
        
            
                
            
        

    
Early Praise for

[image: ]

“Pamela Sparkman always knows how to write a story full of emotion, true romance, and meaning. But this book has exceeded my expectations and shines brighter than I ever could have anticipated.”

~ Christie – Smokin’ Hot Book Blog

 

“I had never really been a fan of, nor read much in the world of fantasy – until this favorite author decided to make a 360-turn and head in a very different direction. And I followed. Utterly spellbound, beguiled by, and swept up in this mesmerizing fantasy. I devoured every word Pamela Sparkman wrote and begged for more.”

~ Anne OK – Goodreads

 

“Pamela has seamlessly fallen into this genre and made her own stamp into this world with The Moon Shines Red. When I finished reading it, I was so sad to say goodbye. I wanted more. Begged for more. I kept asking for a small scrap of anything of this phenomenal story to read.”

~ Trisha – Devoured Words

 

“I have been an avid fan on Pamela’s books and writing since her first release, and each and every subsequent release improves on the last, I can honestly say that this is some of the best story-telling I have read in a long time…”

~ Claire – Goodreads Reviewer

 

“I’m a first time reader of Pamela Sparkman. Yes, I must have lived under a rock because this lady knows how to write. The story is written like a scavenger hunt. Hints are laid out throughout the story. You follow bread crumbs, solve a puzzle and that opens up a whole new lot of questions.”

~ Astrid – Vanilla and Spice Books

 

“The story is well written having a sweet flare of poetry that guides these characters of this multifaceted world.”

~ Jennifer Kyle – Goodreads Reviewer
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Contemporary Romance

 

Stolen Breaths (Stolen Breaths, #1)

 

Shattered (Stolen Breaths, #2)

 

Skin Deep (Stolen Breaths, #3)

 

Each book in Stolen Breaths series is a STANDALONE novel.

 

 

Historical Romance

 

Back to Yesterday
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The red glow of the moon washed over land and sea like a faded bloody stain. Everything was bathed in it, including him. A constant reminder of the curse that marked him before he was born. Every night he gazed at it like he was lured and haunted by it. It followed him, it beseeched him. It called out to him. Just once he wanted to see the moon glow as everyone else saw it. Bright and illuminating. But he knew that would never be possible.

 

The all too familiar feeling of despair suffocated him, like long gangly fingers squeezing his neck, cutting off his air. He fell to his knees and begged for the sky to fall on him. He had suffered long and tirelessly and he was desperate for it to end. And yet, he fought to breathe. He fought to stand back on his feet. Because fighting back was as instinctual to him as breathing. He had come too far to let his loneliness and despair get the best of him now. He was battle worn and weary, but he still had a reason to live.

 

Or so he hoped.

 

He stood back on his feet and he fought against the doom that hovered over him since the day he was born and he stared up into the darkened sky.

 

At the moon that shines red only for him.

 

He was cursed.

I should have stayed away from him. But I couldn't.

HE was my love...my life. And he just might kill me.

So I guess that means...he may also be my end.


 

 

 

 

 “A tale is but half told when only one person tells it.”

~ The Saga of Grettir the Strong
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When what is blue turns red, your child will bring man to his knees in sorrow

For they will not see the light of tomorrow

Let it be so until the mountains move and the rivers shiver

As soon as what’s been shrouded is revealed, all wicked souls will quiver

A refusal shall mark an age of tranquility

And the restoration of balance shall bring forth a remedy
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I ran like a rabbit being chased in the woods, darting in and out around trees, occasionally looking over my shoulder to see if anyone was behind me. My feet pounded the floor of the forest, my breathing heavy. My lungs burned and my sides ached. I don’t remember ever running so fast, sprinting like my life depended on it. But it did. At least, I felt like it did.

I was used to the forest turning dark when I was in the thick of it. I even liked it because I was hidden from the outside world, protected and sheltered. However, this time felt different. I felt like the forest had walls and those walls were closing in. Something sinister was present. I could feel it in the marrow of my bones. Fog drifted in, settling low and thick, making it difficult to see the ground beneath me. Yet I continued to run like an animal being chased, dodging and weaving, and I didn’t stop until I bolted through the front door of my home, nearly scaring my poor mother to death.

She whirled around with a shriek. “Goodness gracious, child. You nearly gave me a heart attack!” she said with one hand covering her chest and the other gripping a wooden spoon. “Is your tail on fire?”

“No, Mother,” I said, bending at the waist, gasping for breath. “I-I was scared someone was following me.”

Her eyes widened as she set the spoon on the table. “Followed you from where?”

I still didn’t understand what had actually transpired. I replayed in my head over and over again while I was running, trying to make sense of it. Had someone been following me? I never saw anyone.

When I didn’t immediately answer, she said, “Speak, child. This instant.”

“I d-don’t know, Mother,” I said, still trying to catch my breath. “I got spooked. I th-thought I heard someone laugh when I was in the library of the monastery. I called out to them. When no one answered I r-ran.”

“And you think they followed you?”

I nodded.

“Did you see anyone?” she asked, peeking out the window.

“No.”

She dropped the curtain and stared at me. “Then why did you think you were being followed?”

“I-I don’t know,” I said, unsure. Now that I was saying it aloud, I wasn’t certain of anything. Had I imagined it?

“Why would the sound of someone laughing scare you?”

“Because I thought I was alone,” I said defensively. “I felt a…” I bit off the words, realizing how silly they were going to sound.

“You felt a what?”

Ducking my head, unable to look Mother in the eye, I said, “A presence.”

She sighed, and for the longest time I could feel her eyes staring at the top of my head. I could only imagine what she must think of me. “Oh, Elin. Is it not possible it was one of the monks?”

I moved to sit on one of my father’s handmade chairs, and kept my head down. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“Are you even positive you heard someone?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I couldn’t swear to it.” I frowned, realizing I may have overreacted. I always overreacted.

Mother looked at me with nonjudgmental eyes, soft and patient. I couldn’t help feeling a bit embarrassed. It was evident my lack of socializing with others outside of my parents was causing me to behave like a scared little mouse, jumping out of my skin at the tiniest things. I hope the monks hadn’t seen me run out of there like I was being chased by demons. They may never let me come back.

She sat down beside me and tucked her finger underneath my chin. “This is why I wanted you to get out more. Explore. I thought if you had a place to visit like the monastery it would do you good. It’s not healthy for you to never interact with others.”

I laughed humorlessly, feeling foolish. The truth was, I didn’t trust people. They had given me little reason to. At the age of eight, I had to leave the only home I’d ever known because it wasn’t safe to stay. I had been born with a gift. I could see people’s happiest memories. However, I learned at an early age not to divulge my gift to others. It scared people that I could tap into their memories and tell them something I shouldn’t have otherwise known. I suppose I couldn’t blame them, but when rumors began to swirl and people started calling me a witch, my father moved us here to Mirova, a province on the outer edge of Kaelmor Kingdom, far enough from those who wished to do me harm. I should have felt safe.

I didn’t. I never felt safe. I always felt…watched.

Another humorless laugh escaped when I thought about how I had run through the forest like I wasn’t well. I could feel my face turning a nice shade of scarlet. “I feel rather embarrassed now,” I admitted. “Please don’t tell Father.”

“Don’t tell Father what?” The door clicked shut and my father walked toward us. He dropped a kiss on my head and then kissed Mother’s cheek.

“Uh…” I begged my mother with my eyes not to say anything. He worried about me too much already.

She stood, patted my hand, and walked back to the fire pit in the middle of the stone floor where our supper was simmering in a pot. She picked up her spoon and stirred. “Elin didn’t want you to know we were having seared apples and walnuts with our supper. She wanted to surprise you.”

Mother fibbed to my father so casually and with such ease I had to wonder how often she had fibbed to me. But I couldn’t be upset with her. I had asked her not to tell, so I did the only thing I could do. I fibbed too.

“Yes. I wanted it to be a surprise. I know it’s your favorite and we don’t have it often.” I glanced at my mother and noticed her eyebrows were pinched tightly together.

My father’s eyes bounced between us. I inhaled a fragile breath and waited. “Fine,” he said, biting back a smile. “Don’t tell me. I didn’t want to know anyway.”

