      Oh…damn.

      “Is this for recreational use or commercial?” Renee sidestepped Joseph, vying for attention like a sideshow act.

      “Recreational. I need much space for what I intend to do for my pleasure.”

      Ciara trembled.

      “And to whom I plan to use to indulge that pleasure,” he said in a voice so low she knew the Skins, with their blind sense of hearing attuned only to wealth, could not hear.

      Joseph brightened. “We have a parcel perfect for you. It’s not for sale yet, but I am certain I can convince the owner to sell. Not quite two hundred acres but very fine, with lots of aspen, pine, and meadow…”

      “Are you a licensed real estate agent?” he asked Ciara.

      She shook her head.

      “What is your budget?” Renee sidled up to Xavier, thrusting out her ample breasts like a stripper begging for dollar bills.

      “Three million. Cash.” Xavier sidestepped Renee.

      Ciara could almost see the drool drippling out of the twins’ mouths, like babes sucking on pacifiers.

      Joseph and Renee began babbling, steering Xavier over to one of the fine, leather chairs, urging all manner of drinks on him. He paid them no mind but bade Ciara to sit next to him.

      Desperate to get his attention away from her and onto the elegant, glossy brochures the twins had shoved at him, Ciara took each brochure, pointing out the photos, the availability of the land, and the water availability.

      “A thin, clear mountain stream,” Xavier said, staring at her and not at the colorful photos of verdant meadow and woods. “A cold, crisp stream, winding through rocks and glades like a woman’s golden hair upon my pillow at night.”

      Several brochures spilled to the hardwood floor as she tried to regain her lost composure. Xavier bent over and retrieved them, and their fingers touched.

      Sizzling energy shot through her. Xavier caressed the back of her hand with his index finger, his touch as sensual as a purring cat. His mouth curved in a sinful, knowing smile, as if he stroked her bare breast and not her hand.

      A few minutes later, Ciara agreed to take Xavier on a tour of the property interesting him the most. The parcel of mountain land was an hour’s ride away. He wanted her, not the twins. Joseph, desperate for a sale and smelling money like a mountain lion scenting fresh meat, tossed her the keys to his BMW.

      She led Xavier outside to the back parking lot, and as she climbed behind the wheel, her nervousness increased. After he closed the passenger door, he placed a hand over hers on the leather steering wheel.

      “I intend you no harm,” he said quietly.

      Immediately all her agitation ceased, as if his mere touch drained all negative emotion. Just as his intensity had made her desperate last night, his calming demeanor had the effect of a soothing drug. Ciara took a deep breath and started the car.

      She cast him a knowing sideways glance. “Hey, I’m the one who gave you my card and told you to call me.”

      He nodded.

      They drove out of town, toward the mountains ridging the horizon, away from the national park. Xavier talked the entire time, admiring the sweep of majestic pines in the distance, the brush of blue sky touching their tips, the jagged, snow-capped mountain peaks. He talked about the land with such rich sensuality, as if the earth were a woman, with all lovely curves and hidden, secret places.

      Ciara concentrated on the drive, enjoying the lush tenor of his voice. Her Nymph side appreciated the mountains, forests, and rivers as much as Xavier did. And like the Crystal Wizard, she hated seeing all the overdevelopment.

      An hour later, Ciara turned down a primitive, dirt road and stopped before a thick stretch of tall trees. She switched off the ignition.

      While he got out of the car, she slipped the small pair of scissors into the pocket of her pants. Now was a good time to cut his hair, when they were alone and she could distract him.

      Ciara began the usual sales ramble Joseph had taught her.

      Xavier gently clasped her wrist. “Hush,” he said softly. “Listen.”

      Startled, she looked at him, the firm angle of his taut jaw beneath the short, black beard, the intensity in his mouth. And then she took a deep breath and inhaled pine, decaying earth, and the sweet scent of wildflowers.

      Ciara opened her senses and listened, hearing the harsh cry of a distant crow, the song of birds chattering overhead in the trees, and the whisper of water threading through the trees.

      Her troubled spirit breathed as well, comforted by these woods that no man—or Other—had touched. There was something mystical about this property.

      “The owner of this property is actually a corporation. I’m not certain they will sell.”

      Xavier glanced down at her with a smile. “Gideon owns it. He set it up so it looks like a corporation owns it. I warded this land and all the land close by against all harm, against development, and against any Others inhabiting it, to give refuge to the wild creatures roaming here. Even Others like you, Ciara.”

      Stunned, she stared at him. Had he regained his memory?

      But then he frowned and rubbed his temples with his long, elegant fingers. “I do not know how I know that. Or why I suddenly had this memory. I know you are Other, like the widow who lives in my complex. I remember…and then it flees, like vanishing mist. It is so painful. It feels like a spike drilling into my head.”

      Ciara ached for him. She couldn’t imagine his trauma, being a powerful being and then losing his memory, having no idea of his identity.

      “Let me help,” she told him. “Sit down, over there on that rock.”

      When he did, she stood in front of him. “Relax. Breathe deeply.”

      Her hands upon his temples were gentle as she began massaging, directing her healing magick to ease the violent pain she sensed throbbing through his mind. Whatever had stripped his memory had caused this hurt, forcing him to forgo trying to remember.

      Ciara sent tendrils of healing into his body and felt a subtle yet very strong buzz of pure magick. Shuddering, she continued her ministrations. Whoever had done this to Xavier was a most powerful being.

      She knew only one creature with power enough to cast such a spell over the Crystal Wizard.

      The Goddess Danu herself.

      What had Xavier done to deserve this? Bristling with indignation, she gently rubbed his temples, drawing away the spikes of agony as he sighed with apparent relief.

      Xavier leaned against her, purring like a cat, pillowing his head against her breasts. There was nothing sexual about the move, but all her senses tingled and desire curled deep inside her.

      He drew away and looked up, his gray-blue gaze bright with fresh understanding.

      “Thank you, Ciara, for using your powers to ease my pain.”

      Flustered, she dropped her trembling hands. Much of her magick had drained into him, for trying to heal this powerful wizard took all her strength. Later, she could replenish it in the stream, connecting to the earth, but now she felt weak and very vulnerable.

      “How do you know I have power?” she demanded, stepping back.

      “You are Ciara, Nymph of old. I do not need my memory to understand what we once shared.” Standing, he reached out and cupped her cheek, caressing her skin with the edge of one thumb. “All I need is to touch you.” His voice turned dark and smoky. “Your scent wraps around me, enticing as exotic spices, innocent as a field of wildflowers. It makes me long to touch you, to connect, discover what we once shared to see if I can recapture those lost moments once more.”

      All he needed to do was touch her, and she melted. Ciara struggled with her own identity. Stealing a lock of his hair presented a greater challenge than she realized. With other lovers, she controlled her emotions, controlled them. Getting them to do her bidding was quite easy.

      With Xavier, she lost all her senses. Her hormones screamed for more, and her body throbbed with the unsatisfied ache only he could fill.

      It had been more than sex between them. Something deeper and a sense of bonding she couldn’t quite understand. It felt as if she’d known him forever and their lives had been intertwined and then yanked apart.

      Each time she tried to analyze it, she felt such sorrow. Ciara wanted to weep.

      Xavier leaned closer. “Who are you to me, lovely Ciara? I feel as if we mated in a past life. We were lovers once.” His voice deepened. “And we shall be again.”

      All coherent thought fled as he dipped his head closer to hers and kissed her.

      His mouth was warm, soft, and authoritative. Xavier kissed her as if he cherished her, but behind the kiss was sheer, male need, kept in check by the force of his will. That will could turn demanding, and she’d become helpless to resist his power, the memory of their lovemaking dissolving her own will and attempts for control.

      The kiss intensified, and his tongue thrust past her parted lips in imitation of the sex act. Xavier cupped the back of her head with one hand, holding her steady as he ravaged her mouth. Swept up in sensation, she moaned as the sensuality of his kiss deepened. He kissed her as if they had been lovers separated through time and he wanted her again—wanted to brand her with his scent, his touch, his very mouth.

      He kissed her as a man kisses a woman before he spreads her legs and drives himself deep inside her body, claiming her in the flesh.

      It was a prelude to lovemaking, not a kiss of friendship or sweetness. Again and again he plundered, sweeping aside all her resistance, any protests surfacing in her mind. All she could do was cling to the broad breadth of his shoulders, anchoring herself to him in the tempest of sensuality consuming them both.

      An image of her mother came to mind. Ciara pushed at Xavier, breaking his hold over her.

      “Stop,” she told him, licking her lips. “I can’t…”

      His eyes were dark, and a pulse beat wildly in his throat. “Why not?”

      She almost laughed. He might be a mighty wizard, but he was still a guy with a guy’s logic. “Not here. Not now.”

      “Ah.” Xavier slid a hand over her cheek. “Later, then.”

      She pressed a finger to her sweating temple. “I have a job to do, Xavier. Let me at least take you to see the property so I can tell my bosses that you inspected it. If I fail to do my job, they’ll fire me.”

      His mouth flattened. “If they dare to fire you, Ciara, I will turn them into dust balls.”

      From another man’s mouth—vague, empty threats. From his, a very real possibility.

      She gulped. “Not necessary. Let’s take a quick tour, and that way I can tell them you saw the land.”

      

      For the next several minutes, they walked a pathway through the forest as Ciara pointed out the pristine trees, the signs of abundant wildlife.

      They came to the stream gurgling down the mountain, tumbling over moss-covered rocks, the water as sparkling as the crystals in Xavier’s hair.

      Squatting down, he cupped his hands then lifted the water to his mouth.

      Xavier wiped his mouth with the back of one hand. “Can you smell the water’s freshness?”

      She could. Xavier cupped his hand again and dipped it into the stream.

      He brought his hand to her mouth. “Drink,” he commanded.

      Ciara sipped the water, delighting in the sweet taste. Then he took his wet finger, traced a line over her mouth.

      “Delicious,” he murmured.

      Xavier headed for a nearby boulder and sat, closing his eyes as if enjoying the serenity of the forest. Ciara felt for the scissors in her back pocket. Now. Do it before you have to return and you might not see him again.

      With extreme care, she crept up behind him, holding her breath. She raised the scissors to his head. One small lock with a crystal, just one…

      Xavier suddenly turned. She managed to hide the scissors in time.

      His gray-blue gaze narrowed. “Ciara, what are you doing?”

      “Collecting specimens.” She bent and snipped off a small piece of fern and then tucked the scissors into her pocket. “For my garden. I like growing things.”

      His brow wrinkled, and the scowl warned her this wizard was not easily fooled. But he said nothing, only stood and headed in the direction of the car.

      On the drive back, she put the top down. Wind whipped Xavier’s shoulder-length, black hair as he closed his eyes, seeming to enjoy the sensation.

      She was in big trouble with this wizard. Not from him but her own rising desires. Xavier could easily sweep her off her feet, make her forget all else but him.

      Saving her mother meant everything. The Nymphs in the colony counted on her. All her life, Ciara had longed for acceptance, questioning her identity. Xavier might not know who he was now, but eventually his memory would return—and his place in the world.

      Her place in the world hinged upon acceptance in the colony. Living in her father’s world as a half-cougar shifter had left her feeling even more displaced. The Shifters easily changed forms to hunt, not understanding her revulsion at killing small, innocent creatures for food.

      Sometimes she felt like a vegetarian living in a hunting lodge. She had to leave to preserve her sanity.

      With the Nymphs, Ciara felt accepted and appreciated. But now, with her mother in the clutches of the witch, she had to risk everything to bring her back to the colony. Carlina held great influence with the other Nymphs.

      Having grown up without a mother or a band of sisters, Ciara craved their kinship.

      Rescuing her mother meant more than saving Carlina’s life.

      It meant saving her own.

      Acceptance in her mother’s colony presented a more rational and practical life than pining after a wizard she thought she’d loved. She could grow old there, and content.

      Do you really want a contented life? Or do you wish to abandon all practical magick and seize that distant star?

      The nagging voice inside her would not be ignored. But she had lived too long in isolation and with regret.

      There would never be anything between herself and Xavier except a brief bond in the flesh. And that, too, would fade by morning, just as the glittering stars in the night sky did.

      A fantasy, nothing more.

      When she pulled into the parking lot of the real estate office and shut off the engine, Xavier turned to her.

      “Before we go in there and you become all business once more, I have something to ask you, Ciara. When do you leave work?”

      She glanced at her watch. “About an hour.”

      “After work, would you like to go on a hike with me and then return to my townhouse for dinner?”

      Had she orchestrated this, it couldn’t have been better. She could get a second attempt to try to cut off his hair. Ciara forced a smile. “I’d love to.”

      “Good,” he murmured, fingering a strand of her wayward curls then tucking the lock behind her ear.

      He gave her the address, but she knew where he lived.

      As they headed into the office, she sensed the greater intent behind his invitation. Xavier intended to make love to her. Forget the fact she’d planned to seduce him and then snip a lock of his hair.

      He planned to seduce her.

      And Goddess help her, once he did, she could be hopelessly lost.
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      It felt odd to hike through Rocky Mountain National Park with a powerful wizard who had no idea he’d once walked the same path, warding the land against evil.

      He took her for a short hike around Sprague Lake. The wind was bitter, but the wizard walking alongside her emitted such warmth that she did not feel the cold.

      Snow dusted the majestic peaks, and drifts piled upon the ground. Tall, yellow stalks of pussy willows grew in clumps near the water, a promise of spring.

      The jagged peaks of snow-capped mountains soared into the sharp, blue sky.

      They sat on a fallen log. “Listen,” he murmured.

      She tilted her head, heard nothing but the brush of wind through the pines, sweeping down the mountain.

      “It’s snowing. Hear the flakes falling?”

      The white banks of drifts stretched before them, marching up the slope of the mountain. Jagged peaks, half-hidden by clouds, ringed them.

      “I like coming here,” he mused. “At times when I feel my ego has grown too large and I need to pull away to remind myself of who I am, I come here to hike, sit, and listen to the forest.”

      Then he winced and rubbed his head.

      “Another memory and another headache?” she asked.

      At his nod, seeing the dull glaze of pain in his gray-blue eyes, she rubbed his temples. Sighing, he leaned into her touch.

      Fat flakes drifted into the blue-black of his hair, glinting in the sun before they melted. The crystals tipping each strand of his shoulder-length hair glistened in the sunlight, taunting her.

      “Try not to remember. I hate seeing you in pain,” she told him when she finished.

      He shook his head. “I must get my memory back. It’s very important. I remember this. I remember coming here when I needed to remind myself there are things greater than I am and I am part of the whole,” he said, gazing up at the mountain.

      Then he winced again, as if the pain of remembering spiked another terrible headache.

      Ciara’s heart skipped a beat. Safer for her to keep him ignorant of his true identity, but what of those who sought his protection?

      “You are a person of duty and power.” She picked up his hand, feeling the strength in his long fingers, seeing the veins ridging his skin. “It matters to those you serve.”

      Blinking, he looked awash in confusion again. Then he withdrew his hand and shrugged again. “If I am, then why do I have no memory of it? What kind of powerful entity that created me with such power would have deserted me like this?”

      Ciara had no answers. But her conscience tugged at her. Once Xavier remembered who he was, and what she had done, she was toast.

      But already, she had seen the terrifying results of what happened when there was no Crystal Wizard to deliver justice and keep order.

      Xavier put his hand on her arm.

      “Look,” he whispered.

      In the middle of the lake, a bear walked, its nose pressed into the water as if looking for plants. Speechless, she watched the giant animal. Xavier slid his arm around her, and she curled her body into his.

      The quiet pierced her, only the wind whistling through the mountain and the gurgle of the nearby stream.

      Awe filled her. This was her mother’s land, her mother’s home, and yet she had explored little of it, so busy was she trying to fit into the colony and find acceptance.

      Who needed acceptance when one had the wide, open outdoors, the glittering peaks, and the wild? Her cougar nature stirred, eager to rush over the hills and through the evergreens and hunt.

      But while the cougar beast inside her enjoyed solitude, the nymph and witch inside her craved acceptance and family. She could not bear to live apart any longer.

      The bear lifted its head and began stalking toward them.

      “Time to go.” Xavier withdrew his arm and tugged her hand. “Leave it be.”

      They walked over the bridge to the parking lot and sat at a picnic table that overlooked the flat plateau where snow melt formed glacial streams. Ciara studied the sweep of verdant trees marching up the mountains.

      And then hairs rose on the nape of her neck.

      Xavier went still. Suddenly he leapt off the picnic bunch and turned at the same time she did.

      The bear had followed them to the picnic table. All her instincts screamed a warning.

      The bear lifted its head and regarded her with dark, knowing eyes.

      Xavier leapt in front of her. “Leave her alone,” he said in a deep, commanding voice.

      The bear shook its mighty head. “Xavier, why are you hiding from us? Your people have great need of you. There is a blight upon the land caused by one you should judge.”

      Xavier rocked back on the heels of his hiking boots. “What are you?”

      “A shifter who has walked these parts for many long years.” The bear lifted his head and gazed at the mountains. “Sent by a friend, one forbidden from contact with you because of the goddess. But Tristan bids you well.”

      And then the bear walked away and vanished into the forest.

      Xavier stared at the giant beast.

      Then he glanced at Ciara. “Stay here. If anything comes after you, yell for me, and I shall be at your side.”

      And then he tore off, a tall wizard with a scowl on his face and the terrible ability to turn creatures like the bear into ash.

      Ciara shivered. If the creature was a shifter, she hoped for his sake he would not provoke Xavier.

      

      How dare the creature threaten Ciara?

      He had no fear of the bear, for he had powers. But Ciara had no such protection.

      The bear knew him. Knew what he was.

      Xavier tore off into the forest, following the bear tracks.

      Pine trees resembling tall, green pipe cleaners clogged his path. Frustrated, he closed his eyes and imagined he was a ball of pure light. No, a shining, crystal ball, floating through the air.