After my father walked away to wash up for supper, my mother whispered, “Next time let me do the talking. You’re a terrible liar, my love.”

I couldn’t disagree.

Later, while we ate, I thought about what I had read while in the library of the monastery. I hadn’t had time to process any of it. Mirova was home to an ancient Faery realm? And then I thought about the story of the king who had killed his cursed child. My eyes roamed to my own father. Would he kill me if I was cursed?

No. I shook that thought from my head. My father loved me. When I thought about the sacrifices my parents made for me because they worried for my safety, I knew my father would never bring harm to me. Still, I didn’t know the character of the king.

All through supper I had contemplated the story while my parents discussed the day’s work and all that needed to be done the next day. I pretended to listen and chimed in when prompted. When supper was over, Father stood from the table and picked up his mandolin that leaned against the wall and began plucking the strings, testing them, and then sat down again.

“Oh, play us something upbeat, darling,” Mother said. “I’m in the mood to dance.”

Father’s lips turned up, pleased. His fingers began plinking the strings in a furious blur. The tones he made were woody and rich and sounded complex to my ears, lovely. I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face, and was thankful for it, for I was desperate for my mind to wander elsewhere.

With an outstretched hand, Mother said, “Come, dance with me.”

I accepted her invitation and she and I began kicking our feet in lively, skipping steps, while linking our arms together, turning in a circle, and then reversing course. The faster Father played the faster we danced. We laughed and sang and battled to out-dance the other. Father was delighted, and for those few minutes, all my worries were cast aside, flying away on musical notes until all I cared about was the harmony of laughter my parents and I made. Then, Father played something slower, something meaningful, and I returned to my seat to listen.

My mother sat down beside me while I worried the sleeve of my dress. “What’s on your mind, daughter? You look so thoughtful.”

I shrugged. “Did you know Mirova was home to an ancient Faery realm?”

Father stopped playing, his eyebrows lifting high into his hairline. “Where did you hear that?”

“I read it today in the library. Did you know?”

My father glanced at my mother and she shifted her eyes to avoid mine. “I may have heard a story like that once,” he said, standing from the table and setting aside his mandolin.

“Why have you never mentioned it?”

“I don’t know, luv. I suppose I never gave it much thought.”

“Funny,” I said. “I can’t seem to think of anything else.”

Mother placed her hand over mine, stopping me from worrying the fabric of my dress any further. “What is it, child? What has you so bothered?”

“I don’t know. I can’t stop thinking about the story I read today.”

“What story was that?” she asked.

“The story about how the King of Kaelmor fell in love with a Faery princess many, many moons ago. From what I understood from the text, humans and Faeries were never supposed to forge romantic relationships because Faeries were immortal supernatural beings who didn’t want to taint their race, and in the eye of man, they thought the union was ungodly so both sides forbid it.” I tucked a piece of hair behind my ear and looked both my parents in the eye. “When the Faeries and humans found out the king and the Faerie was with child, the child was cursed.” I shook my head in disbelief. “Seems rather unfair if you ask me. Anyway, apparently a war broke out between Fae and man, each blaming the other for the abomination created between them. And now there is a wall between the realms and permissions must be granted in order to pass. What troubled me was reading about how it is believed the king had killed his cursed child.”

“My, that’s quite a remarkable story isn’t it,” Mother said, standing to clear the table.

“It is. Do you believe it?” I asked, paying closer attention to her facial expressions than I normally would.

“I do not doubt the history books, Elin.” She tensed her shoulders and toyed with a lock of her hair.

“Something wrong, Mother?”

She shook her head. “Of course not. I’m glad you’re learning new things. This will be good for you,” she said and then turned to eye my father before gathering up the plates.

Father sat, making a steeple with his fingers, lost in thought. When he noticed me staring, he excused himself from the table. “I’m going to turn in.” He kissed the top of my head. “Help your mother clean up, will you?”

“Yes, Father,” I said, eyeing both my parents. “Everything all right?”

“Everything is fine,” they both said at once.

I decided I would believe them. After all, they had no reason to lie.
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Nothing was in the forest – no one was chasing me.

This was what I’d told myself later that night when I couldn’t summon sleep. I had tossed and turned for hours, too busy wrestling with my mind, bending it, and reconstructing the day’s events to fit the narrative I was trying desperately to believe.

At first light, I’d gotten up and immediately began the morning’s chores. By mid-afternoon, Mother was shooing me out the door.

“Go,” she said. “You’ve done enough for one day. Go find something fun to do.”

I was tired from lack of sleep, but I knew my mother. She would insist, so I simply said, “All right, Mother. I’ll be home before supper.”

I put on my cloak and walked toward the forest. Upon entering, I squared off my shoulders and made one more attempt at convincing myself I had overreacted the day before.

Nothing was in the forest – no one was chasing me.

Stepping into the thick grove of elms and oaks, I was thankful it welcomed me like an old friend. Birds chirped, leaves rustled, and I sensed nothing dangerous or oppressive lurking in the shadows.

A sigh of relief washed over me. I had overreacted.

Instead of going back to the monastery, I decided to do some exploring. I went deeper into the forest than I’d ever gone, feeling brave, although, I had no idea where I was going or how far the forest would take me. After some time, I spotted a white owl perched high on a limb.

“Hi there, little owl.” Truthfully, there was nothing little about him. He stretched his wings wide and far and showed me just how small he wasn’t. He was big and beautiful and his large eyes followed me with every step that drew me nearer.

I nodded in recognition of his majestic size and strength, humbled in his presence, honored to be in his company. Just a creature, I realized, but if what they say is true about owls being wise, then he must be the wisest of them all, because he felt like…knowledge. And I was hungry for it.

I watched him with utmost fascination. When he flapped his wings and took off for flight, I pursued him, and what a beautiful sight it was. He owned the sky, floating on air like he was out taking a leisurely stroll. Not a care in the world.

He led me deeper into the forest, farther than I’d ever gone, and the deeper I went, the lighter the forest became. The trees thinned out, allowing the light to seep through. Colors started to come into focus. Lush green moss, lilacs, and vibrant yellows painted the ground beneath my feet. I had stepped into a wonderland. Birds of every color dipped and soared above my head. Dragonflies fluttered to and fro.

I looked behind me at the forest I knew. The dark green foliage of elms and oaks sat like lumps of uninspired imagination. But the view in front of me…it was a paradise unlike anything I’d ever seen.

What was this place?

I followed the owl until the sounds of a roaring waterfall filled my ears. A wall of blue satin and strings of silver flowed from high atop a mountain, plunging enormous depths into a pool beneath, turning into foaming whitecaps that bled into water so calm and so clear. The sound of the raging water was deafening. The airy sprays glittered and sparkled in the sun’s soft rays, and I was transfixed, never having seen anything more beautiful in all my life.

And then I saw a man standing underneath the waterfall, bathing in the silvery ribbons of water cascading over translucent skin and hair black as the night. My eyes were as wide as the owl’s as I took him in. He stood naked, his back to me, unaware he was no longer alone.

Then slowly, he turned, as if he’d sensed my presence. When his eyes found mine, I was unable to look away. His eyes were unlike anything I’d ever seen. Like mint-pearls. And for the first time, I actually wanted to see another person’s thoughts, to know what made their soul come alive. It was inexplicable, but there was something beguiling about him

The next thing I knew he was standing in front of me. His expression was severe, yet there was something thoughtful underneath it all. I blinked and blinked again, and let my eyes fall to his lips. They were moving and I realized he was talking. I shook my head, desperate to clear the haze.

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I said…you’re standing on my clothes.”

His mint-pearl eyes lost their thoughtfulness and his mouth pinched into a thin line.

I jumped back and stared down at my feet. “I am so sorry.” I shook my head again, wishing I could die. I was already dying of embarrassment. I just needed someone to push me over the edge, let me fall headfirst over the waterfall. I wouldn’t even try to swim. “I didn’t mean… I didn’t know that I was…I wasn’t looking. I mean…I wasn’t trying to. It’s just that you were… I wasn’t expecting... I’ve never…I promise I wasn’t…I didn’t mean…”

“Stop talking!” he said, his voice sharp and irritated.

My mouth snapped shut.

“Move away so I can retrieve my clothes.”