      A rush of power filled him, breath leaving his lungs in a loud whoosh, and his body pinching. And then he was the globe of pure, white crystal, bobbing in the air, able to see all. The floating sensation thrilled him. No pull of gravity. Just freedom.

      He put a single thought into his mind. Find that talking bear.

      Xavier zipped and zagged through the forest until coming upon a swampy glade, where glacial runoff had formed a soggy marsh. Pussy willows and brush peppered the swamp.

      The bear was in the middle of the bog, feeding from the twigs. He bobbed over to the beast and then directed a thought to assume his human/Skin form.

      Xavier stood on his feet, shivering violently. He was nude.

      The bear lifted its head and sighed. “Please. Clothing, Xavier. The sight of a naked man is most disconcerting.”

      Xavier closed his eyes and imagined he wore thick boots, jeans, and a heavy, burgundy sweater. When he opened his eyes, the clothing covered his body.

      Clenching his fists to conceal their trembling with excitement, he stared at the bear. The bear was the second Other to identify him as Xavier. “Who are you?”

      “You don’t know?”

      “Stop playing with me! Who are you?!”

      The bear blinked and vanished. In his place was a tall, intense man. Lanky, with a build like a long distance runner, he wore jeans and a blue, checked shirt and had ash-brown hair.

      “I’m Gregory,” the bear shifter said. “I have lived in these parts many, many long years.”

      A shifter. “Alone?” Perhaps there were others more willing to talk, share knowledge.

      “Alone. Tristan comes to visit from time to time.”

      Xavier frowned. “Tristan? Another bear?”

      Gregory grinned. “He would be most insulted if you called him that, but yes, he can be a bear at times.”

      “Who is this Tristan?”

      The bear shifter looked sad. “He was your friend, once. Now, I don’t know what he is because I don’t know what you’ve become, Xavier. All I know is the evil infiltrating this land has increased and we need your help. Last week, two Trolls were found murdered in a nearby lake. I believe they had little ones, but we can’t find the girls.”

      “We?” He rubbed his aching temples.

      “The other shifters and myself. We all band together to fight whatever darkness is killing Others here.” Gregory shook his head. “We need you back, Xavier. The other wizards are far too busy to help us. I’ve called upon them, but they don’t answer.”

      Wizard? “Then I am a wizard? Who am I? And this time, answer me!”

      Gregory started to speak, when suddenly the whites of his eyes flared. His body tensed, and he seemed in a trance as an odd, white glow surrounded him.

      Xavier instinctively stepped back from the pulse of pure power.

      “I am forbidden from telling you,” Gregory said in a monotone voice. “You must discover who you are in your own way, and a great sacrifice will be required.”

      Then the bear shifter’s mouth closed, and Gregory collapsed upon the ground. Rushing to his side, Xavier examined him. Normal pulse, heartbeat fine.

      The bear opened his eyes. Xavier helped Gregory sit up.

      “Damn.” Gregory rubbed his head. “What happened?”

      “I suspect whoever took my memory does not want you telling me who I am. He, or she, is playing games with me.”

      The bear continued to rub his head. “That really hurts.”

      In sympathy, Xavier rested his hand upon the bear’s shoulder. And then he closed his eyes, directing a healing current of energy into the shifter’s body.

      When he opened his eyes, Gregory looked pleased. “Thanks, Xavier. You may have lost your memory, but you still have your powers. Wish you could heal this land as you did me.”

      Gazing at the jagged, snowcapped mountains and the tall evergreens, he couldn’t help the nagging feeling that he must do something to abate the terrible gathering of evil in this land.

      But he didn’t know how or what to do.
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      A great and terrible darkness had gathered in the region, and Xavier wasn’t there to fight it.

      Deeply disturbed, Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, materialized inside the national park near Xavier’s home. The stench of acrid smoke and burning tar assaulted all his senses, and he winced.

      Gideon headed to a blackened and stubby pine tree. In assuming Xavier’s duties while the Crystal Wizard served out his punishment, he had been told about the horrid deaths of two innocent Trolls.

      Gideon went to the place where they’d died. The bodies had been removed and buried, but the taint was still upon the land.

      What he saw worried him deeply. The dead trees and brush and the blackened earth might look like evidence of a forest fire to Skins, but he knew better.

      Gideon rested his palm upon the pine tree and felt its inner scream.

      This was not witchcraft or Earther magick gone astray. His palm tingled.

      Fae magick, tinged with something sinister.

      Dark Fae magick wasn’t evil, only powerful. He knew. Before dying in his mortal life and becoming the immortal Crimson Wizard, Gideon had been a Dark Fae prince in the Unseelie Court.

      Scanning the barren ground, he knew his powers could blind him to the truth. It was like using a telescope to examine an ant. He had honed his wizard powers to search for evil, but Fae magick had clever ways of deceiving even wizards.

      This job required finesse and attention to detail. He tuned in to his Dark Fae powers, magick he had not used for many centuries. If Fae magick was involved, the symbol would be cast.

      Gideon closed his eyes, centered his inner self. Wind brushed at his long, blond hair, tickling his pointed ears. The heart of him was Fae, but setting aside his wizard powers took enormous concentration, for centuries ago, he’d vowed never to be powerless again.

      No one would ever again make him their prisoner.

      Eyes still closed, he tapped into the deviant darkness always lingering inside him. It pulsed like a heart, beating faster and faster.

      He let it rise, feeling the sensual beast howl with anticipation, the predator who thrived on sensory arousal, the sharp bite of an apple, the crisp scent of woodsmoke, the softness of a woman’s plump thigh…

      Gideon opened his eyes. The forest earth no longer appeared blackened but riddled with dark red runes. He paid no heed to them, for all Fae used runes. If his people, the Unseelie, had done this atrocity, the symbol would be present on a tree or a rock.

      The Unseelie did love to leave calling cards.

      The tips of his ears tingled, as if someone brushed them with electricity. He turned, inhaling the air, and nearly gagged.

      Dark magick. Searching with all his senses, he followed the red runes to a flat boulder stained rust red.

      His Dark Fae senses saw the red was mixed with a black, tarry substance. He bent down and sniffed, nearly choking.

      Ancient, dark magick, a rasp of claws skittering across a metal floor, the stink of rot that made even his eyes water. This was not Unseelie, but something much more powerful.

      Gideon forced himself to concentrate and carefully looked over the rock, where the sacrifice had taken place. A few minutes later, a small symbol caught his eye.

      The sigil of a silver dragonfly set within a four-pointed star, the symbol of the Unseelie Court. Dragonflies were the harbingers of death in the Winter Court.

      Gideon isolated the various smells around the symbol and shut them out, exclusively centering on the symbol itself.

      Sorting through the various odors, he identified the fragrance of his people—woodsmoke, brown sugar, and cinnamon, the bite of ice and snow, and hot almonds.

      He touched the symbol again, ignoring the current rippling against his skin like an electrical shock.  Gideon allowed his Crimson Wizard powers to fully surge. Whoever left this mark could not entirely mask it from him.

      There.

      He opened his eyes. The faintest tendril of sweet jasmine on a warm summer night. Unmistakable. Only one kind of Fae carried that smell. It was reserved for royalty.

      The Summer King, ruler of the Seelie Court.

      Gideon’s control nearly snapped, as his dominating Dark Fae self clashed with the cold, collected Crimson Wizard who ruled over both courts and was their ultimate judge. The Dark Fae wanted to destroy and eradicate this threat to innocents.

      The cool-minded wizard knew he must take a more subtle approach, for the delicate truce between both courts, a truce he’d negotiated nearly one thousand years ago, must hold.

      Diplomacy was required. The faint scent of royalty warned him that the Summer King might not have done this foul deed, but someone in his court close to him definitely did.

      Gideon stood, waved a hand over the ruined land, banishing any trace of evil. Trees snapped and popped as they blossomed to life once more, and the earth healed beneath the good light of his Crimson Wizard magick.

      Time to pay a visit. He had not been to the Seelie Court in many decades.

      Not needing an invitation—he was the Crimson Wizard—Gideon dematerialized to the Summer Court, the mystic land hidden within the world of Skins.

      Disguising himself with Fae glamor, he materialized inside the great hall, where King Oren presided over the court, the gentried Seelie Fae in attendance. White, fluted columns of marble lined the hall, carved with gold. The domed ceiling was gold as well, a flourish of gilded artwork he found too ornate for his taste. Courtiers milled around, their elegant coats of blue and gold velvet for the men, with hose of gold, and sweeping, silk skirts for the women. Diamonds and gold adorned the women’s hair, and ceremonial daggers displayed sparkling sapphires, emeralds, or rubies. From experience, he knew the daggers were dull blades, not honed as his own. Resisting the temptation to touch the hilt of his own jeweled dagger, he leaned against a column and waited, crossing his arms over his chest.

      In the midst of the throng, he supposed he appeared an ordinary Fae warrior, in his crimson velvet tunic, red leggings, and soft, doeskin boots. All he lacked was the quiver filled with arrows and a trusty bow.

      I have more power than a simple bow, he thought in amusement. Still, the finest flutter touched his belly. Gideon detested this court and came here only as needed.

      Allowing his senses to explore, he scanned the crowd, the brightly colored gowns and foppish waistcoats. Seelie Fae favored wilder colors, not the darker dress of the Winter Court. He walked closer to the golden dais where King Oren sat on his jewel-encrusted throne, clutching his golden scepter.

      His ten wives were not present, but a few of Oren’s offspring were on the dais with him. The crown prince, Maurico, sat on a much smaller gold throne, looking bored. Beside him was Alia, the king’s younger daughter of a lesser wife.

      Lacing his hands behind his back to control his emotions, Gideon studied the girl. Not a girl, he corrected. A woman in the flush of youth with rich sable hair spilling down her backside, eyes blue as a summer sky, and a mouth sweet and pink as a blushing rose.

      A white wool gown covered her body, draping over her curves, the generous breasts and hips, the slender waist. A prize for certain, for any Fae. His blood tingled as he caressed her with his gaze, his very male and very Dark Fae senses surging naturally and responding to such feminine grace.

      Alia’s pink lips parted as she stared at him, not in bold invitation as the other women but in frank awe. Among all the people here, even with the glamor of an ordinary Fae, she saw directly through him.

      Alia knew who he was, and fear showed in her wide, blue eyes.

      He saw himself, the cynical, cold Crimson Wizard, a being of tremendous power and indifference, who could slay every person in the court with the flick of a finger. The image should please him, for he’d worked hard to cultivate such a presence in order to remain impartial and hold influence without having to display his magick. Yet it troubled him.

      For a singular, wild moment, he wanted her to see the real man inside, the Dark Fae with bright, burning passions, who sacrificed his mortal life to bring peace between both courts. The Fae whose legendary skills as a lover even now rippled through the female courtiers, who stared at him and moistened their red mouths.

      The Fae who’d longed for a simple touch, a caress to know someone cared about him as a man, not an image…

      Gideon shook free of his fantasy. He had not taken a Fae lover in hundreds of years and did not dare exercise his darker, deviant desires on anyone from this court, let alone an innocent.

      Dropping the glamour, he allowed his powers to surge, the soft crimson-and-gold glow of his aura pulsing like a lighthouse beacon. Several gasps sounded, and hushed murmurs of “Crimson Wizard” followed the gasps.

      “My Lord Gideon,” King Oren called out. “We are honored by your presence.”

      The entire court bowed low before him. All but King Oren, who merely nodded.

      And Alia. Amused, Gideon watched her lovely, blue eyes narrow, as if she detested such homage.

      King Oren raised his hands, and a current of golden fire cut through the air, slamming into Alia, who collapsed to her knees. “Bow, girl,” the king hissed. “Do you wish to offend the Crimson Wizard?”

      Gideon’s ire flared. He strode over to the girl and took her elbow to help her rise. The moment his hand made contact with her bare skin, a spark jumped between them, thickening his blood. Desire, hot and heavy, surged in his loins.

      Troubled, he forced his male passions to simmer and touched the girl’s cheek where the fire had left a slight, yellow burn. It healed instantly.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      “Fine,” she murmured, not looking at him.

      Not at him but the dagger on his belt, with such intent he knew she wanted to seize it and use it. On him? Or someone else?

      Gideon seized her wrist. “Don’t,” he murmured, for her ears only. “Not unless you wish to live out your days in a pain-filled cell of iron, only darkness for company.”

      Alia moistened her mouth again. “Perhaps such a place would be preferable to here.”

      Troubled by her words, Gideon gently touched her cheek again, marveling at her velvet-soft skin and the courage in her deep blue eyes. “Do not entertain such thoughts, little one. You are far too young and innocent to know the grip darkness can have on your soul.”

      He turned to the king, guarding his thoughts. What in seven hells happened to this court? Gideon made a note to investigate further. For now, he had to confirm his suspicions about the Seelie King.

      Alia had not sacrificed the Trolls on the rock in the national park. Her aura pulsed with soft, gold light, threaded with unhappy grayness but no hint of malevolent purplish-black.

      And…

      Interesting. A flare of deep crimson, the color of passion amongst the Fae.

      Gideon approached Prince Maurico, who stood and gave a stiff bow. “My Lord Gideon, how may we assist you?”

      Sniffing, Gideon caught no foul stench of evil. The prince’s aura was the same as his half-sister’s, with equal amounts of unhappy gray.

      “It has been too long since I last paid a visit to the Summer Court.” Gideon scanned the rest of the royal crowd. “I am long overdue.”

      The Seelie King inclined his head. “You are most welcome here always.”

      False words but courteous.

      King Oren’s aura was the most powerful, pure gold like the summer sun, with tendrils of arrogant purple. Gideon examined it closely and caught no scent of tainted evil, only overwhelming conceit.

      A malevolent thread of black and deep purple pulsed in his vision as he turned to the lesser lords, Oren’s nephews. Among them were courtiers from the Unseelie Court, who came here as a condition of the truce Gideon had negotiated. The scent of sweet summer jasmine mingled here with the richer fragrance of his people—woodsmoke and snow.

      The Dark Fae lords had been invited to the Summer Court as a gesture of peace in the longstanding truce. Gideon caught a hint of rotting flesh. He followed it until he came to Lord Aston Moxley, an Unseelie. Moxley was a favorite of King Oren’s. Moxley was quite close to the Summer King. Gideon knew Oren was arranging a match between his daughter Alia and Moxley in order to seal the peace between the two courts.

      The thought of Alia mating with this Fae made Gideon’s stomach clench hard. She should be mine.

      Startled, he shook his head. Absurd. He would never take a mate. He was the Crimson Wizard, who must dedicate himself to judging and guarding the Fae.

      Eyes burning from the stench of evil, he stared at the Dark Fae. Moxley looked away.

      The Summer King leaned forward. “Is there something you desire from them, my Lord Gideon?”

      “The truth,” Gideon said softly. “Moxley, who is your master?”

      The Fae stared at the ground but shuffled backward in his gold slippers.

      Gideon seized the young lord by the throat, lifting him up as the court gasped and Moxley choked. “Your master.”

      Letting his powers surge, knowing his eyes turned blood red, Gideon forced the truth from the Unseelie.

      “The…Dark…Lord,” Moxley sputtered.

      Dropping him onto the marble floor with disgust, Gideon waited. He knew his intentions but wanted to see what Oren would do.

      The king bolted off his throne and yelled for his guards, who grabbed Moxley by the arms.

      Moxley screamed and raged in their grip. “How dare you touch me? I am under the authority of the Unseelie King!”

      “You will pay for this, you young pup,” Oren hissed. “You bring such filth, such darkness to my court? You dare to attempt to break the peace lasting between our people for more than nine hundred years?! And to think I thought of wedding you to my daughter?”

      King Oren glanced at Gideon. “I cannot dispense justice to him without risking the truce.”

      Moxley laughed, a chilling sound that iced Gideon’s blood. His face began to change, turning blackened and shrunken, his eyes a violent yellow. Now the taint of evil was clear, the stench almost unbearable.

      “Truce? Balderdash, there can never be real peace between our people, Oren! We shall rise up and fill the world with darkness. You cannot stop us! Nothing can stop us!”

      “Oh?” Gideon asked. He nodded at the Fae holding Moxley. “Release him.”

      After they did, Gideon flicked out a hand, and Lord Moxley screamed. Red and white flames consumed his flesh, burning him as he danced about the marble floor, and then he finally collapsed.

      Moxley burst apart, showering the startled courtiers with noxious, gray ash.

      Gideon’s gaze flicked to the shocked Summer King. “Are there any more surprises hiding amongst your lords and ladies?”

      Oren shook his head, the scepter quivering in his hands. “I hope not.”

      The Crimson Wizard scanned the silent crowd. Many had backed away, refusing to look at him. They quivered in their soft, velvet slippers and boots.

      Such was the way of the Brehon. He must command respect and fear to keep order, for the Fae of both courts had the power to begin a war that would cause earthquakes, floods, and plagues upon the Skin world.

      All the Fae, even Oren, seemed deeply shaken at what they’d witnessed. Well, all but one.

      Alia boldly looked straight at him.

      “Thank you. I had no desire to marry him. I would sooner mate with a wart hog than that one.”

      Gideon gave a grudging laugh as King Oren hissed a reprimand.

      In Alia’s expression, he saw hope and a flash of deep desire. Lingering, he held her gaze for a full minute before she flushed and looked down at the floor.

      He was the Crimson Wizard and did not dare to exercise his darkest desires in either court, but most of all, here. Still, that look—it went straight through him like fire.

      Gideon addressed the king, who finally took the throne again. “Know this, Oren. Darkness is not confined to the Unseelie. I will be watching. All of you.”

      Waving a hand, he dematerialized back to the Skin world.