I bent down in haste and scooped up his breeches, tunic, and cloak, leaving his belt and boots on the ground. “Here,” I said, my voice trembling, looking the other way. I waited for him to take them. “Here,” I said once more when he hadn’t.

“Put them down. Take five steps back and turn around.”

“I’m handing them to you. Take them. I’m not looking.”

“Put them down,” he snapped. “And take five steps back.”

“But I–”

“Now!”

I dropped his clothes, counted my steps in retreat, and kept my back to him. I closed my eyes, hoping if I prayed hard enough someone up above would hear my pleas and let me disappear like smoke in the wind.

I heard rustling of clothes and boots being pulled up and laced in angry grunts. A moment later, he said, “You may turn around.”

I thought the least I could do was look him in the eye and try to offer my sincerest apology. Turning around, I hugged myself, allowing my eyes to travel up his body. He stood five feet away, stiff and menacing, fully clothed, though now his hood hid his face.

It was then I realized who I’d been staring at.

“Lord Lochlan?” I asked, fear now settling in.

He was an outcast, despite his title. Everyone in the village was afraid of him. He walked among us but never with us. Stay away, they would say. Don’t go near him, they would whisper. He stayed hidden beneath his cloak and his face remained a mystery, shrouded by his hood.

Until now.

I had seen his face, looked into his eyes, and in a whisper that escaped my lips before I could call them back, I said, “You saved me.”

“What?”

I licked my dry lips and tried to keep my voice from trembling. “It was a long time ago.” I swallowed. I had been fifteen, over two summers ago. I had gone into the village for Mother to pick up supplies. I hadn’t been feeling well and was on my way home when I got dizzy and stumbled into someone.

 

“Watch where yer going!” the man slurred and shoved me away and into another.

“I’m sorry!” I said. “It was an accident.”

“Ye hear that, William? She said it was an accident.” The first man, the one I’d bumped into, said with a hateful, unnatural tone, and then he shoved me into someone else.

“I heard the chit,” another man with stink on his breath said before pushing me back to the first one.

Before I knew what was happening, I was being jostled about between four or five men, the stench of alcohol thick on their breath, tossing me back and forth as though it was a game to them.

“Stop!” I shouted. “Let me go!”

They ignored my cries, pushing and shoving me from one man to the next while making snide comments and laughing.

“LEAVE HER ALONE!” a booming voice demanded from somewhere behind me.

I was tossed one last time before I fell to the ground. Tears leaked down my face and I was afraid to look up at any of them. I just wanted to go home. Keeping my head down, I could only see the shoes of the men who had been throwing me around. My bread was now smashed and trampled on the ground. A boot moved in my direction when one of the drunken men tried to lift me up. I shook him off.

“Don’t touch me!” I felt another wave of tears, but I fought them and went to stand on my own.

He backed away, holding his hands up in surrender. I had yet to see who had ordered them to stop, though judging by the fear on the men’s faces I didn’t want to. They all looked like they had soiled their breeches. Their eyes were wide, their bodies trembling.

“Don’t ever touch her again! Or none of you will live to see another sunrise.” His voice was cold and promising and a shiver ran down my spine.

All five men scuttled away like they were being chased by wolves. When I turned around to thank the man, he was gone.

“Fie on thee!”

I spun around once more in search of a new voice. This one belonged to a female. An old woman approached, shaking her fist in the direction the men had ran and again she shouted, “Fie on thee!” Her eyes locked on mine. “Are ya okay, child?”

I looked down at what was once my favorite dress. It was simple but I had liked it. My mother had made it for me. Now it was torn at the shoulder and ripped at the side. I felt a fat tear roll down my cheek. I was covered in dirt and blood was dripping from my knees to my ankles.

“I’m – I’m all right.”

“Oh my,” the old lady said, pity in her eyes. She tucked my long brown hair behind my ears and began wiping at my face with one of her dress sleeves that was much too long for her arms.

Her happiest memory began to play for me and I didn’t have the energy to keep it at bay.

In her memory, the sound of a baby crying was heard just beyond a door, and she waited on the other side of it expectantly, pacing. Shortly after, a woman opened it and stepped out, holding a newborn baby wrapped securely in a blanket.

Then the image became distorted before it morphed into another, foggy and unclear, and the old woman pulled away as if she’d been burned.

“What is it?” I asked, alarmed.

She narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. In a low, husky voice, she said, “Tis nothing.”

I looked around again and asked, “Did you happen to see the man who helped me?”

Again, she tilted her head, and this time she studied me before answering. “That was Lord Lochlan of Mirova.” She wagged her finger at me. “Stay away from him, child.”

“Why?” She turned to go, refusing to answer. “Why?” I asked again.

She stopped, turning to look me in the eye. “Because he’s dangerous.”

 

I swallowed again and tried to not be afraid. I was alone with a man I was told all my life to fear. Straightening my shoulders, I said, “I–I was attacked in the square by some men and…and…y-you appeared. Y-you scared them away. I never got the chance to thank you.”

He didn’t speak for the longest time, although he made no attempt to leave. When he did speak, his voice was softer, less irritated. “What’s your name?”

“Elin.”

“Elin,” he repeated, whisper soft.

He fell silent once more. I shifted on my feet and let my eyes fall to the ground. I saw something shiny and picked it up. A gold coin. Realizing it must have fallen out of his pocket, I went to hand it to him, taking a step in his direction.

He flinched and reared back. “DON’T–” His words were cut off when he stumbled over a rock.

I reached for him, hoping to catch his fall. I was about to grab hold of his arm when the white owl came streaking through the air like an arrow, screeching and flapping its wings against my face, angry and wild. I let out a screech of my own and covered my face and head with both hands. The owl, relentless in its attack, continued to flail its wings furiously. I lost my balance trying to fight off the wild creature, landing on my backside, hard. The owl gave up its assault and retreated, flying off as quickly as it’d arrived.

Stunned and terrified, I clutched my chest. My heart was galloping like wild stallions underneath my palm.

Lord Lochlan’s eyes were wide with fear when I looked up and saw him staring down at me. His breaths fell, quick and heavy. Panicked. Then his eyes turned hot and fiery as he commanded in a voice so deep, so powerful, so penetrating, it echoed off the forest floor, bounced up, and hit me square in the chest.

“Don’t ever touch me. Ever.”

And just like that, he was gone. One minute he was scorching me with his glare and in the next he–vanished–like a burnt-out star.

Right before my eyes.
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I caught sight of the gold coin on the ground, the same gold coin I had tried to give back to Lord Lochlan, only this time I scowled at it. I must have dropped it in the mayhem that beast of an owl had caused.

I tore my eyes away from the coin that sparkled under the sunlight and rose to my feet. I moved carefully to the water’s edge and met my reflection. Staring back at me were stormy gray orbs, flat and doleful. Dressed in dark clothes and a woebegone expression, I looked and felt crestfallen. Dispirited. White feathers clung loosely to my long, limp hair, and leaves were caught on my cloak. I stood in sharp contrast to the beauty and wonder all around me. I didn’t fit in this place bursting with kaleidoscopes of color, erupting with liveliness and energy. I was none of those things. At first, I’d found it all so beatific and wondrous, however, the longer I stood staring at my reflection, I was reminded of how I’d been humiliated and admonished, and I no longer felt the same sense of marvel.

I plucked the feathers loose, brushed myself off, and moved away from the still water, done with the self-examination. Glancing down, I caught sight of the shiny gold coin once more, and this time I bent over to pick it up. Part of me wanted to toss it into the water, and part of me wanted to flick it like a pebble and watch it skip and hop across the flat aqua surface. I did neither. I put it inside my pocket, took a deep breath, and made my way out of the place I didn’t belong. The further I walked the more I thought about what had happened. Who did he think he was? Before I knew it, I was at the foot of the natural rock steps, staring up the steep hill. Not ready to go home, too angry still, I began the climb. At the top, the monastery came into view off in the distance. It sat along a cliff’s edge and overlooked the water below as well as a good portion of Mirova. I had been coming here each day after my chores were through, and each day before going inside I would take in the magnificence of the thick stone walls, the lush green landscape, and the overall opulent structure that had to be hundreds of years old. I couldn’t imagine the number of secrets these walls held. And I wanted to know them all.