      He knew he had not fully eradicated the problem. It waited in silence to strike again. And when it did, he would be ready.
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      Xavier tried to put the odd incident in the park out of his mind and concentrate instead on Ciara. The lovely Nymph with flowing, golden curls, sparkling, green eyes, and a sexy, kissable mouth would soon be in his bed.

      He had grilled the steaks to perfection through magick. The entire meal was crafted from his ample powers.

      As they sat at the dining table by the window overlooking the river, Xavier asked Ciara about her work and how much the job meant to her. She gave a shrug of those slender shoulders.

      “It’s a means of paying the rent. Joseph and Renee aren’t bad, but they think I’m too vapid to learn the real estate business.”

      A protective feeling arose in him. Xavier set down his wineglass. “Do you wish me to speak to them?”

      She gave him a look from beneath her lashes. “I doubt it would do any good. For Skins, they’re quite dense, though they make plenty of money.”

      Xavier flexed his fingers. “I am a being of great power.”

      “Oh?” Her smile was infectious, and her slight laugh enchanted him. “If that’s the case, then conjure a fire. I’m slightly chilled.”

      Immediately, he flicked a finger at the fireplace, and a fire blazed on the hearth. She sucked in a breath, staring at him.

      “I do not know how I acquired this power or what it is for, but I will not hesitate to use it to benefit you if you are in trouble.”

      She blinked. “I can see. Would you ever sacrifice it to save another? Does this magick mean much to you?”

      “My magick means everything to me. I would never give it up.” Xavier felt the familiar pounding in his temples. “I could not see how I’d be forced to surrender it when I am capable of using it to save someone.”

      Again, he cursed his lack of memory. He must have done something quite dreadful to have this black hole where his memory once resided. Instinctively, he knew that memories were the most precious thing to him, besides his magick.

      “Who am I?” he asked her. “You knew me in the drive-thru. You aren’t surprised that I possess powerful magick.”

      Those wide, green eyes, as mysterious and earthy as the forest he loved, searched his face. “You’re a very strong being with a kind heart and a deep need for justice. I can say no more than that.”

      “Why not?”

      She moistened her mouth, and his hungry gaze tracked each move. “Xavier, let me put it this way…you are someone with tremendous magick. If someone stole your memory, it must have been someone very powerful I don’t want to offend.”

      He offered his most charming smile. “What if I fell and hit my head and lost my memory that way?”

      Ciara laughed. “I doubt that. You never were that clumsy, and if you did, you’d simply snap your fingers and your wound would heal.”

      Ah, some information he desired.

      “How well did we know each other? Were we intimate?”

      She blushed a becoming pink. “Very intimate.”

      Filled with purpose, Xavier poured Ciara another glass of wine. The vintage, a Chilean Carmenère, proved delightful to his palate. Ciara sipped sparingly, which pleased him.

      He didn’t want her inebriated when he took her.

      He wanted her awake and aware of every single moment of pleasure he planned to give her. And afterward, when they were both exhausted and sated, he would delve into her mind and demand answers to his identity.

      For now, he could not stop craving her, needed to draw her close. Ciara was like a drug. He could not wait to kiss her again.

      Perhaps I’ll start with that delicious curve of your throat, running my tongue along there, slow and teasing. I do love the little excited cries you make when you come…

      Startled, he set down the bottle. The only way he’d know her reaction during orgasm was if they’d previously made love. Not once but a few times. And it bothered him greatly he had no solid memory of such a past.

      For he wanted to remember making love to her, wanted to know the erogenous zones that delivered the most pleasure, wanted to relish the memory of becoming her lover for the first time.

      Jealousy flared suddenly as he thought of other lovers she’d had, other men who had sampled her charms, had known the exquisite sweetness of having her tight, wet sex surround them as they joined their bodies.

      Mine. The possessiveness startled him as much as the jealousy had.

      But he instinctively knew it came from a more intimate knowledge.

      You were her first lover. The very first to enter her young, innocent body, the first to tutor her in passion, the first to watch in tender satisfaction as she cried out in bliss, shattering in his arms.

      Tonight, he would take her there again.

      When dinner was finished, he insisted on Ciara sitting in the living room before the fire, watching the newly fallen snow as he cleaned up. Then they shrugged into their coats and went outside, walking along the riverbank.

      Their footprints left trails in the virgin snow, his solid and large, hers more delicate. Everything about Ciara seemed ethereal, and yet, with her curves and generous breasts, she seemed less Nymph and more…

      Shifter.

      Interesting. He did not know how he knew of shifters, but the thought nudged him like a sharp elbow.

      Snow began to fall again, dusting the evergreens and sprinkling on the rocks bordering the river. Xavier led Ciara to a covered pavilion and switched on the overhead heaters. He instinctively raised his body temperature to deal with the cold, but the heaters would keep Ciara warm.

      As they sat on a sofa beneath the pavilion’s sheltering roof, Ciara stared out at the falling snow in the street lights scattered around the complex.

      Snow dusted the evergreen branches like powdered sugar. It covered the crackling grasses of the lawn and fell upon the rocks scattered around the trees in a neat circle. It drifted into the river, and the cold water ate it—pretty, square and oblong flakes vanishing into the bitter cold water as it gurgled its way down the mountain.

      Even in the hushed silence of snowfall, broken only by the river splashing over rocks as it streamed down the mountain, Xavier felt comfortable with Ciara.

      Sensing he’d had many lovers over the years, he wasn’t certain why Ciara tugged at his heart. He didn’t know why this lovely female with the masses of gold hair tumbling down her back, the solemn, green eyes, and the full, rosy lips made him feel so dizzy with need.

      He only knew that when they were together, he felt connected, as if he’d known her for many, many years. Ciara made him happy. Deep down, he suspected he had not been so in many months before losing his memory.

      She shivered in the cold, and he moved closer, taking her hand. She smiled.

      “You always had great body heat.”

      His gaze focused on her mouth. “I can keep you warm, Ciara. In many ways.”

      But as he bent his head to kiss her, a sudden tingle rushed down his spine. Xavier pulled back, his senses sharpening.

      “Someone’s out there.”

      She looked around. “This place has been deserted up until last week when the widow moved in. I know, because I come here at times to keep up with the fairy houses.”

      Glancing at the whimsical doors in the nearby trees, he shook his head. “No, I feel it. Little ones.” Closing his eyes, he inhaled, taking in the scent of dank earth, water, and fear. “Trolls.”

      Xavier stood, filled with fresh purpose, and determination. He didn’t know why he worried about Trolls, only knew that deep in his blood, he had to save them. Tugging Ciara’s hand, he ran with her to the nearby bridge over the river.

      Snow began falling faster now. He squatted down and peered under the bridge.

      His eyesight enabled him to see in the dark and pick out three young girls huddled together on the rocks beneath the bridge.

      “Troll girls,” he muttered. Xavier stretched out his hand, and a brilliant, white light shone from his fingers, illuminating the darkness.

      “They look lost. I believe their parents came here once to visit.” Ciara peered beneath the bridge. “Girls, please come out. We want to help you.”

      But the three Troll girls huddled deeper into the shadows.

      Remembering Gregory’s words, he felt a sudden chill. “They’re not lost. They’re orphaned. Something murdered their parents last week. Gregory told me. Stay here, Ciara,” he ordered. “They’re cold, and they’ll need blankets. I’ll be right back.”

      He started to climb down the embankment, but the girls shrieked and began moving away. Not going to work. They were too frightened. They must come out on their own.

      After retreating to the riverbank, Xavier knelt down on the damp grass, ignoring the snowflakes falling into his eyes. He stretched out a hand. “Hello, girls. Please come out. I won’t hurt you.”

      Bolts of energy shot from his hands, tendrils of red magick. He felt the air shift with his powers and turn warmer.

      Then he moved his fingers, and the red light glittered and began to dance in the air. The Troll girls moved toward it, seemingly entranced by the pretty, sparkling light.

      One by one, they emerged from beneath the bridge. So small. The youngest looked about four, and the oldest couldn’t have been more than ten. His chest hurt as he gazed at them, feeling their fear and their suspicions.

      Using his powers, he surrounded them with the red light and lifted them into the air, gently guiding them over to the riverbank. As he set them down, the light vanished, and they all shivered.

      After he conjured three thick blankets, he and Ciara draped them around the girls. They looked shell-shocked.

      Knowing his formidable height could intimidate, he crouched down. “Don’t be afraid. I’m going to help you.”

      The oldest—a gangly girl with caramel-colored eyes, who wore a dull brown dress—looked at him with suspicion. “And why should we believe you? You could be the one who killed our parents.”

      He gave them his gentlest smile. “I’m not. I promise, I’m going to see you are cared for. How long have you been here?”

      The middle Troll girl, rubbing her nose, looked the most upset. “Three days. We’ve been sleeping under the bridge, and during the day, Nellie catches fish to feed us. But it got so cold today, and we were scared to come out.”

      His heart twisted at her woebegone expression. “You no longer have to sleep under the bridge. I’m taking you to someone who will keep you safe. She’s a very nice widow lady, and she’ll take good care of you.”

      Together, he and Ciara escorted the Troll girls to the elderly widow’s home. When she opened the door, Mrs. O’Neil exclaimed over the girls and hustled them inside. “You poor things, look at you, all shivering and frozen! I’ll make you some hot soup.”

      He and Ciara got the girls settled on the worn living room sofa. Using his powers, he lit a roaring fire in the hearth and then looked at three sets of big, wide, brown eyes.

      “Who likes hot chocolate?”

      Three hands went into the air.

      “With marshmallows!” the middle Troll girl piped up.

      Xavier laughed and waved his hands, conjuring three steaming mugs of hot chocolate, one with tiny marshmallows, on the coffee table before the girls. The Trolls grabbed them and blew on them, their faces brightening.

      He stood and went to the thermostat, frowning at the temperature. It had to be around twenty-eight degrees outside, and inside, it was fifty degrees.

      Xavier went into the kitchen to join Mrs. O’Neil, noting for the first time that she was layered in flannel and had a thick, wool scarf around her neck. “Why is it so cold in here?”

      “I’m afraid I can’t afford heat,” Mrs. O’Neil told him.

      Xavier scowled. “Why did you not tell me? I would have taken care of that.”

      “Oh my, you’ve done enough already. I can’t take your money!”

      He went to the thermostat and spoke at it. “Seventy degrees. Whatever Mrs. O’Neil desires the temperature to be, it will stay there.”

      Then he placed his hand over the mechanism, and it glowed. Xavier dusted off his hands.

      “Now you do not have to worry about paying the bill. My magick will take care of the temperature.” He winked at her, and for a moment, a look of intense satisfaction came over her.

      Odd. It was if she had been waiting on him to solve her heating problem.

      Xavier followed Mrs. O’Neil into the kitchen as she bustled around, making hot soup.

      “Be careful, Mrs. O’Neil. I was in the park, and someone told me there is a great evil prowling about. I countered it with good magick to the best of my ability, but I fear it is growing.” His chest ached as he looked at the girls settled on the sofa with Ciara, who was telling them stories as they sipped their hot chocolate. “The girls’ parents were murdered last week.”

      The woman pressed a hand to her chest. “How terrible! I’ll be sure to lock my doors. And don’t worry. The girls will be safe with me, Jon.”

      “Xavier,” he murmured. “My real name is Xavier.”

      Mrs. O’Neil stirred the vegetable beef soup. “A good name for a good person. You have much power, Xavier. And a kind heart to help those poor girls.”

      Deeply troubled, he shook his head. “It’s my duty to aid the helpless. What good is power if one doesn’t use it for the greater good?”

      Why had he thought that?

      She glanced up from the big, stainless-steel pot of soup. “You act as if you were a deliverer of justice. Does power mean everything to you? What if you had to surrender it all?”

      How odd. Ciara had asked him the very same question. He leaned against the counter, considering. “I don’t know how I could handle that. There is a great ugliness in this world I wish to erase.”

      The woman looked thoughtful. “Ugliness? Do you mean physical ugliness? Is beauty that important to you?”

      Xavier gave an appreciative sniff of the delicious smell of roasted vegetables and beef. He blinked, a distant memory flickering. “Once I thought that. Now I’m not certain.”

      She poured him a mug, and as he protested, her brown eyes twinkled. “It’s the least I can do, after all you’ve done for a poor, old widow.”

      Thanking her, he sipped the soup as she and Ciara served the girls. The soup was hot and warmed him from the inside.

      When the girls were settled, he and Ciara left.

      Ciara turned to him outside his own door.

      “You can’t leave them here forever. They need their family, their own people.”

      I should know this, know how to get them to those who would care for them. Was I a guardian to Trolls?

      Imagining himself as a guardian of Trolls did not bother him. However the idea of safeguarding Ogres filled him with remorse. He didn’t understand why.

      Did Ogres mean something to me in my life before I lost my memory?

      They went inside. Xavier headed for the built-in bookshelves flanking the fireplace. He selected a thick, leather-bound volume, put it on the table, and began leafing through it.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “The Troll girls had the scent of dark magick about them, as if they came into brief contact with it. I may not remember all about my life or magick, but these books should refresh my knowledge.”

      Ciara shuddered. “Dark magick. Evil.”

      “Dark magick is not always evil. It is more powerful than regular magick, as it originates in the Dark Kingdom. Truly evil magick is neocromancing.”

      “Magick that invokes the Dark Lord,” she whispered.

      Xavier stared into the distance, searching his mind to recall a buried memory. “The Dark Lord seeks souls of Others to do his bidding. In exchange for their souls, he gives them whatever they wish. Youth, power…beauty.”

      Yes, that was it—he was regaining a flicker of memory. Just as suddenly, it vanished.

      He shook his head. “There is a reason why the Trolls were murdered, and it has to do with the same reason the blackness has begun to spread over the land, the darkness your Nymph colony cannot fight. It is a powerful magick.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Before I became a wizard, I was a Mage. Mages are like witches, only with less power, so we seek to acquire as much knowledge as possible.” Xavier paused in thumbing through the ancient tome. “I do not remember how I know that, but I do.”

      Ciara picked out another thick, leather-bound volume and plunked it on the kitchen table. “Mages use potions, spells, and magick dust, like witches do, only to less effect.”

      But his gaze riveted to the back of the bookcase. “There’s something here…a hidden panel. Help me get clear this shelf.”

      When all the books were neatly stacked on the floor, he pressed at the wood lining the back of the shelf. It slid to one side. Xavier reached inside and pulled free a small, glass vial containing a purple powder. This seemed most familiar.

      “I know this… I do not know why or how, but it’s familiar.”

      “May I?” Ciara took the vial from him, uncorked it, and sniffed. Her nose wrinkled. “This is hallocan, a revealing powder. You sprinkle it over an area infected with dark magick, and it reveals the origin.”

      Xavier cocked his head. “And how do you know that?”

      Returning the vial, she did not say anything. But he sensed she hid the truth.

      “Ciara, tell me,” he commanded.

      “I’ve studied magick to enhance my skillset.”

      Xavier shook a little of the glittering dust into his palm. He blew on it, and particles scattered throughout the room. She looked at the painted walls, now showing ancient runes scratched into them.

      “You must have done this. It’s your handwriting. You warded this home against evil,” she told him.

      Xavier hoped so. He wasn’t certain why, but suspected it was necessary to protecting the Others who lived there.

      He went to the door and flattened his palm against it. His skin tingled with good magick.

      Two arms slid around his waist. Ciara snuggled against him. “You’re a good wizard, Xavier.”

      Turning, he caught her in his arms and kissed her deeply. He was not certain of many things, and cursed his lack of memory. But he knew tonight he would forge new memories… in the flesh, with this woman whom he could not forget.

      

      Xavier’s kiss set her senses reeling as they had before when they first made love. When he tore his mouth away from hers, he stared down at her with such intensity she felt as if he could see through to her heart.

      She loved him, with every fiber of her being. And she craved his touch, his kiss. She pushed a hand through his thick curls. If only their destinies could be different…

      Xavier touched her cheek. “I need you.

      “Yes. I need you as well, my Xavier. For you are the only one who knows my heart.”

      His brow wrinkled. “How can I know your heart? For it feels as if I have known you forever, but we were never together. Something always tore us apart.”

      “I’ve had these dreams about you. I remember saying one thing: I give you my heart so we will always be together, even unto death.”

      He stared into her eyes, his gaze growing soft. “Those words are so familiar and dear to me, but I cannot remember why.”

      She kissed him gently, her mouth pressing against his. Then he groaned. His arm encircled her waist as he pulled Ciara against him, kissing her back.

      When he broke the kiss, gently brushing his mouth against her chin, he waved a hand. Cool air rushed against her skin. Ciara glanced down in amusement and sudden wonder.

      They were both naked and sitting on the bed.

      He grinned. “Saves time getting undressed.”

      His brow wrinkled. “Why do I think I have said that before?”

      Ciara cupped his face with her hands, feeling the rough hairs in his short beard against her soft palms. Trembling, he pulled her into his arms and kissed her hard, his tongue stroking the inside of her mouth. When he pulled away, his gaze turned hungry.

      “Have to feel you under me,” he muttered, tumbling with her to the mattress.

      Beneath each stroke of his hands she trembled. Her body sang with life, her breasts felt heavy and full. Ciara strained against him as she wriggled to draw him closer. He caught her breasts in his palms and gently squeezed.

      Sensations sizzled through her as his thumbs rubbed against her pearling nipples.

      “I need your mouth,” he growled. Gone was the haunting, husky note in his deep voice. He had become demanding and insistent, and she could no more resist his sexuality than she could sprout wings and fly.

      Savage possession was in each deliberate thrust of his tongue as he kissed her with fervent hunger, as if his next breath depended upon her. Gone was the kind wizard with the sense of humor, replaced by a man with a man’s hard need. Wet heat gathered between her thighs. She ached, her body hot and yearning for his touch. It was as if he fully lost control, thinking of her naked body beneath his, and he would not stop until he had her.

      He broke the kiss and drew back. His eyes flickered white, like headlamps, signaling the rise of his power. All mine.

      Then he took a deep breath. His eyes their normal color once more, Xavier sat up, breathing hard. He fisted his hands as if to keep from touching her.

      “I do not know what is happening, Ciara. I feel as if I cannot have you, I will lose my mind.” He gave a sad smile. “What is left of it, anyway.”

      Compassion filled her for this incredible wizard, who did not know who he was. She couldn’t imagine being trapped in your mind, all memories gone. Such a prison must be deeply painful. Suddenly making love with him wasn’t key to obtaining what she wanted – a lock of his hair and his power. It was key to helping him recover lost memories.  It meant risking his fury when he discovered her deception, and remembered how she’d stolen his ring.

      Ciara cupped his bearded cheek, gazing into his eyes. Worth the risk. Though she had to save her mother from the witch’s torment, deep inside, she sensed she was essential to helping the Crystal Wizard recover. Maybe they had shared something long ago, and by sharing their bodies, it would trigger a lost memory.

      All she knew was she felt like she would die if he didn’t make love to her once more. Every nerve ending was stretched tight with arousal. She should fear his power, his wrath, but right now, her feverish need was far more powerful. Only Xavier could satisfy this yearning, quell the ache between her legs.

      His gaze turned haunted as he looked at her. “I don’t know if I can control myself if I take you, and yet all I feel is this raging need to make you mine. Is it selfish of me to long for you this much, Ciara? To want you this badly that I would forsake all else? I feel as if we knew each other in another time, another place, and you are critical to me, more dear than my own life.”

      Trembling, Ciara reached out for the man she knew, the lover who had taken such exquisite, gentle care with her, inflaming her passion.

      “No, Xavier. I feel it, too.” Her voice dropped as she dared to confess what her heart long had felt. “I love you, and maybe I have for a very, very long time.”

      His hand shook a little as he touched her mouth. Then he traced the outline of a heart over her lips. “Why are you so familiar to me? Who are you?”

      Taking his hand, she kissed his palm. “One who loves you, and wants to make love with you. Come back to me.” In utter trust, she held open her arms.

      Xavier stared at her. A heartbeat of silence quivered in the air.

      “Touch me, Ciara.” He took her hand, guided it to his face. “Let me feel your warmth, your gentleness. I think, I know… it has been a long time since anyone has dared to draw as close to me as you have.”

      The ache in his deep voice turned her heart over. Ciara cupped his face, soothing him with each slow stroke of her thumbs. Long lashes swept down to his cheeks as he closed his eyes on a shuddering sigh. She ran her hands down his muscled chest, the flatness of his taut abdomen, to the thick erection showing her how very much he wanted her. Gently, she held him, and stroked, then cupped the heavy sac beneath his shaft. He groaned, bent his head and nuzzled her neck. His mouth was warm and firm as he slid a trail of kisses along her throat. He pressed a soft kiss to her mouth, his eyes filled with warm tenderness.

      Xavier dropped tiny, quick kisses over her chin, neck, her collarbones, down to her tender breasts. He cupped their heavy weight in his palms, encircling her aching nipples with his thumbs. Desire darkened his gaze as it swept over her.

      Ciara dragged in a deep breath. The sweet tension between her thighs intensified with each flick of his thumbs. Moisture flooded her vagina as his lips replaced his hand. Xavier licked her cresting nipple very slowly. Then he took it fully into his mouth and suckled deeply. She felt open, yearning for his cock to fill her.

      He caressed her belly, tunneled into the thick, gold curls covering her mound. Ciara moaned as he slid a finger across her slick, wet cleft. She stiffened as he thrust a finger inside her narrow sheath. Then he gently began small, intimate thrusts as his thumb circled her clit. She twisted and moaned as at each stroke, sweet tension building to painfully sharp pleasure. Ciara felt consumed, aching as the fires built to an incredible tension. She couldn’t stand it. Crying out she clutched his head, sobbing in aching need, as he continued his tender strokes until she climaxed.

      Panting, she collapsed against the mattress.

      He raised his head to regard her, his gaze glittering. “One orgasm. I plan to deliver several more to you tonight.”

      Her other lovers had been too eager to seek their own pleasure with her body. Not this wizard. He ensured her pleasure came first.

      Xavier pushed her back against the mattress and moved lower, parting her thighs. And then he lowered his head and put his mouth between her legs.

      Licking her, he lapped at her feminine flesh in long, expert strokes between her cleft. Xavier’s tongue on the aching flesh drew the tension higher and higher. Every stroke and whorl drew air from her body until she felt herself strained with the need to breathe, to burst out of her skin. He licked and swallowed, the rough bristle from his bearded cheeks abrading her thighs. Tension heightened, spiraling her upward and upward until she stiffened and gave a keen wail, her body thrashing as she climaxed. The orgasm exploded out of her so fiercely that she almost blanked out.

      When she lifted her head, the hint of danger lurked deep in the depths of his eyes, now glowing white. Power barely held at bay. But held at bay, all because of her. Xavier leaned back on his haunches, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He took in a shuddering breath, and then his eyes returned to normal.

      “Two,” she said softly. “Shall we try for a third?”

      His wicked smile assured her he would indeed coax another from her.

      She instinctively knew he would never hurt her. Her body tingled with arousal, hungering for the contact between them.

      “Give in to your deepest desires, Ciara,” he said, his voice a husky command. “Let me inside. You belong to me.”

      Xavier took her mouth, a deep kiss. Over and over, his tongue stroking her inside, imitating what was to come. Then he mounted her.

      Nudging his hips between her legs, he braced himself on his hands.

      “Look at me,” he commanded. “Ciara, look at me.”

      Slowly he pushed inside her, so slowly, gritting his teeth. He nuzzled her neck, blew into her ear. She shivered delicately, her nipples hardening into tight, little cherry buds.

      With a slow grace, an exquisite smoothness, he pushed into her. Xavier laced his fingers through hers, pinning them to the bed and thrust forward.

      Ciara writhed a little, trying to find some ease as his thickness penetrated her fully. She had forgotten how large he was, and compared to the other lovers she had taken since their time together, he was magnificent.

      She sucked in a breath and relaxed, opening to him, feeling blunt pressure filling her. Making them one. He pulled back and began to stroke inside her, his penis rubbing against her sensitive tissues, the friction creating a delicious heat that began from her center. His muscles contracted as he thrust, powerful shoulders flexing and back arching.

      Xavier consumed her, the purity of his power filling her. Silky chest hair rubbed against her aching breasts, his hard six-pack sliding against her soft abdomen. She arched to meet his rhythm.

      “Ciara, my Ciara,” he breathed. “We were meant to be one, joined as one flesh, one spirit, you bonded to me through the ages.”

      Wonder came over her face as she watched him. His mouth parted on a gasp, lips trembling. The bed beneath her soft as down, the male pressing her backward onto it solid muscle. It felt as if their souls merged as much as their flesh did, a closeness she’d never experienced.

      His thrusts became more urgent, harder, until his flesh slapped against hers. Ciara’s legs lifted as her hips pummeled upward in need. Close, so close… she writhed and reached for it, the tension growing until she felt ready to explode once more.

      Screaming his name on her lips, she climaxed, her sheath squeezing him as she shattered, her back arching. He growled in satisfaction, gave one last thrust, and threw his head back with a hoarse shout of her name. Hot seed jettisoned inside her. Xavier collapsed atop her, his face pillowed besides her, his breathing ragged. She bore his weight, welcoming it, but then he eased out of her and rolled over, pulling her into his arms.

      Ciara gasped and clutched him, feeling something else.

      Good, strong, pure magick, racing through her body. White light streaking along her veins, humming with power.

      He hadn’t used a condom, she realized with both horror and awe. The wizard’s seed, filled with his magick, flooded her womb.

      Quivering, she forced herself to lie still, feeling the tinge of power filling her body. Xavier stroked her hair, murmuring reassurances. She nuzzled her cheek against his sweat-slicked shoulder. His hand stroked her hair in a tender caress. “Promise you will remain here, at my side. I don’t know why you are in my life, but I know you are meant to stay with me.”

      Ciara listened to his heart thud as she rested her cheek on his muscular chest. Even if she did not need his lock of hair to free her mother, she could not make such a pledge. It meant tying herself to him, strengthening the bond already forged in the flesh and…

      Her heart. A heart Xavier would break yet again when he finally recovered his memory and returned to his duties as the Crystal Wizard.

      He would leave her again. Back in Florida, he warned that this could not last.

      She buried her face in his shoulder. “I can’t promise that.”

      Silence dripped between them a minute. Then he raised himself on an elbow, his fingers brushing against her cheek.

      “Try to,” he said softly. “And I promise if you do run from me, I will catch you.”

      His eyes gleamed with that wild, frightening look, the surge of his powers.

      “Because I won’t let you go. I don’t know how or why we were lovers, but I know this. I can hunt you down and make you mine, keep you at my side. Forever.”
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      Xavier was missing one lock of his hair. It curled inside her little, blue velvet pouch, and she could feel the crystal pulse with power.

      Filled with guilt over what she’d done, Ciara drove to the witch Viola’s house. She had left him sleeping peacefully on the bed.

      Did clipping his hair mean she’d drained his power? Ciara didn’t know, but the thought of leaving him alone in the townhouse, helpless to the increasing evil in the region, tore her apart.

      More so than the ominous words he’d spoken, threatening to hunt her down and make her his forever.

      After he’d said those words, Xavier had rubbed at his temples, as if suffering another headache. She suggested they lie down together and sleep. He had fallen into a deep slumber.

      She pulled off the side of the road, ready to turn back. Xavier surely could save her mother with his powers.

      And then she remembered what he’d told her back at the flea market. I am forbidden from interfering. There is another whose duty it is to free your mother.

      He would not remember those words, but even now, she sensed he wouldn’t heed her pleas to free Carlina. He had said as much back in the flea market, claiming that it was not his destiny.

      Ciara drove up to the witch’s house. Even as she walked up the steps to knock on the door, it swung open. Gathering her courage, she entered the house.

      Viola sat in the living room, tapping a long nail against the arm of an antique settee. Everything in the living room was antique and smelled musty and slightly unpleasant.

      “Do you have it?” Viola asked.

      Ciara withdrew the lock of hair and held it out in her palm.

      Viola stared at the prize with greed in her eyes. “Xavier’s power. His crystals. He never would part with one ounce of his power. Give it to me.”

      “Not until you return my mother,” Ciara demanded.

      “Your mother.” Viola laughed, the sound grating on Ciara’s raw nerves. “Your mother! Go look in the basement.”

      Still clutching the lock, Ciara tore out of the living room and toward the door leading to the dark, dank basement. A dim light flickered there.

      A horrid stench, like sewer water, wafted up from the basement, but she paid it no mind. Trying to prevent herself from gagging, she raced down the stairs, searching around for her mother, expecting her caged or tied up.

      The basement was empty, except for something in the corner, hidden in the shadows.

      Ciara waved a hand, using her inner light to make her hand glow like a flashlight.

      A rotting corpse sat in the chair. Echoes of her mother’s screams bounded off the cold, concrete walls.

      Staring in horror, she trembled. Finally she whipped her gaze around and went to a shelf, where a small digital recorder played her mother’s voice, her mother’s screams.

      Ciara looked at the corpse again. Too short to be the tall, slender Carlina…

      Quickly she searched the basement, scenting the taint of evil. On a metal shelf were several vials. Ciara picked one up and sniffed. Her nose wrinkled as she recognized dark magick.

      Beside the vials was a small, wood box. She opened it. A gemstone glowed blue inside. Her heart raced as she picked it up.

      Draconite, a gemstone taken from the skull of a dead dragon of great power. It had protective powers and countered dark magick. Viola must have stolen this from one of her victims.

      Alone, it was a simple talisman that could not render aid against neocromancing, the most powerful dark magick.

      A gentle, female voice spoke into her mind. Use the crystal from Xavier to infuse it.

      Frowning, she glanced around. Was that her mother’s voice, advising her?

      She took the crystal from his lock of hair and touched it to the draconite. The gemstone glowed bright green then white.

      Ciara tucked both back inside her pocket and shut the lid to the wood box.

      Footsteps sounded on the basement steps.

      “What did you do to her?” Ciara cried out. “Where is my mother?”

      Viola entered the basement, the hem of her green skirt swirling around her bare feet. “I see you’ve met my latest prize. Such a sweet Troll. Almost a shame to kill him. He watched his mate die first. I needed her head for my potion. Him, I didn’t need, but I required her terror and his anguish. Anguish makes the potion much more powerful.”

      The Trolls, parents to the girls she and Xavier had found. Panic clogged her veins. “Where is my mother? You promised to free her, not kill her!”

      The witch smiled. “Find her, if you wish.”

      Ciara rushed past her, racing up the steps, running through the kitchen and finally realizing the foul smells she’d detected were not the witch’s cooking but something far more sinister.

      The garden, the herb garden… She tore through the yard and did not stop until reaching the square plot of land containing the witch’s herbs.

      The scarecrow in the midst of the garden wasn’t a scarecrow after all. Ciara peered closer and then focused, using her own magick. She chanted a spell, and the mask over the scarecrow faded.

      Replaced with the frozen scream of her mother, Carlina.

      “Mother!” she cried out.

      Her mother did not move.

      A shudder raced through her as she felt the air change, and Viola stood beside her. “Your mother is such a brave soul. She came here to plead with me to leave you alone.”

      “I don’t understand…”

      Viola sneered. “Carlina is a Nymph but has witch’s blood as well. She looked into her reflecting pool, saw you with Xavier, and knew what he meant to me. She saw your future and begged me to leave you alone. She would do anything, she promised. So I turned her into a decoration for my garden. So scary, don’t you think? She’s alive but trapped in a stasis spell.”

      Dozens of thoughts whirled through her mind. Her mother was still alive.

      She could yet be saved.

      If she indulged Viola’s ego and gleaned more information, she could stall for time until figuring out a way to restore Carlina.

      “I don’t understand.” Ciara assumed an expression of slack-jawed stupidity. “What do you mean? How can a witch trap another witch?”

      Viola made an impatient sound. “Your mother’s powers are nothing compared to mine. All I needed was a simple paralyzing potion to cast the wretched woman into a trance. I have much, much more magick. And with Xavier’s crystal, my powers will increase. Now, give the crystal to me.”

      Ciara blinked, and Viola’s face suddenly seemed to manifest lines and deep wrinkles, as if her beauty were mere illusion. She blinked again, and the image faded. But she wondered if the illusion was the real thing. The witch had to be hundreds of years old.

      Her hand curled around the crystal. Tapping into its powers, she allowed her spirit to touch Viola’s mind. Sensation burned, as if sticking her fingers over a roaring fire, but she forced herself to remain to flip through Viola’s thoughts. Then she wove them together like stringing cards on a single thread.

      Carlina…I can’t release her, must have the crystal. Xavier will pay for what he did. Bastard wizard can’t best me. I’ll destroy him and watch…

      The witch wasn’t a mere spell caster, like Ciara. She was ancient, hundreds of years old, and her hatred of Xavier overcame all else.

      Gasping, she withdrew from the blackness inside Viola’s mind. The witch was hiding her true identity, but Ciara knew she had met her before, for her spirit cried out at the hatred inside Viola.

      In another time and another place…

      Ciara unfurled her palm, showing the glowing crystal and the black lock of Xavier’s hair. “I have what you seek.”

      Viola reached for it. Greed shone in her eyes. “Give it to me, and I will free your mother.”

      Having seen a glimpse inside her mind, Ciara understood Viola was far too destructive and power hungry to release Carlina. Viola wished to hurt Ciara, and although she didn’t understand why, she sensed it had to do with Xavier.

      Ciara whistled loudly, and a raven swooped down.

      Viola snarled and started for her, but as quickly, Ciara flung the lock of hair with the crystal into the air, bidding the raven to take it back to Xavier.

      “Black bird, take flight. With the speed of light, take the crystal back to Xavier and wrong this right!” she sang out.

      With the lock of Xavier’s hair in its mouth, the raven flew off.

      Cheated of the wizard’s plethora of magick, Viola tore at her hair. “It’s gone! Gone! All these centuries I have waited… You little bitch! You will pay for making my prize vanish!”

      “You never were going to restore my mother. You relish your power more than all else.”

      The witch laughed. “So clever. You always were such a bold soul for such an ugly creature.”

      Her jaw dropped as she stared at Viola. Where had she heard those words before? They echoed from another time and place.

      The witch waved a hand at Ciara’s immobilized, screaming mother. “Your mother refused to join me, to form a coven. We could have combined our powers. Now it’s time to make you pay.”

      Ciara flung out her hands, chanting the spell she’d memorized in Xavier’s book. For a moment, Viola’s face scrunched up, and her skin began to flake. The witch screamed, and then her face repaired itself.

      Shaken, Ciara drew in a deep breath. Using the power had weakened her. “Only showing the world how ugly you truly are inside, Viola.”

      The witch smiled. “My true name is Andromeda. I have lived many, many centuries waiting for you—that stupid, ugly girl Xavier always loved—to return to this plane of existence. Only you had the ability to make him fall beneath your spell so I could seize his power. You failed me. I’m not going to kill you. That would be too easy. I’m going to let you live and let Xavier see exactly how ugly you are. I do need another statue for my herb garden.”

      Andromeda flung out her hands, and currents of red and black energy burst from her fingers.

      “Like this!” Andromeda cackled.

      A terrible agony seized her insides. Burning up, the pain as if her entire body were immersed in flames. Ciara gasped, holding out her hands, trying to combat the witch’s power, but her own magick was too feeble.

      She removed the draconite stone from her pocket to counter the spell, but it fell, tumbling into the garden. No! Ciara frantically reached for it, but to her horror, she felt her body change, her bones shrink, her skin stretch, and her muscles pound. Ciara looked at her trembling hands.