On my first visit, a kind monk wearing a tunic tied around the waist with a leather belt and a cowl over his head had shown me the way to the library. He’d walked alongside me, asking my name. I’d told him my name was Elin.

“Monk Searly,” he’d greeted back. He took my hand, smiled, and continued walking with me. Peering at him through the corner of my eye, I was struck with one of his happiest memories. One when he was a boy.

 

“What do you call a mosquito in a tin suit?”

He was asking a man who had his back to him, but the man only mumbled something and that made his grin stretch wider.

“I’m not going to stop until you answer. I will be a thorn in your side until the end of time, so you may as well play along. You know I never give up.”

“You’re already a thorn in my side, Searly,” the man groused.

“Then I shall be a bigger thorn. Now humor me. What do you call a mosquito in a tin suit?”

The man was clearly perturbed, but he obviously knew the boy would keep poking the bear until he got what he wanted. Sighing, he relented, though still keeping his back to him. “I do not know.”

Standing tall and beaming ear to ear, the young boy said, “A bite in shining armor.”

 

I’d wanted to laugh out loud, although I somehow managed not to. Observing Monk Searly, I wondered what kind of trouble he must have gotten into as a child. Something about him seemed mischievous. Endearing, but mischievous. Eventually, I’d pushed his childhood memory aside and focused on why I’d come.

He’d compiled a selection of books once I’d told him what I was interested in learning and left them for me on the table.

“No need to place them back on the shelf,” he’d said. “No one ever comes in here anymore. You’re the first visitor we’ve had to our library in quite some time. We’ll leave them out for you, so you can come back any time and read as much as you like. Let me know if you need anything,” he’d said, and did a gentleman’s bow before leaving.

After he’d left me alone, I’d felt small in the large, open space. I’d closed my eyes and breathed in the fragrance of the old worn books. The smell of incense perfumed the air and the wooden shelves smelled of musk and oak. I have come back many times and every time I have felt swallowed up by the beauty and the wealth of this room. Lit by lanterns along the perimeter, a pale, yellow light cast a warm glow. Coupled with the large windows on three of the walls, there was plenty of light for reading.

I immediately sat down at the table and picked up one of the books I had started reading the day before and opened the cover. However, I was still too angry to read.

“Who did he think he was?” I mumbled bitterly. “I was only trying to help him.” I flipped the page in a huff. “See if I try to help him again. Ha! I’ll let him fall on his rear end next time.”

“Are you finished with your ire or shall I come back?”

My eyes narrowed when I recognized the voice and the flames of my anger that licked at the surface grew higher and higher. Without turning around, I gritted my teeth. “Are you following me?”

Speaking softly, Lord Lochlan said, “I’ll come back.”

‘NO!” I spun around in my chair; ready to tell him all the things that had been simmering in my belly, but when I turned there was no one there. “Disappearing again are we?” My pulse hummed a furious beat.

“I would have thought you had already seen enough of me today,” Lord Lochlan said with humor in his tone.

My cheeks flamed red. “Is that supposed to be funny?” I squinted, examining the room, looking extra hard in the dark corners of the library and finding no one. “Where are you?”

“Why do you come here?” he asked, ignoring my questions.

It was then I realized he was the one who had been here the day before. The one I’d heard. The one who had scared me with his disembodied laugh. I hadn’t imagined it. Carefully, I rose to my feet. “You are following me,” I accused. “Why?”

A silence fell and loomed eerily. It swelled until it consumed every inch of the space. When the silence became too much, too loud, he said, “I’m not following you. I live here.”

“In the library?”

“No. Here…in the monastery.”

I was confused. “You’re a monk?”

“No.”

Tilting my head, I asked the room, “Then why do you live here?”

“It’s quiet.” Then he lobbed his question at me again. “Why do you come here?”

I spread my arms out to my sides, thinking it should be obvious. “This is a library. I like to read.”

Another looming silence fell. I remembered I was still mad. “You’re an arse,” I said.

“I’m an arse?”

“Yes,” I bit out, jutting my chin forward. “You’re also tense, evasive, aggressive, brusque, and demanding.”

“Is that so?” He sounded amused.

I ignored his tone and answered his question. “Yes.”

“Today was–”

“No, you ruined it for me.”

“What did I ruin?”

“Wonderland.” I waved my hand, slicing the air in front of me. “I don’t know what else to call it. The place with the waterfall. You ruined it for me. I can’t ever go back now. I’ll always associate you with it.” I realized how obstinate I was behaving, but I had no control over it. It was like the words poured out of me before I could catch them.

“And the library? Have I ruined it for you as well?”

I crossed my arms over my chest and rolled my eyes.

“Have I?” he pressed.

“I refuse to talk to a ghost. Show yourself.”

“I have my reasons why I choose not to.”

I scoffed and rubbed my temples. “This is ridiculous. What are you anyway? You’re not human. We’ve established that.” I felt like I was made of embers and he was the breath that made me burn hotter.

“Where you were today, it is the seam between the Faery realm and this one, the doorway. It is a mystery to me how you ended up there.”

“I followed the owl there.” Troubled and irked, my eyes wandered around the room. He was in here…somewhere.

“I want to apologize,” he said in a faint voice. “I am sorry for what happened earlier. It was not my intention to frighten you.”

“The owl frightened me. You made me mad.”

“I’ll amend my apology. I’m sorry for upsetting you.”

“Friend of yours?” I asked.

“Who?”

“The owl.”

“No. I thought the owl was a friend of yours.”

“Oh? What was it that gave it away? Was it the way he swept out of nowhere and attacked me?”

“No. It was the way he swept out of nowhere to protect you.”

A very unladylike snort escaped my mouth. “From what?”

He said nothing.

“Fine,” I said, heading for the door. “Don’t answer.”

“From me,” he said.

I felt a tightness in my chest and the temperature in the room began to shift. I closed my eyes, allowing my other senses to override what I failed to see. I concentrated, reached inside my head, and turned up the volume. I could hear his breathing, his heartbeat, his pulse, hammering against his walls. The walls he put up between us. “Do I need protecting from you?”

“Yes.”

“Why? Are you going to hurt me?”

When he didn’t answer, I decided I’d had enough. I moved toward the table and closed the books. I was done with this conversation. I removed the coin from my pocket and slapped it down on the wooden surface. “Here,” I said. “I tried to give this to you…” I paused, remembering the humiliation and fear, and then swallowed it back down. It didn’t matter anyway. “I’ll leave it here. Do what you want with it.” I started for the door.

“Wait,” he said in a thick voice, like that one word was hard for him to say.

I halted my steps.

“I would like it if you accepted my apology.”

“I’m sure you would,” I said, and immediately felt regret for being remote and dismissive. I had never been like this before, but I couldn’t let go of how he had treated me, and the sound of his voice when I couldn’t see him caused me to feel undone, like loose threads being pulled apart at the seams.

For a moment, he said nothing else, and then he chuckled quietly to himself. “If I let you set my breeches on fire, would you forgive me then?”

My annoyance sparked like dry wood. “No, however, I would enjoy watching you dance around very much.”

A hearty, robust laugh consumed all four walls of the library. “I’ll remember not to upset you in the future.”

“I’m not laughing,” I said. “Although, I’m surprised you are. I didn’t think you capable.”

His laughter died off and the atmosphere in the room shifted. “I didn’t either,” he admitted in a soft voice.

My heart felt a sharp pang because he sounded sincere, maybe even a little sad. Sighing, I said, “Fine. I’ll accept your apology if you come out from wherever you are and apologize to me in person.”

“I’d rather not,” he said.

“Why?”

He grew silent, and I wrapped my arms around myself, feeling a bitter chill in the room. I didn’t know where to focus my eyes, where to look. His voice didn’t come from any one direction; rather, it filled the entire space. He was everywhere and nowhere.

“I do remember you,” he said. “In the village that day. I remember you.” His voice was metallic, the fabric of his words sewn together with threads of gentleness.

Although I wanted to stay angry, he was making it impossible for me to do so. “What happened today?” I asked.

The air in the room crackled, the fire from the lanterns hissed. I shuddered and closed my eyes, feeling small and helpless, like a bird with a broken wing.

He took a shuddering breath and then let it out slowly. I felt it on my skin, below my ear and down my neck. I shivered and turned my head to peek over my shoulder. There was no one there.