      They were green and dotted with purple warts. Andromeda had turned her into an Ogre.

      “Darkness, use your power and endeavor, make Ciara an Ogre inside forever,” Andromeda chanted.

      “Xavier,” she cried out.

      Andromeda laughed. “Your precious Xavier will never find you. My magick shields us. Not even the great Crystal Wizard can uncast the spell. Nor can he save you.” The witch rubbed her hands together. “If he comes here, he will burn the minute he touches this ground.”

      Andromeda stretched out her hands, and Ciara floated through the air, the back of her dress hooking onto a wooden pole in the garden. Black flames shimmered on the ground, so warm they heated the soles of her feet.

      Neocromancing. The bones of the dead used to create black magick.

      And then Ciara’s screams began to fade as her mouth closed, and she felt her body turn to green stone. She watched Andromeda shapeshift into a raven and take flight, probably chasing after Xavier’s crystal.

      Ciara cried, her tears turning to stone. She was doomed to forever live silently screaming, cast in the witch’s evil power, and Xavier would never know how much she loved him.

      And once he returned here, he was doomed to come under the spell of Andromeda’s beauty once more.

      With the last ounce of her power, she gasped and used a spell to shimmer in the air to protect the wizard with the draconite stone’s magick.

      And then her eyes closed, her lips turned to stone, and she gasped no more.
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      Ciara had stolen from him.

      Infuriated, Xavier paced the living room, his thoughts in a maelstrom. The theft was a grave offense and deep inside, he knew he must punish her. But he did not know why.

      Little pinpricks of memory kept teasing him, blinking like fireflies. As he examined each one, they faded.

      So damn frustrating.

      His fingers went to the lock of hair she’d snipped as he rested. He had grown more and more tired lately, and he did not know why. He’d fallen asleep with Ciara in his arms, and when he awoke, she had been gone.

      Why had she stolen a lock of his hair? Surely not for her scrapbook. And why did he know with every fiber of his being that she had stolen something else previously?

      Maybe she stole my virginity, he thought humorlessly.

      He whirled and headed into the kitchen. He was so damn exhausted all he wanted to do was sleep. Yet deep inside, instinct warned him to resist sleep.

      He might never wake up. Xavier trusted his instincts.

      On the kitchen next to a silver goblet he did not recognize was a note in small, neat cursive. “I’m sorry, Xavier. It was for a very good reason. I love you. Ciara.”

      Another note was next to it in bold, masculine handwriting. “Drink this soon as you awaken, or you will fade away and be lost to shadow.”

      What the…

      He sniffed the amber liquid. It glowed and sparkled, as if lit from within. It smelled like his favorite snack of chocolate-covered strawberries, but his suspicions rose. Who had left this and why?

      Maybe it was a sleeping potion Ciara had left so she could return and cut off more of his hair.

      Perhaps she likes me best with my hair short, as it was when we used to meet at the soda shop.

      Xavier staggered backward, stricken at the sudden flicker of memory.

      It faded like the others. But deep down, he knew it was real and not imaginary. He had known Ciara in another life—or at least another lifetime for her, perhaps not for him.

      He sniffed the potion again, wary of drinking it. Yet he sensed it would ease his weariness and aid him. It smelled and looked familiar.

      “Bottoms up,” he muttered and took a single sip.

      Xavier felt a tingling rush down his spine. He set down the goblet and doubled over, gasping for breath. One sip and he felt as if someone had pushed him in front of a freight train.

      “About time you woke up, lazybones. I’ve been waiting for an hour for you to stop snoozing,” an amused male voice said. “Finish it.”

      Bracing his hands on the counter, he turned his head to see a dark-haired, bearded man with piercing blue eyes sitting on his refrigerator. Clad in cobalt blue, the man had a glowing aura that made Xavier squint.

      Feeling he knew this man, he struggled to regain his lost composure. “Who the hell are you?”

      The man leapt down, landing catlike on his feet. Soft, blue doeskin boots covered his feet. “You still don’t have your memory. Terrific. I’d bang your head against the counter if it helped.”

      Xavier narrowed his gaze, desperate to hide the fierce ache in his temples. “Pounding your head against the counter might help.”

      The man considered. “Perhaps. But dragons have hard heads.”

      Suddenly the newcomer shifted into a cobalt-and-silver dragon the size of a German Shepherd. The dragon grinned, showing rows of sharp, jagged teeth.

      Xavier went to the sink and splashed cold water on his face. Felt good, though the dragon was still there.

      “Who are you?” he repeated. “And how the hell did you get here?”

      The dragon shifted back into the man. “Damn. I thought seeing me as dragon would trigger something.” The man rubbed his beard. “I am forbidden from telling you my identity, but know this, Xavier—I am not your enemy.”

      “That’s not reassuring. Are you a friend?”

      “I don’t know you well enough to be your friend.”

      “Then who are you?” As he shouted the words, a wave of fresh pounding filled his head. Xavier massaged his temples.

      “I can say no more,” Dragon Man stated.

      “You sound like a bad fortune cookie.”

      “Tristan has been accused of that but never me.” The man looked pleased.

      Tristan? That name sounded terribly familiar. Feeling his strength begin to return, Xavier decided to test this dragon. He centered himself, ignored the throbbing agony in his head, and gathered his magick.

      Not even blinking, he flicked his wrist, tossing a bolt of pure energy, which turned into a blade of pure crystal, sharp enough to slice steel. The move exhausted him even more.

      Dragon Man didn’t blink either as the crystal dagger sailed toward him…and then crashed into an invisible force field/shield around him. The blade spilled onto the floor, burning a hole in the tile.

      Xavier gave a rueful glance at the melted tiles. “I just cleaned the floor. Thanks.”

      Dragon Man looked almost sympathetic. “You can’t hurt me, and I can’t hurt you either. Rules of the game.”

      “What game?” he nearly shouted.

      “Drink the potion. You need it, or you’ll remain weak and grow weaker. Your power’s fading.”

      Xavier looked at the goblet and shook his head. “It tastes like old socks and burns like a son of a bitch.”

      “Yes.” Dragon Man nodded. “Felt the same when I drank it.”

      “What is it?”

      “Joy juice,” Dragon Man said dryly. “Drink, or you will lose your powers.”

      Xavier touched the cup, wondering about that.

      Dragon Man tilted his head, seeming to listen to something. “I have to leave. Call me if you need me.”

      As the man vanished, Xavier shouted at the ceiling. “How the hell can I call you if I don’t know who you are?!”

      He touched the cup again, his instincts prodding him to drink. Perhaps he would regain his memory.

      Lifting the goblet to his mouth, he studied the potion then drank.

      Fire burned down his throat. Gasping, he dropped the empty goblet. It clattered onto the tile.

      Everything came back to him in a flood of recollection, so overwhelming he had to catch his breath. He felt dizzy and confused.

      Not the memories of this year, or even the past, but centuries.

      He was Xavier, the Crystal Wizard. The goddess Danu had punished him by stripping away his memories because he and the other wizards had broken the law by combining their powers to save Tristan, the Silver Wizard.

      It was forbidden for them to share their magick.

      He knew Ciara, knew her from before the time he had been anointed the Crystal Wizard. She was the reason he’d sacrificed himself all those centuries ago…out of pure love.

      He had watched her die in a flaming car wreck during the fifties…an accident Andromeda had caused in her jealousy and greed.

      Their souls had intertwined through the ages.

      Xavier braced his hands on the counter again and then forced his eyes open. Normally after drinking the Bloodmoon flower potion, he rested to allow his powers to surge and his body to adjust to the infusion of pure, light magick.

      No time to nap now. I’ve slept enough for a century. Xavier waved a hand, conjuring a mirror and grimacing as fresh agony throbbed in his temples.

      Ciara had cut off his hair. She had stolen her ring she’d given him, the ring infused with his power. But now she had something much more powerful—a lock of his hair containing the crystals that pulsed with pure magick.

      Xavier felt no anger, only alarm. Knowing the punishment she faced, knowing what he could do to her, she must have had been worried sick about her mother. He had no idea. He had been asleep mentally for many days.

      “Show me Ciara,” he bade the mirror.

      Instead, the mirror rippled, and another, more beautiful woman appeared.

      Xavier staggered back. What the hell?

      He leaned closer. Andromeda?

      She was dead. He’d seen her die himself, his grief and guilt colliding as the goddess ordered Andromeda’s Lupine pack to tear her to pieces.

      After giving Andromeda crystals to enhance her beauty, she’d used them to amplify her powers. She’d thought herself superior to the gentler creatures in the forest, the innocent Trolls, the shifters who only wanted to live in peace.

      “I am more powerful and more beautiful than the goddess herself,” she’d shouted to him, spinning around and laughing.

      Xavier’s eyes had been opened wide. He had cast a temporary binding spell over her, for even with his mighty magick, he had trouble containing her. Then he’d bade Danu to come to his aid.

      He’d watched her die.

      Yet she now lived.

      Only one being had enough power to reincarnate her from the Dark Lands where her soul had been banished—the Dark Lord.

      Waving a hand over the mirror, he saw images of Andromeda flip by like a slideshow.

      Andromeda was a cruel witch who tortured animals and used them for her potions. He saw a woman who enjoyed demeaning others, whose sadistic tendencies only grew the longer she lived. She preyed on the weak for enjoyment, her vanity siphoning away power from Others to maintain her beauty and cast the illusion of youth.

      Andromeda felt nothing but disgust for Nymphs like Ciara and had no empathy for anyone else.

      She was a centuries-old psychopath.

      Rage and remorse twined together. He had allowed this to happen by letting himself be blinded to the truth centuries ago, blinded by her beauty.

      Inside, she was rotten.

      He summoned another image. “Show me how Andromeda was resurrected.”

      The mirror’s surface did not wobble. His heart raced. He had to find Ciara. Every instinct warned she was in terrible danger.

      “Show me Ciara!” he roared.

      Xavier directed all his powers at the mirror, but it went blank. Cursing, he realized even his magick could not lift the protective ward around Andromeda. Neocromancing used powerful magick, but it had never thwarted him before. Until now.

      Either his past history with Andromeda prevented him from seeing who had infused her with power, or worse…

      “The Dark Lord,” he muttered.

      He went to call upon his fellow wizards and hesitated. They had invoked Danu’s rage by casting their powers together. He did not dare get them into more trouble.

      You’re on your own for this.

      Xavier ran into the living room and removed one of the thick books he’d used as a Mage, long before he’d become a wizard. He thumbed through it, read the recipe, and yanked open a drawer.

      “Cloaking dust,” he muttered, pulling out a jar. He gathered other vials into a leather bag and slung it across one shoulder.

      In a few minutes, the sparkling, gold dust was ready, capped in a small vial. Xavier went to the bed where he had lain with Ciara, sprinkled the dust upon it. It glittered then burned bright and rose into the air, forming a vortex. Xavier directed a small bolt of pure, white energy into the vortex.

      Shimmering, it became a vision, showing him a stone mansion set upon a hill where no birds sang, no animals played. A place of terrible darkness…

      Xavier snapped his fingers and stepped inside the vision. The golden vortex crumbled around him.

      He was inside Andromeda’s home.

      He did not see Andromeda but felt her presence stamped into the walls, the floors, the very air clogged with terrible darkness.

      Exiting through the kitchen, he went outside to the back. A plot of earth had been cultivated as an herb garden, with tall, green plants. It was pretty and charming. In the middle were two scarecrows with gardening hats, straw bodies, jeans, and checked shirts.

      An illusion, he knew.

      Xavier set down the leather bag and removed a vial of red powder. After placing it on his palm, he blew on it. The dust removed the illusion cast by magick and revealed plants grown blackened and sickly, twisted with thorns. Black flames flickered on the ground inside the garden.

      The two scarecrows were still there, but one was taller, elegant looking, her long, blond hair gathered into a bun, her green eyes frozen in horror.

      The missing Carlina, Ciara’s mother. He had not the power to restore her. Only Cadeyrn, the eldest of the Brehon, could combat this type of evil magick.

      He looked closer at the shorter, squat statue clad in an ugly, gray, homespun gown, her body green, her face and hands dotted with purple warts, her black hair stringy and thin.

      An Ogre.

      Use your heart, not your eyes, my wizard, a gentle female voice whispered to him.

      Danu? The Goddess had spoken. Xavier searched his heart and let his feelings for Ciara overcome his anger and fear.

      He looked at the Ogre again.

      “Oh no,” he breathed.

      Racing into the garden, he unhooked Carlina from the post holding her upright. He felt her heart, felt it thump beneath the stone-like body. Then he waved a hand, sending Carlina to his townhouse guest bedroom to rest. Heavily warded against dark magick, the house was the safest place for her until Cadeyrn could restore her.

      Ciara, Ciara.

      Something glowed at her feet. He reached through the black flames and picked it up.

      Draconite. Recognizing the sensation of his own power, he examined the gemstone. Ciara must have used his crystal to empower the gemstone to counter the dark magick.

      He blew upon the stone, and runes glowed there. Throat closing, he read the inscription.

      Ciara had used the last of her power to chant a protective spell to safeguard him. She didn’t do it to protect herself. Gently touching her face, he traced the tracks of her stone tears. “Oh, my little Ciara.”

      The stone shimmered and then suddenly shriveled and turned black. Tendrils of black mist rose into the air, snaking around his ankles. He tugged, and it snapped. But another came and another. This time, it proved harder to free himself.

      Xavier grabbed Ciara then hurried out of the garden as more thorny tentacles from the plants hissed and blocked his way. One tore through his jeans, scratching his bare skin and leaving a burning pain.

      He ran until reaching the tree line. There the tentacles and thorns stopped. They could not breach this barrier of good, earth magick.

      Gently, he laid Ciara down and examined his injured ankle. White blood, his blood, dripped from the wound.

      Only one thing had the power to harm him…

      The Dark Lord.

      Andromeda had pledged her soul to him and manifested the Dark Lord’s terrible power.

      Xavier waved a hand in the air. “Show me the true face behind the Dark Lord.”

      A face shimmered in the air and became more discernible. Xavier’s heart pounded as his hands trembled.

      No wonder he was powerless in this place where Andromeda had woven her neocromancing spells. No wonder he could not undo the spell cast on Carlina.

      The Dark Lord was Duncan, Xavier’s former master. Words came back to haunt him from centuries ago.

      “You cannot hurt me, Xavier. You pledged a bond of blood and bone to me, a pledge unto death and beyond the grave for us both. Even if you had the magick of the Crystal Wizard, you could never touch me. Your powers are useless!”

      A pledge beyond the grave. Xavier fisted his hand, and the image vanished. He was powerless to vanquish Andromeda, for she had tied herself to the Dark Lord.

      He glanced at Ciara and knew what he must do.

      Xavier dematerialized, transporting them back to his townhouse living room. He laid her gently down, stroking her face.

      Waving a hand, he sent tendrils of good, light magick toward her.

      The tendrils bounced away, like hitting a brick wall.

      Xavier tried again, sending more power against the binding spell. This time the magick sailed back at him, slamming into him and throwing him against the wall.

      Gasping, he staggered upright. Combining his power with another member of the Brehon could save Ciara.

      Such acts were forbidden. He had been punished once already for such a transgression. Never would he ask his fellow wizards to engage in another one.

      His sweet, beautiful, little Ciara was dead to him. He clasped her hand, feeling her spirit fade. Numb with shock, he cradled her stone-like body. Soul crushing desperation tore at him. Only by pouring all his powers into her could he counter the neocromancing spell.

      And then he knew what he must do, for the good of his people and all those who would suffer beneath Andromeda’s evil.

      He could not do so without permission from the goddess.

      It was if he saw himself from far, far away, his spirit detached and numb from the brutal reality of the woman he loved forever gone.

      Xavier opened the leather bag and tried the various powders and potions. None worked.

      He kissed Ciara’s green forehead. His heart had known her from the beginning, seeing her inner beauty, but his head had been blinded to Andromeda’s allure.

      No longer.

      “I will do anything. Please.” Xavier’s voice cracked. He wanted to fist his hands to hide their trembling, but it meant releasing Ciara.

      Don’t let go. If you let go of her, her inner light will die.

      Hot tears shimmered in his eyes. He closed his eyes to hide them, but it meant not gazing at Ciara, and every single second he looked at her while she was alive froze a precious memory in place. When he opened his eyes, the tears spilled to the floor, turning into diamonds.

      After laying Ciara down gently, Xavier then knelt and called upon the goddess Danu.

      A golden light filled the room, and when he opened his eyes, the goddess stood before him. Humbled and desperate, he did not look upon her.

      “My lady, I beg your forgiveness for my past transgressions. Now I beg your permission. Release my powers to save her and render my magick into Ciara to undo this spell holding her and grant her life once more.”

      “You ask a tremendous boon, my Crystal Wizard. I can feel your pain and your suffering.”

      Shame crept over him. “I ask not only for my heart but the good of the Earthers I guard and deliver justice unto. I cannot defeat Andromeda, for she has bound herself to the Dark Lord, my former master on earth. While I was a mortal, I made a blood pledge to him that lasts beyond the grave. Ciara, with her pure heart, her powers of the earth, will have that ability to help defeat him if my powers are rendered onto her.”

      Two warm hands settled upon his shaking shoulders.

      “My dear Crystal Wizard, after Tristan surrendered all his powers to save Nikita, I vowed to never again risk losing one of my wizards. You cannot give Ciara all your magick and condemn yourself to the Shadow Lands as Tristan once did.”

      Hope died inside him, but he remained silent. Danu always had a reason.

      “But your heart has proven you true. I will allow you to render your powers and your immortality onto her if you drink this potion and become mortal once more.”

      “Mortal,” he repeated. “I will be a Mage.”

      “Yes.” She waved a hand, and a silver goblet appeared in her hand. It shimmered with light.

      “Transfer your powers unto Ciara and drink this, lest you fall into shadow. Drink quickly, my wizard, for you are the youngest and will not last as long as Tristan did.”

      He sniffed the goblet she’d handed him and gave her a wry look. “Why is it always something I must drink smells like Tristan’s old socks?”

      The goddess laughed, a clear, bright, tinkling sound.

      Then her smile dropped. “I will grant this boon because you ask for the good of your people and for the sake of a love that is true. You may render your powers unto Ciara.”

      She removed a jeweled dagger from her belt and set it down. “This will pierce the binding spell placed upon Ciara and penetrate her heart.”

      He felt warmth suffuse him as she kissed the top of his head. And then the glow in the room faded.

      Xavier was alone with Ciara. He picked up the jeweled dagger Danu had left.

      He looked skyward. “I, Xavier Montague, the Crystal Wizard, guardian and judge of all Earther OtherWorlders, do this of my own free will, as a wizard of the Brehon.”

      He stabbed Ciara in the heart.

      Xavier summoned all his powers, his aura pulsing in a silver-white glow. Blinding, white light filled the room.

      He forced his powers into his right hand and then placed his palm over the bleeding wound in Ciara’s chest. A brilliant, luminescent, silvery-white glow encased her body. Her chest began to rise and fall once more, and the wound sealed shut.

      Dropping his hand, he sat back on his haunches. His hands began to fade as he seized the goblet and downed the potion the goddess had given him. A terrible pain raced through him and then stopped. His hands shaking, he glanced down.

      Xavier picked up the dagger he had used to pierce Ciara’s chest and pricked his finger, wincing as he did so.

      Bright red blood bloomed on his fingertip. He sank back on his haunches, trembling.

      It was done, and he was a Mage once more. Powerless and mortal.

      Ciara’s eyes fluttered open. Green. Like her skin. But he cared not. She was lovely and alive.

      “Xavier?” She sat up, and he helped her. “You saved me.”

      “With the goddess’s permission. You will never die now, for you have my powers,” he said softly, brushing the edge of one thumb against her trembling lips. “My Ciara. You will live forever.”

      Wonder dawned in her green eyes. “I remember everything now, everything we shared in our past. You saved me from Duncan’s cruelties when I was a peasant, and we met again at the soda shop in the 1950s.”

      His heart pounded with joy. “Yes.”

      Xavier playfully tapped her nose. “You are the reason I like Elvis Presley music so much.”

      She laughed, and then he kissed her, her mouth warm and pliant beneath his. Becoming a Mage and mortal once more was a price he’d gladly pay again for seeing her smile, feeling her mouth against his, and remembering all they had shared.

      He helped her stand. She glanced down at herself, her expression horrified. “I’m still an Ogre!”

      Ciara ran to the mirror. Xavier stood behind her. Ruefully he noted his hair was still thick, curly, and dark, but the crystals tipping each strand were gone.

      “Like my new hairstyle?” he teased, aching at her distressed look as she touched a purple wart on her chin.

      Tears shimmered in her huge, green eyes. “I’m so ugly. How can you stand me like this? I’m as ugly as my true form when we first met centuries ago.”

      Xavier turned her around. Gently, he kissed her mouth, feeling it warm beneath his own. “You never were ugly, my darling Ciara. I harbored the ugliness inside me until meeting you and seeing what true beauty is.”

      He kissed her thin mouth once more.

      Then her face reshaped itself, and her body lengthened, her hair growing golden and curly once more. The magick worked within her to restore her Skin looks, as he knew it would.

      He cared not. It was Ciara, his Ciara from the time when he was mortal, the only one who loved him for who he was, not for his powers.

      “You will always be an Ogre inside. I did not have the power to change that.” He rested his hand upon her heart. “The Ogre I love, the Ogre I’ve loved since we first met all those centuries ago. You, my darling Ciara, must join forces now to defeat Andromeda.”

      Xavier picked up her hands, stroking them with his own.

      One last kiss, for remembrance. Xavier took her mouth in desperation, feeling her life beat inside her.

      And then to his shock and wonder, this time as he kissed her, he felt the beat of a second life fluttering inside her. Stunned, he broke the kiss, staring at her. He no longer had his powers. How could he discern this?

      A soft female voice spoke in his mind. I give you a gift, my dear Xavier. A gift of knowing your legacy will continue,

      Thank you, Danu, he silently told the Goddess.

      Xavier doubted Ciara was even aware. He kissed her again, joy and regret stabbing his heart.

      He would die, but their child would live.

      Ciara lifted a hand and traced the outline of a heart over his bearded mouth.

      “I give you my heart so we will always be together, even unto death,” she whispered, saying the words she’d uttered to him when he’d died onto his mortal life centuries ago.

      Tears clogged his throat. “I shall cherish your gift through eternity and return it to you.”

      Suddenly he felt an odd tickle in his belly, a sensation that began to spread along his spine. It felt as if someone had forced him to touch a crackling electrical line. He winced and tried to fight it.

      Dark magick.

      To his horror, he saw his body begin to fade. Something was pulling him away from Ciara, away from his home.

      “Xavier,” she screamed.

      And then the world winked out, and grayness rushed up to meet him.
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      The nightmare had not ended. Oh, she had wished with all her heart it was over upon seeing Xavier’s dear, handsome face in the garden. She had watched him, feeling nothing as he yanked her from that terrible place and transported her here to safety. And then she’d felt warmth and the infusion of tremendous power—good, light magick.

      Ciara paced the townhouse, her breathing rapid and her heart racing, but oddly, she felt no exhaustion. Only the exhilaration of being filled with enormous energy, as if she could climb mountains and then fly off them.

      But Xavier was gone. She was unable to get him back.

      The others wizards must surely know.

      Standing, she stretched out her hands. A bold move, made in desperation.

      “Tristan, Cadeyrn, Gideon, to me now!”

      The three wizards suddenly appeared in the bedroom, taking up all the space. They were tall, muscled, and did not look happy. Ciara trembled but held her ground.

      Power hummed inside her, as if the wizards had ignited it from within and recognized beings of equal magick.

      Cadeyrn, the oldest, the Shadow Wizard, judge and ruler over witches and zombies. Dressed in black leather pants, the wizard was bare-chested. Two leather straps crossed his muscled chest and were held together with a brass ring. Twin swords were sheathed in leather scabbards upon his back. His eyes seemed dark as pitch, flickering with gray shadows like mist. Long, dark blond hair was tipped with dark strands. An intricate tattoo of ancient Celtic runes covered his right shoulder and right biceps.

      A tall, handsome man dressed in a crimson-and-gold tunic, red leggings, and red boots stood next to him. The tips of his gold hair were dipped in red. Gideon, the Crimson Wizard, judge and ruler over Fae. A jeweled dagger hung from a golden belt around his lean waist.

      And Tristan, the Silver Wizard, judge and ruler over shifters. With his dark, silver-tipped hair, his burning, black eyes, black tunic, trousers, and doeskin boots, the wizard looked dangerous, but he was the one who threatened her the least. The magick inside her told her that Tristan had mated his longtime love, Nikita. Nikita was pregnant with their first child.

      Gideon took one look at her and muttered a fierce oath in an ancient tongue. He removed the dagger at his waist. With the tip, he began tracing runes over the walls of the living room.

      Confused, she backed up, afraid of their power, yet knowing they could not harm her.

      Tilting his head, Caderyn nodded. Then he glanced at her. “Carlina is still alive. Your mother will be fine. I will restore her and remove the spell, and send her back to her colony.”

      As he vanished into the bedroom, Tristan came toward her and touched her hair, lifting a strand and studying it. “Xavier gave you all his powers. Your hair…”

      She lifted a lock and felt fresh wonder, awe, and fear. “He received Danu’s permission to endow me with all his powers.”

      “We do not know for certain that you have all his powers. We must see what happened.” Gideon finished tracing runes, which suddenly appeared as sparkling, red lines, spreading across the pale yellow of Xavier’s townhouse.

      Caderyn came back into the living room. “Carlina is well, and back with her Nymphs. You shall see her again. But first…”

      He looked at Gideon.

      The Crimson Wizard went to her, handed her the dagger, hilt first. “Child, I must ask you to cut yourself. I cannot harm you…” A rueful smile touched his mouth. “Xavier would have my head if I tried, and if what I suspect happened is true, none of us can touch you anyway. But we must know for certain. Draw your blood.”

      His expression was grim, but his dark eyes were kind. She felt no malevolence or cruelty in him, only ancient sadness. Ciara took the dagger and cut her palm, wincing.

      White blood welled up before the skin neatly folded together, healing almost instantly. She felt faint.

      “It is true,” Tristan muttered.

      Gideon went to the wall where a red rune streaked across the bookcase, down to the floor. He reached up to tap the wall. The long sleeve of his tunic hitched past his wrist, showing a ridge of ugly scars. Ciara stared. He caught her stare, flushed a little, and pulled his sleeve up to hide his arm.

      Gideon placed his palm upon the wall, and it seemed to breathe. Scared but fascinated, she joined him.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Xavier’s home, like all of ours, holds his memories. It’s warded with magick, and with a little power, the walls can tell us what happened.”

      Gideon waved a hand, and the runes on the wall vanished. Instead, a series of images began appearing like a movie. It was her life and Xavier’s. Xavier meeting her at the bar as he served her drinks. Xavier touring the land with her. Xavier making love to her, both of them groaning as they tangled in the sheets.

      Cadeyrn’s eyes widened, and Gideon grinned. “We may fast forward through this part,” he announced, flipping his fingers as she pinked.

      Then Xavier, taking her prone, stone-like body from Andromeda’s garden back to his townhouse, and the goddess appearing before him.

      Xavier vanishing before her eyes.

      Xavier confronting Andromeda.

      Tears filled her eyes as the visions vanished. Gideon shook his head. “He’s with the witch.”

      “And mortal.” Cadeyrn looked deeply troubled. “Very vulnerable.”

      “Danu granted his request because he could not defeat the Dark Lord. He was helpless against him after swearing an oath to him while both Xavier and Duncan were still mortal.” Gideon’s gaze was kind. “And he loves you very much. He sacrificed himself to save you.”

      She stared at the other wizards. “We have to save him. He’s going to die at Andromeda’s hands unless we do.”

      

      He awoke in a cave, his body aching from the unnatural pull through time and space. Xavier put a hand to his pounding head.

      Mage senses detected the stench of darkness and neocromancing. He opened his eyes.

      “Xavier,” a sultry voice murmured.

      Blinking, he looked around. He was sitting on a cold, concrete floor in a basement set up as a laboratory. Bottles and vials cluttered several shelves, and the acrid smell of candlelight tickled his nostrils.

      Someone clapped, and several lamps ignited, filling the room with light. He turned toward the voice.

      Andromeda.

      He rubbed his pounding temples, wondering if this was a bad dream. Andromeda was as lovely as the day he’d first seen her when he had been twenty-four and apprenticed to Duncan, his former master. Golden hair the color of corn silk tumbled down her back, thick and curly. Her violet eyes, fringed with dark lashes, were soft and dreamy. Her figure, covered in a green gown, was curved, the waist so slender a man could encircle it with his hands.

      He knew every inch of her body, how soft and supple her long limbs were, how tight her sheath was, how sensuously she moved when they’d had sex. How very warm and wet her mouth had been encircling his cock when she’d pleasured him.

      Andromeda was a lovely vision fabricated in every man’s wet dream.

      But not his.

      Nothing but darkness thrived in her heart. Her looks were as false as a mirage in the desert. And Xavier had been far too thirsty for far too long. Ciara was shorter, plumper, and much lovelier.

      His heart beat only for his lovely Ciara. Not for this creature of darkness, who thrived on pain and suffering.

      Ciara and her mother would live. Drained of power, his body weakened, he forced himself to stand upright.

      “Andromeda.” He folded his arms over his chest. “You’ve been resurrected. Pity.”

      Her lovely crimson mouth flattened a minute, and then she smiled. Nothing real about that smile. He knew it hid deep contempt and anger.

      Her gaze swept up and down his body. “You’re still gorgeous. Such an incredibly sexy wizard. Those baby blue eyes…and your cock was always so hard, thick…”

      Xavier waited, watching her moisten her mouth.

      “I always loved sucking you. Even your balls tasted sweet.”

      Andromeda glanced down at his crotch, and his balls shriveled at the thought of her touching them.

      Once he’d eagerly welcomed her. Now only nausea churned in his stomach.

      “We had it good.” She sashayed up to him and ran her nails up his chest, a move that had once made him raging hard and eager to please her.

      Nothing about this woman aroused him. He wondered how he could have been so blinded by her beauty.

      Perhaps I have learned something over the past six hundred years, he thought in sour amusement.

      “Make love to me, Xavier,” she murmured, her gaze locked to his. “I forgive you for turning me over to Danu. You had no choice. You are her puppet. Make love to me, and let’s recapture our past. I’ve never had a lover like you. You are splendid. You were the greatest fuck I’ve ever had.”

      “I’d sooner stick my dick in a dead dragon, Andromeda.” He removed her hands from his chest and stepped back, his skin crawling.

      “You bastard,” she hissed. “How dare you insult me?”

      “That was no insult, only the truth.” He considered. “Well, not a mere dead dragon. A dead Hellfire dragon that smells like burning tar.”

      Confusion wrinkled her lovely brow. Andromeda frowned. “You want me. Your mind may deny it, but you cannot. I could not have summoned you here unless you wished to be here with me, wizard. You are far too powerful.”

      I was. And now I’m nothing more than a simple Mage.

      But he had to stall her, for every moment he kept Andromeda from discovering the truth gave Ciara more time to adjust to her newfound powers and protect herself.

      He rubbed a hand along his short beard. “Perhaps I wished to see you again.”

      She looked pleased.

      “To find out what I missed all these centuries.”

      Andromeda preened.

      He looked her up and down. Xavier offered a cold smile. “Haven’t missed much.”

      Now the anger leeched out, her golden hair turning dry and frizzy, standing on end as if Andromeda’s fury electrified it.

      Xavier lifted one brow. “Having a bad hair day, darling?”

      Andromeda snapped her fingers, and he appeared inside an iron cage. Senses reeling, he felt the taint of powerful, dark magick as manacles encircled his wrists and ankles, pulling him spread-eagled.

      He was nude.

      She gave him a mocking glance. “You always did look best without clothing, dear Xavier.”

      Straining against the chains, he gritted his teeth.

      “Isn’t it ironic?” Andromeda brushed a sharp fingernail against the iron bar, the screeching sound causing a thin trickle of blood to pour from his eardrums. “Here you are, the great and powerful Xavier, and soon I will have all your power. It could have been pleasant for you, Xavier, making love to me. All your magick, as it was meant to be when you first died at Duncan’s hand. Your old master, my new master, the Dark Lord.” Square, white teeth flashed at him in a humorless smile. “Darling.”

      “You’re too late, bitch. I have no power left.”

      Andromeda sneered. “Liar.”

      But she reached through the bars and laid a hand upon his heart. He winced at the burning.

      Her cool, violet gaze filled with knowing and anger. “What did you do, Xavier? I feel only a dim thread of magick, weaker than that of a Mage. What did you do, you bastard? You’re a fucking mortal!”

      Smiling at her distress, he felt great relief. “I gave all my powers to Ciara. And my immortality. And she is far from your tentacles. You will never lay your claws on her.”

      Andromeda hissed, and the glamour etching her face dropped. Xavier recoiled, glad she finally showed her true face.

      Deep grooves lined her cheeks, stretched out from her narrowed, rheumy eyes. Her paper-thin skin had a road map of wrinkles, and her hands were blue-veined, the fingers bent like claws.

      He lifted a dark brow, considered. “Forget the beauty treatment this morning, darling?”

      She hissed again and raked her sharp nails across his chest. It stung a little.

      And then she stepped back with a smile. “I have enough magick to put you in hell for a long, long time.”

      Xavier’s eyes widened as the witch went to the opposite side of the room and brought forth a wand about the size of a pencil. The tip glowed blue.

      Coldfire.

      She flicked the wand at him, and stinging pain lanced his torso. Xavier glanced down.

      Red blood, not white. Of course. He was mortal once more.

      “I am going to burn you, wizard. And you will die once more, this time screaming for mercy.”

      His skin crawled, and his heart raced with panic. Oh gods, this was going to be bad, so very bad.

      Worse than the first time seven hundred years ago.

      Maybe her aim would be worse than Duncan’s had been all those centuries ago when he’d died to his mortal life. He could hope. His heart pounded in his eardrums. Never before had he felt this boiling panic, a terror of anticipation. His magick had protected him ever since he’d become the Crystal Wizard.

      Now he had no power. Nothing, except his wits and courage.

      Well, let’s hope one of them holds out, he thought humorlessly. But then she pointed the wand at his chest, and a slow, terrible burning began inside, feeling as if dozens of stinging ants crawled inside his skin.

      Again.

      And again.

      She flicked the wand. Blood flowed and dripped down his chest. Pain sliced him like a hot razor. He closed his eyes and grimaced, refusing to give her the satisfaction of his screams.

      Xavier tried to imagine it happened to someone else, the screams inside him rising to a crescendo. He saw himself as if from a great distance, a pathetic Mage without power, without even a puny tendril of magick to combat Andromeda’s lashings.

      The torture was unyielding, her resolve great as she cackled, throwing bolt after bolt at him.

      He conjured the image of Ciara—sweet, gentle Ciara with the fire of passion heating her blood. The little Ogre girl who had given him a ring made from love, asking for nothing in return.

      The innocent yet savvy teenager who had captured his heart back in the 1950s, when they’d slow danced to Elvis.

      The spunky Nymph who’d crashed a tractor and refused to give up on him, even when all others had.

      The woman whose eyes went soft with passion as they made love.