“What happened?” I asked again.

“You ask a lot of questions.” His whispered words carried and echoed, drifting like tendrils of smoke.

A deep sadness seeped into the library and covered the walls in inky blackness. Shadows danced and lurched where the light flickered and the air became frigid. I huddled into myself. “What’s happening?”

Pages from the book on the table began to flip. “Read it,” Lord Lochlan said.

I walked toward the book and skimmed the page. “I’ve already read this part.”

“Read it again. Out loud.”

I obeyed and when I got to the last part, he had me repeat it.

 

The war nearly decimated the world until a treaty was drawn and signed into power. A wall was built between the Faery realm and ours and permissions had to be granted to cross. As long as the treaty held the war would cease. The Seelie Court also cursed the King and his child, ensuring the child would never be accepted by either Fae or human.

The Fae Princess was also stripped of her immortality and it is believed she died during childbirth.

No one had ever seen the child and it is believed the King had it killed following its birth.

 

“Stop there,” he said, softly.

My insides were trembling, my heart erratic. I twisted my fingers in front of me and bravely asked, “You’re the cursed child?”

“Yes.”

“The child that is part Fae and part human?”

“Yes.”

I barely knew him, yet my heart splintered into tiny pieces. “Cursed…how?”

The room continued to get colder.

“Have you ever seen Hell, Elin?”

I shook my head. “No. Of course not.”

“I have.” He stepped out of the shadows. Or did he step out of the wall? His pale eyes looked right through me. I felt pulled toward him, unexplainably so. “It’s nothing like you think it is,” he went on to say. “It’s worse. It’s not fire and brimstone.” His lip curled in disgust. “It’s cold like glaciers. Colder. Nothing like you would ever experience in this world. Souls trapped in ice, like statues, frozen for all eternity. But they’re aware. The souls trapped in the frozen tundra, the complete separation from life and warmth, are aware. The inner circle of Hell is about being suspended in awareness, frozen for all eternity, eternally aware, trapped in the dark abyss. Forever.”

I wanted to cover my ears. “Why are you telling me this?”

He took one step forward, his boot scuffing the planked wood floor. “When I touch someone, or they touch me, Hell is the image they see and it reflects back at me so I see it too. It is the last image they ever see. Right before they die of fright, then shatter like ice at my feet.”

I didn’t know what to say, so for the longest time I said nothing. I observed Lord Lochlan as he observed me in a library that had always felt large and open, but his presence made the room feel small and confined. He had a way of taking up so much space. And not just floor space, but head space too. He crawled around inside my head. I could feel him there, moving thoughts and memories around like he was searching for something he’d lost.

Get out of my head!

His pale eyes narrowed like he was reading something buried deep within me. His face was a tangle of sadness, worry, surprise, and something else. Fear? Then his features smoothed over and he practiced having no expression at all.

I cut my eyes away from his, my heart pounding.

Did you find what you were looking for?

It was on the tip of my tongue to say, however my brain caught up, registering what this honesty was about. I swallowed, and practiced trying not to appear so heartbroken. “So today, you were–”

“Protecting you.”

On those words, the temperature began to rise. The blackness that had crept into the room retreated, taking its inky doom with it. The lanterns burned brighter. The heaviness dissipated.

Lord Lochlan sounded regretful when he said, “If you see me again, don’t approach me, Elin.”

Then he was gone. Only this time, instead of disappearing he simply walked away.
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The ends of Lochlan’s cloak snapped around his ankles as he moved quickly down the dimly lit hall. He’d left her standing alone in the library and he was all too eager to escape her company. Not because he didn’t like her, but because he did.

He rounded a corner, far enough away now that he stopped and leaned against the stone wall, briefly closing his eyes and taking a much needed breath. She was not the girl he remembered. A girl who needed saving. No, this girl was no girl at all. She was…she was…

He lunged himself off the wall and began moving again. He needed to stop thinking about her. He had nothing to offer her. Nothing at all.

Making it to his quarters he opened the door and slammed it, shutting out the world, shutting out everything around him with a raucous bang, tangled up within himself. He brought his hands up to his face to shield his unnatural eyes and think about what had transpired. What had transpired? He’d had no intentions of apologizing to her. When he had left her in the forest he had hoped he would never see her again. But then there she was, sitting in his library. He’d felt her the moment she walked in and he’d made his presence unknown for both their sakes. Once again, she had come into his home and bewitched him into staying and observing. The same way she had bewitched him momentarily at the waterfall. What was it about this girl that made him linger when she was near?

He should have left, given her privacy. However, when she began to mumble underneath her breath he’d paused to listen. He shouldered the end of one of the bookshelves, keeping himself hidden, folded his arms, and crossed his ankles, as though he was readying himself for a really good joke.

“I’d like to set his breeches on fire and watch him dance!” she’d grumbled.

His mouth twitched, mirth bubbling up inside him. When she flipped one of the brittle pages from the book in a huff, he worried she would rip it in half, so he’d decided to intervene. For the book’s sake of course. “Are you finished with your ire or shall I come back?”

He had not been prepared for the exchange that followed. She had gotten to him in a way no one ever had. It was quite unsettling, and he didn’t like it. Yet an apology for upsetting her had spilled from his lips and he had truly meant it. For a reason unbeknownst to him, he needed her to like him.

When he’d stepped out of the shadows and allowed himself to be seen, it was only because she had asked. Repeatedly. Persistent little thing she was. He found himself unable to stay hidden. For once, he wanted to be seen. Because she wouldn’t forgive him, he needed her to understand, so he told her the truth. While he hadn’t meant to plunder her mind in the process, she was an open book, and like her, he liked to read.

He wished he hadn’t. He had learned many things about her then, and he was about to learn a secret, one not even she was aware of, but she’d pushed him out of her head and turned away before he had a chance to finish. What he had learned troubled him greatly.

Leaning against the door of his room, he breathed deeply and filled his lungs with stale air and the faint scent of incense. He let his hands fall from his face and hang loosely by his sides. To his right was a bed, a table, a lantern, and on the opposite wall were shelving for his clothes. Underneath his feet was cold stone, and across from him were windows overlooking the garden below. He moved toward them and pulled back the curtains. He frowned when he saw her walking across the rolling fields of green. Of course he would have to see her again when he was trying with all his might to forget her.

Walking with her head up and assured, shoulders back, she didn’t falter in her steps. She was slight in stature, fragile, yet her presence was as formidable as a castle. She had held her own with him, had she not? The way she had raked him over hot coals with her verbal tongue lashing…that memory alone forced a smirk to dance over his face. Had anyone ever spoken to him like that? They most certainly hadn’t. No one dared try. She had done so without regard to consequence. He had to admit he appreciated her fire. In another life, he would have liked very much to get to know her, court her, perhaps even take her as his wife.

The thought of never having a wife or never being able to touch another was a punch in the gut. He had never allowed those kinds of thoughts to enter his mind because it would only cause him anguish. Watching her from his window made him want things he had no business wanting.

He blinked when he noticed she had stopped and turned, looking up toward his window. Had she sensed him watching her? Their eyes met and he swayed on his feet, his breath catching on an exhale. She inched forward. He shrank back. She straightened. He stilled. For a long moment they stared, caught up in the other’s unwavering hold.

Dathúil was the word his mind conjured. A pleasure to the eyes.

Her hair was bronze silk by the light of the sun, and her gray eyes shone like silvery probes that pierced his soul, cutting like knives, wounding him from the inside out.

Her soft pink lips curved upward slowly, and curled prettily into a smile. A kind smile. It held briefly before slipping into a sad one. His heart thudded inside his chest. His blood rushed to his ears and pounded an unrecognizable rhythm. Who was the last person to smile at him? He couldn’t remember.

Then her mouth formed the words…I forgive you. She was far enough away a normal man wouldn’t have been able to read her lips, but he wasn’t a normal man.

The right side of his mouth lifted, and even though he knew she couldn’t see him form the words, he mouthed them anyway. Thank you.

She held up one hand, a wave goodbye. His hands came to rest within his pockets. She inhaled, he exhaled. She lowered her hand and turned her back to him. He pressed one hand against the glass and silently begged her not to go.

Lochlan was cursed, and a lifetime spent searching for a cure had brought him nothing but fruitless endeavors and crushing hope. Monk Searly never stopped searching for a cure nonetheless. He couldn’t help loving Searly for his perseverance and hating him for it all the same. Searly had dedicated most of his life to the cause and Lochlan loathed the time a good man had spent on a cure there was no hope of ever finding. He wanted Searly to stop wasting his life on one such as his, and he had told him as much one day when he was feeling particularly low.

“Aut vincere, aut mori,” Searly had said. Either conquer or die.

And so Lochlan endeavored to continue trying. Trying to find a cure. Trying to live without feeling dead. Trying, trying, and trying again. It was taking its toll.

For each day he lived, he died a little more.

With his fingers still pressed against the glass, he let her go. Not because he didn’t like her. But because he did.
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Mirova’s town center wasn’t beautiful. With its decaying rooftops and faded stone walls its atmosphere was bleak. I imagine it may have been beautiful once upon a time, though it was dreadfully dull now. The ever present gray sky, however, did not loom overhead this day. Breaks of sunlight penetrated through thick clouds and I felt a surge of energy while warmth tickled my skin.

Horses’ hooves clicked-clacked against the worn cobblestone streets, and people of all ages milled about buying and selling goods such as handmade quilts, crafts, and figurines carved from wood. I stopped to admire a few of those because they were quite beautiful.

I walked along the village streets in the hopes of clearing my mind. I had thought about Lord Lochlan a great deal after learning who he truly was. I had initially found him to be rude and crass. Now that I know his crassness was a product of his curse, the anger I had for him melted away, and in its place was…well, I wasn’t sure what took its place. But I needed to stop thinking about him before I drove myself mad. The fact I was out among throngs of people spoke of my desperation because I still didn’t much care for being in large crowds. I think I will always prefer the tranquility of the forest to a bustling village square.

I wondered if Lord Lochlan wished he could consort about with the people he lived among, if his personality would have been of the jovial sort.

I sighed with a heavy heart because I was still thinking about him, even with all the distractions around me. It simply wasn’t fair that someone such as he would never know who he could have been without the curse.

At night, I sometimes wanted to cry for him. It had been a fortnight since I had last seen him and I still remembered the look on his face when I waved goodbye.

Loneliness.

Stop it, Elin. Stop it this instant.

Enough was enough. There was nothing I could do for him, and driving myself mad over it would not help either of us.

Gathering my sensibilities, I made another pass through the town square and tried to occupy my mind with other things. I stopped again to admire the carved figurines.

“See something ye like, lass?” asked the street vendor, enthusiasm underscoring his words.

Admiring the owl, I picked it up. “Did you make this?”

“Aye. One of me best.”

“It’s beautiful.” It was exquisite really. The eyes, even carved from wood, looked so real. I ran my fingers along the feathers, expecting them to feel sleek and soft.

“Only ten shillings,” he said.

I placed the owl back on the table, and in a contrite voice said, “I’m sorry. I don’t have any money.”

“Perhaps a trade then?”

“I don’t have anything to trade either, I’m afraid.” I eyed the owl with longing before leaving the table. “Thank you, though. Perhaps another time.”

“Aye. Will be back next week. Perchance I may still have it. Ye can buy it then.”

I wouldn’t have the money next week either, and was too embarrassed to say. I also had the misfortune of not being able to lie, so I simply nodded and turned to walk away.

And walked right into someone’s chest.

“Oh, my goodness. I do apologize. Forgive me.”

“Elin?”

I looked up into the eyes of Monk Searly, and for the first time all day, a genuine smile eased across my face.

“How are you? I haven’t seen you in the library in quite some time.”

The library. Blast. That took my thoughts right to Lord Lochlan. My smile slipped, but I caught it in time and forced it back in place. “I am well, thank you. And yourself?”

“Aye. I am blessed.” He eyed the owl I had been admiring. “That is quite beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Indeed.”

He studied the carved owl thoughtfully before bringing his attention back to me. “Well now, I hope you come back to the monastery soon, my child. I have gotten quite used to your company.”

I inclined my head in confusion. “You have? I hardly see you when I’m there.”

He shrugged noncommittally. “Aye. But I know you’re there, lass, and you brighten up the place.” His deep brown eyes and kind countenance was every bit as sincere as his words.

I dipped my head, warmth suffusing my cheeks, not used to such kindness from others.

The moment pulled until I felt the need to excuse myself. “I must be getting home. I’ll come by the library soon.”

“Good. We’ll be looking forward to seeing you.”

“We?”

Mischievousness tugged and pulled along Monk Searly’s lips, but he said nothing else, merely tipped his head and went about his way.
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I did not wait weeks or even days to go to the monastery after my brief encounter with Monk Searly. I waited only hours.

I had gone home, slept, and awakened early to complete my chores before hurrying off, and as I stood in the library, I cursed myself for being impatient and weak. I don’t know what drove me to do it. I almost convinced myself it was to please Monk Searly, but in truth, I knew better. I wanted to see Lord Lochlan. That was the damnable thing of it, because he most certainly did not want to see me.

I removed my cloak and draped it over a chair, and immediately began fidgeting with my dress. My clothes weren’t stylish, mostly drab and unappealing, though I had chosen something of color this day, a simple blue dress with a keyhole neckline. The flow of the top dress reached the floor generously with a leather belt worn high around my waist. The sleeves were wide and a bit shorter than my arms with blue bands cut from the same fabric as the dress to break the flow above my elbows.

Blast. I shouldn’t care how I looked, yet I did.

“Who taught you to read?” a voice asked, sounding deep and casual.

Swallowing, I straightened and said, “My mother.”

Lord Lochlan stepped out of a darkened corner, keeping his distance. “Mmmm. And why is that?”

His pale green gaze traveled the length of my body before reaching my eyes. He maintained eye contact and then his dark eyebrows arched expectantly, awaiting my answer.

“She wanted me to learn.”

My skin tingled beneath his scrutiny. I walked over to a bookshelf, pretending to read the spines as I provided more insight. “My mother is of the mind that knowledge is power and she wanted me armed with it. I suppose it was her way of keeping me independent, without relying on others for information. I could simply read for myself if I wanted answers to a question.”

I did not meet his eyes again, fearing I would be set aflame. I needn’t touch my skin to know it was hot. I was flushed all over.

I pulled a random book off a shelf and cracked it open. I was here to read after all.

Next to Lord Lochlan a lantern flickered out, causing the space to darken. He waved his hand over it once and the flame reignited.

I stood, mouth agape. “How did you do that?”

He stared at me with no expression at all, his posture straight and stiff. “Making fire is the least of what I can do.”

Right. He can kill with a simple touch. I nodded, stricken with a bit of nausea at the thought. “Of course.”

He dipped his head, working diligently to avoid my eyes altogether. “I’ll leave you to your studies.”

“Wait.” It was out of my mouth before I could stop it. The loneliness on his face was even more pronounced than I remembered. He stopped and waited for me to speak. “Would you like to stay perhaps? We could talk some if that interests you.”

Stupid, stupid girl.

I cringed inwardly at my forwardness. “Or not,” I said, shrugging like it mattered not to me either way.

He stared at me like I was the one who could make fire out of nothing. “Why would you want to talk to me?”

I would not give him pity, but I could offer sympathy, for I knew how it felt to be lonely. “Why wouldn’t I? Do you have somewhere else to be?”

He shook his head.

“Then…” I pointed to a chair far enough away that neither one of us should feel uncomfortable, “…stay and keep me company.”

It took him a moment to decide. He made his way over to the chair and sat down. His demeanor was rigid and serious, like he was holding court rather than making conversation. I suddenly felt the urge to dissolve, fade into the background. I shifted in my seat, trying to appear relaxed, however, my insides churned with unease.

Quiet passed between us, and it threaded into another, until it eventually stretched into a debilitating stalemate, neither of us having the faintest idea what to say. Finally, I broke the tension that was choking the air out of the room by saying, “I can read people’s thoughts. Not all of them.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Only their happiest ones.” Lord Lochlan said nothing, only continued his speculative gaze of me. “However, I cannot see yours,” I added. Interest flittered behind his stony countenance, but just as quickly as it had arrived, it left. “Why is that?” I asked.