      He held on to that image by sheer force of will, biting his lip against the agony until his mouth bled.

      Andromeda stopped, giving him a temporary reprieve. Gasping, he hung suspended by the chains, drawing in deep breaths.

      And then she lifted the wand again.

      This time, pointing at his privates.

      Xavier paled.

      And screamed. Over and over, he cried out one name. “Ciara!”
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      Piercing screams echoed in her mind, anguished cries of pain so deep, it sliced through her like a knife. Deep male cries of horrific suffering.

      Xavier.

      They were connected through the bond they’d shared when they made love. Crying out, she held her head, the horrible agony throbbing inside him spreading through her blood.

      “He’s dying! We have to rescue him.”

      Ciara paced the living room as the Silver Wizard shook his head.

      “No. It is impossible.”

      “I can’t let him die! He sacrificed his powers to save me! You have to help me get him away from her. He must have done this for a reason!”

      “I cannot.” Tristan leaned against the mantel, crossing one booted foot over the other.

      Tears burned in her eyes. “Then you’re just going to stand there and let him die? When I could help him?”

      “No.” A slow smile touched Tristan’s mouth. “I did not say that. I cannot help you. Nor can Gideon or Cadeyrn. We are restricted. But there is another.”

      Cadeyrn nodded. “Do it, Tristan.”

      The Silver Wizard straightened and stretched out his arms skyward. “Drust! To me now!”

      A brilliant blue flash and a puff of cobalt smoke. Out of the haze stepped a tall, black-haired man with a well-trimmed beard and intense, blue eyes. Wearing a cobalt-blue tunic and trousers, and soft, doeskin boots, he looked wary.

      Drust, the new Coldfire Wizard. He had been a dragon shifter in his mortal life.

      “I need a favor from you,” Tristan told him.

      The man’s tension fled, and he smiled, erasing the grim look. “I thought you’d never ask.”

      “Xavier is the prisoner of Andromeda,” he began.

      Ciara pushed past him. “Andromeda is bound to the Dark Lord. Xavier gave his immortality and powers to me because he could not fight her or the Dark Lord. Before he died to his mortal self, he pledged a vow to Duncan, who became the Dark Lord.”

      Drust looked at her. “Then stop wasting my time, and let’s get to him.”

      Cadeyrn snapped his fingers and transported them. Ciara gasped at the tremendous power of the Shadow Wizard.

      They were in Andromeda’s basement, only now it was a replica of a dungeon she’d known from her first life on earth.

      Duncan’s cave.

      Caged behind bars, Xavier sagged against the manacles that bound him spread-eagled. She cried out and ran forward. He was naked but covered in so much blood that she could barely tell.

      Red blood.

      He was mortal and dying fast. Ciara gripped the bars, feeling a tingle race through her skin. She rattled the bars. “Xavier!” she screamed.

      Tristan put his hands on the bars and jumped back, cursing. “It’s welded with black magick.”

      The other two tried, and their hands were singed.

      Drust pushed her aside.

      He sent a powerful current of ice-blue fire streaming at the bars.

      They did not bend.

      Next he tried the lock. Nothing.

      “I can’t unfasten the lock or get past these bars.” Drust growled in frustration.

      The other three wizards tried. The iron bars did not budge.

      “You can touch them, but we cannot. Why?” Tristan asked.

      “Iron is magick of the earth. I have Ogre blood and magick of the earth that protects me. Stand back,” she ordered.

      Cadeyrn lifted a brow, but he and the others obeyed.

      Once an Ogre, always an Ogre, with an Ogre’s tremendous strength and an Ogre’s powers of the earth. Ciara gripped two bars and began to pull. The iron began to bend and then suddenly snapped.

      Tristan rushed into the cage and lifted Xavier into his arms.

      They dematerialized to Xavier’s living room. Tristan laid the ex-Crystal Wizard down upon the living room floor. Xavier’s eyes remained swollen shut, his heart barely beating.

      “He has tremendous will and strength to keep living through this,” Gideon mused.

      Tristan frowned. “I believe there is something holding him here.”

      Drust glanced at her. “A very good reason.” Then the wizard knelt at Xavier’s side. “Andromeda’s mistake was using coldfire. Coldfire can torment and kill, but it can also heal and revive if the victim is reached in time and the person administering it is powerful enough.”

      Drust stretched out his hands. Currents of bright blue energy flicked and crackled. They shot out, curling around Xavier’s broken, bleeding body. Mending and repairing great, terrible gashes in his torso, face, and limbs. She felt the tremendous power in the air and marveled.

      The dragon healed Xavier from the inside as well.

      “Clothing, please Drust,” Tristan said drolly.

      Drust conjured jeans and a black-and-white baseball shirt to cover Xavier’s nudity.

      Xavier opened his eyes. Dulled with pain and shock, they were unfocused.

      Ciara knelt beside him, taking his hand. “Xavier? It’s me, Ciara. You’re safe now.”

      He began to shake violently. She looked at Tristan. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “I healed him,” Drust protested. “He is fine.”

      Tristan gently put a hand on Xavier’s sweating forehead. “Physically, yes. Emotionally, he may never recover from what that bitch did to him. His mind has suffered too much.”

      Love had to restore him. Ciara stroked his head. “Please, Xavier, come back to me. I love you.”

      Xavier closed his eyes, still quivering.

      “Only immortality can endow him with the strength he needs to overcome Andromeda’s torture,” Gideon said. “He needs to become the Crystal Wizard again.”

      “We need him,” Cadeyrn muttered. “Only Xavier can help us defeat the Dark Lord.”

      The Shadow Wizard vanished and then reappeared a minute later, bearing a golden goblet filled with amber liquid. It smelled like roses and honey.

      “Xavier, you must come back to us. Drink, X.” Cadeyrn cradled Xavier’s shivering body, his gaze fierce. “Danu gave me this potion to restore your powers and your immortality. Damn you, drink. You must drink and live. We need you.”

      Xavier squeezed his eyes shut and compressed his lips.

      “Let me try,” Ciara told Cadeyrn. She took the cup and held it to Xavier’s mouth. “Please, my love. For my sake, for our sake, drink. I need you.”

      Opening his eyes, he stared at her. And then his gaze shot down to her belly. “Need me,” he whispered.

      Xavier started to reach for the cup, but his hand shook too much. She held it to his lips, and he drank.

      Shuddering, he coughed. Cadeyrn released him.

      “I hate that crap,” he muttered, putting a hand to his head. “Give me a damn minute.”

      The other wizards went outside. He looked down at himself, and she caught a glimpse of shame in those incredible, gray-blue eyes.

      “Xavier, I thought I lost you.” Tears burned her own eyes as she clasped his hands. “When I saw what that monster did to you…”

      He looked away, his jaw tight. “I had no power to fight her. I wanted to die, Ciara. I almost begged her to kill me. She summoned me to her because she wanted to steal my magick. When she discovered I had none, her rage exploded. It was…bad. As bad as the time Duncan tortured and killed me seven hundred years ago. Only the thought of you gave me the strength to live.”

      She kissed him, kissing away the pain and the horrible memories, replacing them with only the love and joy they had shared across the ages.

      He deepened the kiss, drinking in her mouth as if gathering strength from her. Ciara slid her arms around him, holding him tight, wishing, of all the memories he’d regained, he could lose the ones of his torture.

      Finally they pulled away. Xavier pushed a lock of her hair behind her ear. “Andromeda wanted to have sex with me.”

      Ciara held her breath. Andromeda had always been beautiful, the woman who had Xavier’s admiration and desire from the beginning. The woman could not love, as Ciara loved, but beauty and sexual appeal had swayed more than mortal men.

      She loved Xavier. She would always love him, no matter what.

      “What did you tell her?” she asked softly.

      “I told her I’d rather stick my dick into a dead dragon.” He grinned.

      Trembling inside, she felt her old insecurities arise. “I was an Ogre when you met me, Xavier. And now I’m an Ogre again. Andromeda cursed me to be an ugly Ogre. Your magick made me pretty in Skin form, but inside, I’ll never be a Nymph, just an Ogre.”

      Sobering, he picked up both her hands and kissed her knuckles. “Darling Ciara, I’m afraid I have bad news for you. You always were an Ogre inside. You had Ogre blood all along, along with Nymph and witch blood and a bit of cougar shifter. You are a real hybrid. Andromeda doesn’t have the power to change what your true nature is, only to bring it out.”

      Her mouth wobbled. “You mean I will always be like that? Green and repulsive? How could you love a beast like that?”

      Then he touched her cheek, his gaze soft. “You’re not a beast, my darling Ciara. You’re uniquely, wonderfully you, with a beautiful heart. I love you, Ciara. Only you. Ogre or Nymph, witch or Mage, it doesn’t matter what you are. I love you, and you are the only one who holds my heart.”

      His mouth was warm and gentle upon hers as she hooked her arms around his neck, cherishing the reassuring tenderness of his kiss.

      And then he stood, pulling her with him, beckoning for the other wizards to join them.

      They sat in his living room, pondering their next move.

      Xavier clasped her hand, his thumb stroking over hers. The contact seemed to settle him. “Andromeda is much more powerful than she ever was. She is connected to the Dark Lord and siphons his power. She will be extremely difficult to destroy.”

      As the wizards discussed the Dark Lord’s influence and magick, Ciara listened quietly. She felt awed to be amongst such powerful beings, but Xavier’s grip on her hand reassured her.

      “Can’t Danu kill the Dark Lord and, in doing so, destroy Andromeda?” she asked.

      “Danu cannot kill the Dark Lord,” Cadeyrn told them, his gaze grim. “She told me this long ago. Dark and Light cannot eradicate the other.”

      “But the Dark Lord will find a way to destroy her. Ignoring the rules,” Xavier countered. He rubbed his short beard. “Duncan cares not for balance. He cares only for himself and his thirst for ultimate power. I know Duncan, knew him before he became the Dark Lord. People, even wizards, seldom change. I know his weaknesses and his strengths. First, we must kill Andromeda. As long as she walks this earth, the Dark Lord can wield his power here.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Ciara declared. “I’ll help. I can use my new powers to slay her. In fact, I bet I could take her down by myself.”

      Cadeyrn chuckled, and Tristan looked amused, while Gideon exchanged glances with Drust. Xavier shook his head.

      “The fledgling immortal takes on the forces of darkness,” Cadeyrn said, but though his words mocked, his voice was gentle.

      Xavier turned toward her. “You are staying on the sidelines and fighting only as needed.”

      “X, we could use her powers to destroy Andromeda,” Tristan countered.

      “You must be careful with her.” Xavier’s eyes glowed white. “Ciara is pregnant.”

      Stunned, she scowled at him. How dare he be so smug? “I am not! I know my own body.”

      Xavier gently rested his large palm upon her flat belly. “And I know it as well, my love. You are carrying my child.”

      The other four wizards looked stunned.

      “Ah, congratulations,” Gideon offered.

      “I am not pregnant!” she yelled, shattering the living room window and shaking the pictures on their walls.

      Silence descended in the room, a very male silence as cold air rushed into the room. Gideon sighed and waved a hand, repairing the window. The Crimson Wizard arched a brow at Tristan.

      “Nikita did that to you only last week,” he observed.

      Tristan nodded.

      Ciara burst into tears.

      Tristan whistled. “She is pregnant.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Drust murmured.

      “Congratulations, X,” Cadeyrn said, and of all of them, he looked the most pleased.

      Nausea swirled in her stomach. She glared at Xavier. “Stop this.”

      And then she ran into the kitchen, bent over the sink, and heaved the contents of her stomach.

      She heard Tristan tell Xavier, “Good luck, my friend. The next few months will be… challenging. Nikita is only in her second month, and it has been…quite interesting.”

      “At least now she will have company.” Xavier sighed.

      “A pregnant wizard with your powers,” Gideon mused. “I advise you, my friend, to pay heed to whatever cravings she may have, lest you wish to have more windows broken.”

      Trembling, Ciara wiped her mouth with a paper towel. She drank water and felt stronger. Better. More in control. With the emotions she’d endured over the last eight hours, who could blame her for upchucking? She couldn’t be pregnant…could she?

      Ciara set aside that concern for now. Pregnant or not, she had to help destroy Andromeda because, as long as that witch drew breath, no one was safe.

      She came into the living room, drawing upon the power Xavier had endowed in her to center herself. “Listen to me, wizards. Whether or not I am pregnant—”

      “Which you are,” Xavier put in helpfully.

      At her glare, he finally fell silent, exchanging knowing glances with Tristan.

      “Is a moot point. You need me to defeat Andromeda. My powers, not the ones you gave me, but my original earth powers. Where you go—” she turned to Xavier, resolved and firm—“I go.”

      His mouth quirked, and then he gave her a hard, swift kiss. “Shall we?”

      Ciara nodded. “Let’s go destroy that bitch.”
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      Xavier didn’t want to return to the place of his torture. Although the restoration of his powers as the Crystal Wizard had stabilized his mind and soothed his psyche, deep inside remained the memory of his skin sliced open, his insides burning.

      Only the thought of Ciara and the child she carried centered him. For her sake, they must find a way to destroy Andromeda.

      As the youngest wizard, he knew he was the least experienced in vanquishing pure evil. Cadeyrn, his mentor, was the expert. But Xavier knew Duncan, had worked closely with him, and knew his weaknesses and vanity. Xavier felt confident he could vanquish Andromeda, and in doing so, it might even weaken the Dark Lord, Duncan himself.

      All six of them materialized inside the dank, dimly lit basement of Andromeda’s mansion. Xavier shuddered as he looked at the cage where she’d held him captive. He cocked his head, smelling the air.

      Her scent, cloying perfume with the sour stench of decaying earth, had faded.

      “She’s not here.” Dropping Ciara’s hand, he walked around the basement, examining the empty cages. “Either she was trying to recreate Duncan’s workshop for sentiment’s sake…”

      Cadeyrn stood beside him, his expression grim. “Or she is out, scouring for more victims to torture.”

      Ciara’s nostrils flared. “It makes no sense. Torture for the sake of enjoying others’ suffering serves no purpose for someone as ambitious as Andromeda. When I knew her from my past life, she was vain but aligned herself with Duncan to learn the mystic arts.”

      Tristan looked surprised. “You remember your previous life?”

      “All those memories returned to me when I inherited Xavier’s powers.”

      “Let us hope you did not inherit his disturbing taste in fashion,” Gideon muttered.

      Grinning, she waved a hand, and her flowing, blue gown turned into a lime-green pantsuit with a flared collar and go-go boots. Gideon groaned.

      “My eyes,” the Crimson Wizard complained, as Xavier chuckled.

      “Stop this foolishness,” Cadeyrn ordered. “She’s not here. Then she must be in the forest, searching for more victims.”

      “But why?” Gideon wondered as Ciara waved a hand, conjuring her blue gown once more.

      Suddenly Xavier knew the reason. “Not to torment for the sake of watching but to use their sufferings and make a potion. An elixir that will raise the Dark Lord’s essence here on earth.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Drust put in. “The Dark Lord, even if he is Duncan, your former master, is bound in the Dark Lands. His soul cannot leave.”

      “No. But with the elixir, infused with Andromeda’s powers, he could gather enough followers in this world, bind them with his magick, and order them do his bidding.” Xavier sniffed the air again, smelling the distinct odor of sulfur. “Enough followers and the earth would be plunged into darkness and chaos.”

      “Like a bacteria spreading,” Ciara said. “A plague infecting innocents.”

      “And where chaos reigns, so does the Dark Lord,” muttered Tristan.

      Cadeyrn gave him an approving nod. “Xavier, show us the place you last spotted a sacrifice.”

      Sending the location via telepathy to the others, he clasped Ciara’s hand and dematerialized. She was too inexperienced to master the art of teleporting. He would guide her over the coming weeks.

      They still had many questions to answer, but he would deal with it later.

      The flat boulder where Andromeda had cut up her victim still showed signs of violence, dark, rusty stains upon the granite rock. Jagged, snow-capped mountains ringed the flat valley, and the pine and aspen trees around the clearing appeared blackened and dead.

      “She’s here,” he said, turning around. “I can feel her.”

      Drust’s nostrils flared. “I can smell her. The stench is most offensive.”

      “Worse than Tristan’s socks,” Xavier agreed as the Silver Wizard frowned.

      Xavier squatted down, touching the earth, wincing as he heard the screams of Others that Andromeda had rounded up, planning to torture and sacrifice.

      “She is coming,” he said, standing and dusting off his hands. “She has at least fifteen of your shifters prisoner, Tristan.”

      “Dark magick chains?” Drust asked.

      Tristan’s eyes glowed an eerie blue, signaling the rise of his powers. “No. Ordinary iron. I shall take care of it.”

      They sank back amongst a clump of blackened brush to await Andromeda’s arrival. It did not take long. Xavier heard the clinking of chains, and as he peered out, he saw fifteen shifters, their auras dulled, shuffling along.

      Gregory the bear was among them, the tall shifter looking defeated. Xavier bristled with rage for his friend but calmed his emotions.

      He sent Tristan a telepathic thought. Now.

      The Silver Wizard stepped from behind the brush. Tristan directed a bolt of silver energy at the chains, dissolving them. The shifters immediately turned into their animal forms and bolted.

      As the five of them joined Tristan, facing Andromeda, the witch raged, tearing at her hair. “You stupid bastards! Do you think that will stop me or my master?”

      Black flames suddenly ringed them, smoke curling into thick fingers. Dark flames, endowed with neocromancer magick. A low laugh drifted through the air.

      “Not one wizard from the Brehon but five,” Andromeda sang out. “What a treat for my master. He’ll love seeing your blood spill upon the earth.”

      Cold sweat poured down Xavier’s back. His greatest fears were manifested in this witch.

      The dark enchantress. Weaver of mystic dreams and men’s terror. Aligned with the Dark Lord and seemingly invincible.