His mouth dipped into a frown and the lines around his eyes pinched. Still, he did not speak.

“You do not have to answer, of course. I was only curious as to why. Although I’m also curious why you don’t seem too surprised in the least by my admission. I would like to know why that is.”

His mouth opened and then closed. Then he said, “I–I believe you. That’s all.”

I leaned forward and toyed with the cuff of my sleeve. He angled his body further back in his chair, a crease forming between his brows. He looked perplexed. I wondered if I looked perplexed as well.

“All right then.” If he didn’t want to reveal why it is I cannot see his thoughts then I wouldn’t push. For now. Taking a deep breath, I said, “That is my secret. The one I hide from the world. I decided to share it with you since you shared yours with me. I realize it is not the same. Our burdens are not the same. Although, I do understand hiding away, not trusting myself to be around people. I was shunned as a child, ridiculed beyond measure. Threatened. My parents and I fled our home and came here where we have remained. I have not told another soul since moving here what I can do. You are the first.”

His eyes closed and his chest rose. It appeared he was breathing in my words and I waited for his eyes to open again before continuing. When our eyes met, I said, “People often fear what they do not understand. Do you fear me, Lord Lochlan?”

“No,” he said, his voice overly rough.

I stopped toying with my sleeve and stilled. “Good. I am not afraid of you either.”

A smile. A tiny, miniscule smile curled up the edge of his mouth and I took delight in it. More than a girl probably should but never mind that. I closed the book resting on my lap, stood, and placed it back on the shelf.

“I’m glad we got that out of the way. Now then…” I made my way toward the door and turned to bid him goodnight. He sat, staring at nothing, though obviously contemplating many things. “I should be going. Thank you for keeping me company, Lord. I shall see myself out.”
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I shouldn’t have let her go.

That was the thought that stabbed at his mind like a jagged blade, drawing him to stand. He blinked rapidly, trying to quell the tremble in his chest.

On shaky legs, he ran to the window. Darkness had fallen and everything was awash in a red hue. The moon bled crimson, though that was not what troubled him, for the moon was his normal. What troubled him was that something dark and ominous was lurking about Mirova and Lord Lochlan felt its presence as sure as he felt his own heartbeat. He had sensed it in the library with her, and he had beat back the feeling, wanting to concentrate solely on her words.

He had been a fool.

He fled his room, ran down the long maze of hallways until he came to the door that belonged to Searly. Pounding with both fists, he yelled, “Open up! We have to go!”

The door flew open and the bewildered monk stood staring at Lord Lochlan, aghast. “What is the trouble, milord?”

“Elin! She’s in danger.”
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Something was wrong.

Terribly wrong.

Ash flitted in the air like snow, the smell of wood burning hit me like a slap to the face, and the way the sky was changing from light to dark caused my heart to beat like an anvil inside my chest. The clouds circled and swirled like they were angry, living, breathing entities.

I heard my mother scream and my father shout. I dropped the flowers I’d picked for Mother after I left the monastery and ran like the wind, dodging and weaving around limbs that resembled spindly fingers, scratching and clawing at my clothes. By the time I emerged from the thick of the forest, I saw my house engulfed in flames. My father’s horse neighed and bucked in the old barn until my mother set it free. He reared up on his hind legs and galloped off, almost trampling her to the ground.

“Mother!”

I paused for only a second, trying to comprehend the sight before me, then I rushed forward. Fire licked the walls and roof of my home like a hungry beast. It crackled and flared, popped and roared. Glowing embers twisted in the air in a fiery dance, cascading to the earth and igniting the vulnerable tinder below. More fire spread and thick plumes of gray-black smoke wound and twisted in the hot air like a serpent readying to strike.

“You can’t have her!” Father shouted. “I won’t let you!”

The serpentine smoke hissed like a demon and coiled like a snake. Its teeth were long, pointed, and deadly, its eyes burning orange and yellow like fire. Its chest also burned with the same light. It struck my father down in a blindingly quick blow.

I stopped short and fell to my knees. “Father!”

The thing twisted in my direction and stared at me while I stared back with wide eyes, unable to comprehend, my mind desperately trying to make sense out of the senseless. The smoke was alive. Some kind of – monster it was. It mounted on legs that smoldered and it breathed fire.

“Run, Elin! Run!” my mother screamed.

Promptly I stood, scooping up the ends of my dress in my fists while I raced away from the fire breathing monster, away from the nightmare.

A figure emerged in front of me like smoke from the ground and formed the shape of a man with glowing, flaming eyes.

My mother’s voice rose above the roar of the fire and the chaos. “They found us, Elin! You have to run! You have to get away!”

I couldn’t utter a sound or will my legs to move. I couldn’t just leave my parents behind. I blinked, hoping my eyes were playing tricks on me.

This isn’t real…this isn’t real…this isn’t real.

The monster leaped toward me. A flash of black flew out of nowhere and sliced through the monster with his bare hands, ripping the light from its chest. The monster howled, evaporating in a steaming hiss.

From behind, arms wrapped around me and pulled me away as several more monsters emerged from the ground. A bloodcurdling scream rang in my ears as I kicked and punched at whoever held me.

“It’s me, child. Monk Searly. I’m going to get you out of here.”

“My parents!” I cried. “I have to save them!”

“You can’t save them, lass.”

“I have to try!”

I broke free from his hold and darted toward the flames, toward my father who was lying unmoving on the ground. The black figure was fighting all the monsters alone, killing them in quick succession the same way he’d killed the first. He spun around at my approach and shouted in a voice loud as thunder, “GET HER OUT OF HERE!”

Lord Lochlan’s pale eyes pierced mine, and in a roar, he sliced the air in a backhanded fashion, sending me sailing through the air until I landed several paces back, my head hitting the ground with a hard thwack.

Everything went black.
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Halfway back to the monastery, I awakened, disoriented and dizzy inside a covered wagon. A hand touched my shoulder, causing me to stir.

“It’s all right, lass. You’re safe now.” Monk Searly sat next to me, his caring eyes evaluating my state of being. “Are you hurt?”

My heart hurt and the pain of it was so insurmountable I couldn’t contain it. Tears filled my eyes and washed down my cheeks. I sobbed the whole way while Monk Searly cradled me in his arms.

When we arrived at the monastery, Monk Searly simply carried me inside. He spoke quietly to the other monks when we passed them in the halls. I never even bothered to lift my head. Entering a small room, he gingerly placed me on the bed. I curled into myself while he placed a blanket over me.

I was lying in a bed not my own, in an unfamiliar room, alone and afraid. It was dark except for the sickly light from the hallway highlighting the shape of a door. Footsteps paced on the other side, blocking the light with each pass.

I stared at the door, thinking about all I had lost. My home. My parents. It had all happened so quickly. I’d had no time to process it.

Monsters killed my parents and destroyed my home.

Why?

Muffled voices sounded on the other side of the door. I strained to listen.

“She’s safe here, milord. We shall make sure of it. We have warded all four corners against evil. Nothing will get to her here.”

“I know.” Lord Lochlan’s voice sounded strained and tired.

“She’ll need to mourn her losses,” Monk Searly continued. “We’ll give her privacy. We’ll also be available for her should she need consoling…or counseling.”

“Is she all right? Did I hurt her?”

“You did not hurt her, milord. I checked her for wounds. A bump on the head is all.” There was a brief pause before Monk Searly spoke again. “The war has begun, hasn’t it?”

I closed my eyes, tears soaking my pillow, wishing I couldn’t hear what they spoke of.

Lord Lochlan sighed. I imagined him running his long fingers through his jet black hair, his unnatural eyes heavily burdened. “Yes. It has. Searly, I believe,” he paused, “this was my fault. I believe they killed her parents and would have killed her had we not gotten there in time…because of me.”

“Why would you think that, milord? How could this–”

“Because,” Lord Lochlan hissed, “I am cursed. I let her get too close. I think they have known all along where I have been. They went after her instead of coming after me. This was supposed to be my punishment for having…” Lord Lochlan smashed the wall with his fist and I flinched in surprise.

“For having what? Feelings?”

“I was never supposed to be accepted by Fae or Man, Searly. You know this.”

“We shall find out. Be assured. But I do not believe this is because of the curse. I fear it may be something else entirely.”