      His former lover and now his enemy.

      Xavier rested his hand upon Ciara’s shoulder. Not invincible. “We will defeat her,” he murmured to Ciara. “Together, we are strong enough to take her down.”

      Cadeyrn flicked his fingers and extinguished the black flames.

      Andromeda sneered. “I have more power, Shadow Wizard. And I’ll scorch you and your little whore, Xavier. I’ll burn her until she screams and begs me to kill her. You will die with my name on your lips, pleading for me to save her.”

      He had no fear of this bitch who had tormented him until he screamed. But when she raised a hand directed at Ciara, he knew real fear.

      As Andromeda pulled Ciara toward a large, dead oak tree, he yelled to her.

      “Ciara,” he yelled. “Use your wizard powers and counter this! Manifest an energy ball!”

      She conjured a small, glowing ball of white energy and threw it at Andromeda, who laughed and swatted it aside like a gnat.

      The witch had grown much more powerful than when she’d tormented him, he realized in horror. She was directly tapping into the Dark Lord’s powers, and Ciara was too young and lacked sufficient strength to conjure good magick to counter it.

      The dead tree’s limbs stretched out, bent, and held Ciara fast to the trunk. Black flames licked and danced around the tree, drawing closer to Ciara.

      “Burn, witch, burn,” Andromeda sang out. “Dark magick of my master, here is your first sacrifice!”

      

      Power of the earth.

      Lashed to the tree, the black flames drawing closer, Ciara knew her newfound powers would not suffice. Good, light magick could not save her.

      The power of the earth could.

      You are an Ogre. You are a creature of the earth, and your bond can manifest its magick.

      Ciara searched through her memories, leafing through them calmly as the flames burned closer. She recalled her mother in the fourteenth century, singing softly to the earth to coax the herb garden to grow, remembered her witch mother from this lifetime calling to the trees to flourish and grow.

      I am Ogre.

      I am Nymph.

      I am Witch.

      I am Shifter.

      The power of four. Ciara opened her mouth and began to sing the chant to the trees, bidding them to release her, to stretch out their limbs and ensnare Andromeda, the one who meant them harm.

      Roots of the oak tree burst through the ground, snaking toward the witch as the tree limbs dropped, freeing Ciara.

      Walking toward the black flames, not fearing them, she continued to sing, calling to the earth to rise up and smother the fire. Dirt boiled up, bubbling like a spring, and began to douse the black flames.

      She raced over into Xavier’s arms. He crushed her to him, burying his face in her hair. “My Ciara,” he murmured. “I love you so much. I feared I would lose you again.”

      Tenderly, she touched his bearded face. “Never. I am yours, for all time.”

      He kissed her brow and stepped in front of her. Xavier seemed invincible, powerful, a wizard who would stop at nothing to destroy pure evil.

      “Andromeda, your time here on earth is finished. Return to the Dark Lands forever. Reveal your true self to me.” He fisted his hand, glowing white, and with his other hand, pointed at her.

      A banshee wail cut through the air as Andromeda tore at her hair. And then she changed, her glowing beauty fading. The delicate nose turned into a hook, her lush mouth a red slash, her once full figure into skin and bones.

      She melted, shrinking and wailing until she stood only high as a cypress knee, her black robes puddling around her. No longer a woman, a witch with feminine wiles, she resembled a horrid gremlin-thing, two beady, red eyes glaring in a blackened face.

      “You can’t kill me,” the thing whispered. “I will fade but live on and rise again. Nothing can kill me.”

      “I think not,” Xavier said calmly.

      When he opened his palm, a shining, white globe appeared. The light made her eyes water.

      “Xavier, you said you have no power,” Andromeda screamed.

      “I lied,” he said simply and threw a crystal lightning bolt at Andromeda. It sailed directly into her chest, but bounced off.

      Andromeda laughed. “You cannot destroy me. I am bound to Duncan, and your pledge to him protects me as well!”

      Xavier turned to the other wizards. “Tristan, Drust, Gideon, Cadeyrn, if you will.”

      The four wizards conjured glowing balls of pure light. Silver for Tristan, red for Gideon, gray for Cadeyrn, and bright blue for Drust. They lobbed them at Andromeda, each ball hitting her and dissolving her flesh. Skin melted and flaked, peeling back like the years as she screamed and fought, until only a bone-white skeleton remained.

      Then that, too, dissolved into a puddle of black goo.

      The wizards stood in a circle around the goo. It began to bubble like hot tar.

      “It is not finished until nothing of her remains on this earth,” Cadeyrn said solemnly. “Brothers, let us finish her.”

      The other wizards nodded.

      Ciara clasped Xavier’s hand, feeling the hum of his crystal energy increase.

      “Not us,” Cadeyrn said suddenly. “Both of you, together, will destroy her. Xavier, you cannot do this. You must align your energy and your magick with Ciara.”

      Cadeyrn stepped back, motioning to Drust, Gideon, and Tristan to do the same.

      “I can’t do this. I don’t know how,” she protested.

      Xavier’s eyes glowed white. “Then allow me to teach you, my love.”

      Power hummed and sang, flowing out of her and into her like waves crashing upon the shore and receding. Her grip on Xavier’s hand tightened.

      “Relax,” he murmured. “Relax and close your mind to everything except seeing Andromeda hurling into the Dark Lands. Tap into my powers and let your magick rise until you are filled with it and feel nothing but power. Seal her there with white light.”

      Ciara closed her eyes. She saw the evil that had been Andromeda, the bubbling, black, tarry substance that wanted to kill, hate, and destroy, sinking into another dimension, flying back to the Dark Lands, a strong band of white light encasing her essence.

      Power hummed and sang inside her as Xavier gripped her hand. And then he shouted, “Now!”

      She hurled the power outward, toward the puddle of goo. Ciara opened her eyes, knowing they glowed white as Xavier’s did.

      White light surrounded the black goo, and then the tarry mess vanished into thin air.

      Utterly drained but feeling peaceful and satisfied, she collapsed into Xavier’s arms. He stroked her hair and gave Cadeyrn a questioning look. The Shadow Wizard smiled.

      “Your babe is fine,” he assured him.

      She sighed. “I still can’t believe I’m pregnant.”

      Xavier kissed her brow. “Trust me, my love, you are.” He looked at Cadeyrn. “Why did you want us to destroy her? I thought I could not since I had made a blood-and-bone vow to Duncan, her master.”

      “Combining your powers and your pure love for each other destroyed Andromeda.” Tristan gave a wry smile. “That is my guess.”

      “An accurate one,” Cadeyrn agreed. “When I returned to Tir Na-nog for the Bloodmoon flower potion to restore Xavier’s powers, I conversed with the goddess. Danu revealed to me that times must change and we with them. Our powers combined are not sufficient to defeat the gathering darkness.” He rested a hand on Xavier’s shoulder and her own. “But love has the greatest power of all, especially a love lasting through centuries.”

      “Love,” Gideon scoffed. “Love is nothing compared to pure power.”

      The Shadow Wizard sighed. “Danu knows you feel this way, Gideon. And she reminded me that you, and I, still must face our punishment for aiding Tristan.”

      Gideon looked pale. “Does that mean…”

      “Sorry, my friend,” Cadeyrn murmured. “She told me you are next.”

      Gideon blinked in surprise and then vanished.

      “Damn, I hate when she does that,” Xavier muttered. “What did he lose?”

      The Shadow Wizard sighed. “What Gideon cherishes the most, just as you cherished your memories the most, Xavier. He has lost his powers.”

      “All of them?” Tristan looked shaken.

      “All but for the power he originally held as a Dark Fae.” Cadeyrn traced a rune in the air. “Danu sent him back to the Seelie Court.”

      “Remind me never to piss off the Goddess as you four did,” Drust muttered.

      “Oh, damn,” Xavier said, looking haunted. “And we can’t aid him.”

      “No.” Cadeyrn sighed. “But the goddess has a reason for everything. There is a Fae there who stole his heart long ago. Perhaps our friend will get it back.”

      Xavier looked at Ciara, and his expression softened. “If that is the case, then his punishment will be worth it, as it was for me. I would go through the fires of the Dark Lands and back to find you again, Ciara.”

      As he lowered his mouth toward hers, the other wizards vanished. Ciara looked around. “Where did they go?”

      “Back to Tir Na-nog. Their home. Our home now, my love.” He gazed into her eyes. “I will ask Danu to seal our union as mates.”

      She smiled. “Can my mother and her colony attend?”

      “Of course.” He winked at her. “But I want a quick wedding. I plan to spend many long hours making up the centuries I was without you.”

      He snapped his fingers, and she found herself back in Xavier’s townhouse. It looked the same but for a note pinned to the wall with a crystal dagger. Xavier plucked the dagger and read the note. Then he laughed and showed it to her.

      “It’s from Danu,” he told her.

      Soon as she read the ancient writing upon the parchment, the note and the dagger vanished.

      “The orphan girl Trolls. They’re now with Mark, the owner of the bar,” she mused. “He and his mate have been longing to adopt.”

      “I never knew that was a strictly a bar for Others,” he admitted. “When I lost all my memories, I lost my ability to see the world as it really was. And the old widow next door. It was Danu, keeping watch on me.”

      “The goddess does have her reasons.”

      He gave her a tender smile. “You are my reason for life now, my love.”

      Filled with joy, she stroked his cheek.

      “All my life I’ve craved social acceptance. I wanted a clan, a colony, a people who would embrace me and give me a home, a place where I would feel free to be myself instead of trying to fit into their expectations of who I am. And now I know, all these years, all these lifetimes, I searched in all the wrong places and for all the wrong people. Because what I truly needed was to belong to only one person—you. No one else could ever satisfy me and give me the sense of feeling whole instead of broken. It was you I searched for all these centuries, Xavier, and I never knew it.”

      He caught her hands in his and kissed her knuckles. “And now how do you feel?”

      “I feel loved. Like I’ve finally come home, and here I’ll stay. Forever.”
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      Tir Na-nog, the afterworld and home to the wizards of the Brehon

      Four days after Xavier and Ciara’s wedding

      

      Ciara loved living in Xavier’s Crystal Palace.

      She disliked how much her husband was gone, however. They had spent two glorious days in bed together, making love, and then Xavier had vanished to attend to his duties.

      She had not seen him in the two days since then. Ciara knew this was the way of the Brehon, and she wasn’t as lonely as expected, for she’d met Nikita, Tristan’s bride.

      The two of them had become fast friends.

      Today they planned to explore their husbands’ world, daring to walk outside the boundaries Tristan and Xavier had outlined for them.

      She found Nikita outside Tristan’s cottage, reading a book. As she embraced her new friend, Ciara looked around. “It’s a lovely day…”

      “As it always is here,” Nikita finished, laughing.

      “Let’s go for a walk.”

      Nikita’s blue eyes sparkled with impish glee. “Our men left us alone. Shall we explore?”

      “Xavier warned me to not disturb the homes of the other wizards.”

      “Well, so did Tristan. And they aren’t here. So shall we?”

      Ciara laughed. “Yes, let’s do that. Where?”

      “Let’s let the wind take us where we should go. Close your eyes and snap your fingers.”

      Holding Nikita’s hand, Ciara then snapped her fingers—oh, how she adored this mode of transportation—and they materialized before a thick forest, dark and gloomy, with trees twisting and turning, stretching to the sky. Ciara looked around in wonder.

      “Where are we?”

      “Gideon’s home.”

      “It looks so eerie,” she marveled.

      Nikita looked sad. “Yes. He created it out of memories from his own home. Tristan told me it is a dark but magick place. He took me here to visit. Gideon seemed so…lonely.”

      Ciara’s heart ached as she studied the twinkling fairy lights in the forest, the waterfall glowing as if lit by moonlight. “Xavier said the wizards are prevented from aiding Gideon. But he said nothing about you and me.”

      Nikita brightened. “Perhaps we can help him.”

      “Maybe.” They went into the forest, smiling as the fairies flitted around them, their wings gently beating the air. Nothing could hurt them here, but an overwhelming feeling of sorrow filled Ciara. There was powerful emotion here, buried deep within.

      They reached the house, a tangle of wood built into the tree. Lights glowed inside the structure.

      “Tristan told me Gideon always has the lights on.” Nikita lowered her voice. “He would not say, out of respect for his friend, but I think he fears the dark.”

      She didn’t want to intrude on his privacy. Ciara tugged on Nikita’s robe to coax her into turning back, when the door to his house slowly opened. Nikita blinked.

      “It has never done that before. Tristan told me when a door opens in Tir Na-nog, it beckons someone inside. It is like an invitation from the home’s owner.”

      They walked up the cobblestone pathway to the house and through the opened door. The house looked ordinary, almost like Tristan’s cottage in the woods. The living room was furnished with elegant, velvet settees, chairs, and stone tables. Over the fireplace was a portrait that took Ciara’s breath away.

      “Oh, she’s lovely!” She peered at a frail-looking Fae woman with long, silver hair hooked behind her slightly pointed ears, bright green eyes, and a sad smile. “Who is she?”

      Nikita touched the gilded frame, and it glowed golden. “Eleanor. She was the Seelie King’s daughter, sickly and delicate, but Gideon loved her. He was an Unseelie prince, a dark prince, back in his mortal life. He and Eleanor were supposed to marry to unite the Seelie and Unseelie courts and bring peace between their people to end the great Fae War. But her father was enraged, and rather than have a Dark Fae prince for a son-in-law, he killed his daughter.”

      Shocked, Ciara stared at Nikita. “How could a father do that to his own flesh and blood?”

      “Tristan told me the Fae courts have had a longstanding hatred of each other. Gideon sacrificed his own life to end the bloodshed and bring peace between the two courts. After Gideon died, he became immortal and the Crimson Wizard.” Nikita shuddered. “Tristan told me power means everything to Gideon. He was locked in darkness for ten years, never seeing light. The darkness drives him mad.”

      Ciara touched the tip of a wicked-looking whip. “Why would he keep such things here?”

      “Maybe it reminds him of his past and to never again be that powerless.” Nikita beckoned her to step out of the room.

      They went outside, her new friend pensive. “I have not lived here long, but Ciara, I believe there is a reason why we were led to Gideon’s house. He may need our help.”

      Ciara thought of the runes Gideon had drawn on the walls of Xavier’s townhouse. “He told me the houses of the wizards hold their memories. Perhaps they act as their protectors as well, drawing people into them who can aid them in their time of need.”

      Her friend nodded. “If so, we must be vigilant. Let’s explore some more. To the Shadow Wizard’s home.”

      They dematerialized and then appeared outside a gray stone castle, in fields covered with soft, green grass.

      “Cadeyrn’s palace,” Ciara murmured. “He is Xavier’s mentor.”

      “A scary man.” Nikita gave a delicate shudder.

      “Very intense. He needs to laugh more.”

      A cat bounded through the tall, green grass, stopped, and looked at them with huge, yellow eyes.

      “A kitten,” Nikita exclaimed. “Oh, let’s pet it!”

      The cat blinked, seemingly curious. It began purring as they stroked its sleek fur.

      “I’ve never had a cat before,” Nikita said. “What do cats do?”

      “Never?”

      Her friend laughed. “I was wolf, remember? Cats and dogs?”

      Ciara remembered the house cat her parents let sleep in the forge back in the fourteenth century. “Kittens love to play.”

      She snapped her fingers and conjured a bright yellow ball on a string. She and Nikita took turns pulling it, making the cat chase it.

      Then she yawned. “I’m so tired. I need to rest.”

      “It’s the pregnancy,” Nikita told her. “It’s such a lovely day…”

      “Always is here,” Ciara cut in.

      Tristan’s mate laughed. “I’m exhausted as well. Let’s take a nap.”

      The cat lay between them, and they fell asleep in the soft, green grass.

      

      Xavier returned home, eager to see his bride. He had spent two full days righting wrongs, vanquishing evil, and filling in for Gideon. It was time to see his lovely Ciara. But as he searched his home, he soon realized she wasn’t there.

      Remembering how much she liked Nikita, he materialized outside Tristan’s woodland cottage. The Silver Wizard stood in the grass, frowning at an abandoned book.

      “Nikita is gone. Is she at your home?”

      “No, I thought Ciara would be at yours.”

      They must be together. Xavier used the telepathic link he shared with his mate. “They went looking for mischief. Ciara has mentioned she longs to visit with Cadeyrn, ever since he gave her a hand-carved crib as our wedding gift.”

      The two wizards snapped their fingers and materialized in the Shadow Wizard’s realm. Tall, green grasses grew before a stone castle.

      They walked toward the castle, following the scent of their mates. A few hundred yards outside the castle, the women lay upon the grass, fast asleep. Tristan arched a brow at Xavier.

      Ciara stirred and gave him a sleepy smile. “Hello, my husband. Niki and I were playing with the kitty, and we fell asleep.”

      “Kitty?” Xavier asked, amused, tenderly stroking her hair as her eyes closed again.

      He loved this woman more than his own life.

      Tristan’s mouth quirked. He lifted Nikita into his arms, careful not to disturb the sleeping saber-toothed tiger.

      “I suppose you could call it a kitty,” Tristan mused. “These two are fortunate they did not get into trouble. Cadeyrn guards his lair and his privacy well.”

      Xavier pressed a kiss to Ciara’s forehead. “Cadeyrn has a soft heart for women. We are the ones in trouble, my friend. Our mates have us hooked around their fingers.”

      He would not have it any other way.

      There was still the Dark Lord to fight and the matter of Gideon. Xavier knew there would be other battles before the final war to come. For it must be war, and the darkness must be defeated. But for now, he would content himself with his bride and relish every moment they had together.

      He had been parted from her all those centuries ago—the Mage and the little Ogre girl who pledged their hearts to each other.

      Time could never erase that bond.

      They had found each other again, two hearts once separated, made whole. Together again forever now, for all eternity.
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