Neither man spoke again. A moment later Monk Searly left, his footsteps fading down the hallway.

Lord Lochlan resumed his pacing until he came to rest on the floor, his back against the door. I could hear the tremble in his breathing. I wondered if he could hear the tremble in mine.

I stretched a hand out toward him, feeling heartsick and broken, and closed my eyes once more, knowing that the Lord of Mirova was watching over me tonight.

I wish that knowledge could have brought me a sliver of comfort.

It did not. I feared I would never feel comfort again, especially if he was the reason my parents were now dead.
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It’s funny the things you do unawares when your mind shuts down and grief takes over. I didn’t even remember the woman coming into my room, summoning me out of bed. Here we were, standing in a room with a wooden tub in the center. The smell of scented oils and flower petals wafted in the air. I blinked and tried to focus.

The woman moved behind me and began the task of unbuttoning my dress. I let her because I was numb and drifting between real and imaginary. Maybe I was dreaming and not really here. Perhaps the ache in my chest wasn’t real either. I could have dreamt it all. A nightmare to rival all nightmares and I had yet to awaken. That would explain it.

Then the fetid smell of smoke and death stung my nose and I knew this was all very, very real.

I began tearing at my dress, clawing at myself to get out of it. I wanted it off.

“Easy, child. We shall get ye out of it. Take it easy.” Her voice was soft, gentle with understanding. She wasn’t the one wearing the reminder, breathing in the putrid smell that would haunt my memories for the rest of my life.

“Get it off me! Get it off me!”

“There,” she said, unfastening the last button. She eased the dress off my shoulders and I tugged hastily at the sleeves, ripping, pulling, and tearing at the seams until I stood completely naked and shivering.

The dress was off and that was all I cared about.

The steam from the tub beckoned me to climb in. On trembling legs, I eased over to it while the woman helped to steady my balance. I swung one leg over, feeling the warmth of the water lap against my calf as I held onto the edge. Pulling my other leg over the lip of the tub, I sank down and held my knees against my chest.

The woman washed my back while I shut my eyes against her ministrations, letting the scented oils consume my senses, wanting and needing the rot I felt inside my soul to abandon me, to vanish into the ether.

She moved on to washing my arms and legs, then she washed my hair.

She didn’t speak, nor did I. Her compassion was in the softness of her touch. My mother used to take delight in washing my hair, and for a minute, I let myself remember her…

“You have such beautiful hair, Elin. Thick and lovely.”

I scoffed and peered over my shoulder, though not truly annoyed. “I think you have to say nice things like that, Mother. I am your daughter. You are obligated to be kind.” I bit my lower lip and smiled, knowing how she hated it when I didn’t accept her compliments well.

“I only have to feed and clothe you. Compliments are a bonus. Now…” she tugged on my hair teasingly, “say thank you and be polite when someone offers a kind word. Understood?”

“Yes, Mother. Understood.”

 

Water trickled down my spine while tears tracked down my cheeks. Little by little the pain kept working its way in deeper and deeper until I thought the pain would replace bone and flesh.

Breathing took effort. Standing on two limbs absorbed all my energy. I wanted to live outside of my body more than I wanted to live in it. Everything hurt and I wanted to retreat into a place so dark I couldn’t find my way out.

I wanted to hide from it all.

Although I don’t remember stepping out of the tub or how I made it back to the room I’d been in since arriving at the monastery, I do recall seeing new dresses hanging where none had hung before and a chest placed at the foot of the bed with more clothes spilling out. I recall the woman choosing a nightdress from a neat pile and helping me into it, and then helping me back to bed.

It wasn’t until she was leaving that I thought to ask her name.

“Francesca,” she said.

“Why have you come?”

“To see to yer needs. I heard what happened. I thought perhaps ye would need some tendin’ to.”

“Do I know you?”

She smiled. “It is quite possible ye do.”

She opened the door. “I hope ye feel better soon.” Her eyes drifted to the floor and then back up. “Ye need to be vigilant, child. Hold trust close and choose wisely who to give it to. Do not make hash of it.”

With that, she stepped out of the room and closed the door.
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I stared at the two mounds of fresh dirt, marked with two crosses bearing my parents’ names.

Cian Ó Scannláin and Camellia Ó Scannláin.

Monk Searly had assumed the responsibility of burying my parents, assuring me he had given them their last rites, wrapped them in shrouds, and laid them to rest inside the churchyard where the grounds had been consecrated. He and the other monks walked in solemn procession round its boundaries, expelling special prayers to deflect anything evil from disturbing them.

I was deeply moved by the gesture, and incredibly grateful, for it felt like a gift. I wanted to thank them all properly, but I felt wooden, and no matter how many times I tried to speak, I could not make a sound.

The fog rolled in, its silent footsteps tiptoeing around each marker until it covered the fresh graves. A howling wind stirred my skirts and the hair around my face. The baleful sound of a wolf’s cry echoed in the distance. The first pearls of rain fell, listless and clear on the leaves, a soft cadence of tinkling, a musical chime that played quietly, and then gradually escalated into a phut-phut-phut sound of ripened nuts hitting the ground.

I did not move, watching the fat drops color the Earth in a patchwork of dark circles, releasing a fragrant scent of earthy musk.

I knew he was there, at my back, and then he was at my side, a few paces over, dressed as he always was, in all black, head covered by his cloak. Even in the outdoors his presence dominated, consumed, like a monolithic column rising above the ground. His essence was as tangible as the man himself. Even the air around him hummed in reverence.

He said nothing, only stood quietly beside me while the rain fell on us in heavy sheets.

My hair hung in long, wet clumps. My dress clung to my body, too heavy now for the wind to move. I was too heavy to move. Grief held me within its clutches and I hadn’t the strength nor the energy to find purchase indoors.

Unbridled sorrow, heavy as a stone, pressed against my ribs and I shuddered against the ache.

“I’m dying inside,” I said through the tightness in my throat. I don’t know what made me confess it. It was unintentional, but something about his being there drew it out of me.

“I know,” he said, whisper-soft.

“I don’t know how to go on without them.” The thought made my body tremble. Because bloody monsters, murdering thieves that robbed me of my family, my home, had left me behind to pick up the pieces. Only there were no pieces to pick up. What remained was now buried in the ground before me.

“I know,” he said again, just as softly. I shivered against the chill and realized for the first time that I was cold. “How long were you planning to stand here?” he asked.

I closed my eyes and let the rain cascade over me, wishing it could wash away the pain. “Until I figure out how to say goodbye.” He didn’t reply and after a minute I said, “You don’t have to stay.”

“I would like to, if that’s all right with you.” Lord Lochlan turned his head, his face only a shadow, though his unnatural pale eyes beseeched me, asking for approval.

I nodded. “All right.”

We both turned our eyes back to the muddy graves of my parents. Rain continued to pour and I continued to shiver, though I was still too wooden to move, and too weak to care.

“Take my cloak,” he said with an outstretched hand. “Carefully,” he added.

As instructed, I took the cloak, careful not to touch him, and wrapped it around me, drawing the hood over my head to keep the rain off my face. Even though it was wet it was warm on the inside. I closed my eyes and breathed in his scent, knowing this would be the closest I would ever get to him.

“Thank you,” I said.

His black hair clung to his forehead. Silver drops of rain trailed down his face and held fast at the base of his chin. “You’re welcome,” he said, his expression tight, though tenderness colored his words.

For a long time we stood like that, unspeaking. Every once in a while I would hear his boot chuff against the ground, but Lord Lochlan remained there with me until the rain subsided, the fog tiptoed away, and the sun peeked through the fragile clouds, never once leaving my side.

That small act of kindness repaired the tiniest fissure in my heart. The cracks would take longer to heal of course, but all healing has to begin somewhere. For me, that somewhere began when the loneliest soul I’d ever known offered to give company to the saddest.
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The day after the funeral, I was awakened sometime late afternoon by a light rapping on the door.

Rubbing my eyes, I called, “Yes?” When no one answered, I called out again, “Yes? Who is it?” I quieted my breathing and concentrated solely on whoever was on the other side.

I heard a gentle exhale and then Lord Lochlan said, “I was wondering if you might be hungry.”

I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten. I think Monk Searly tried to coerce me into eating bread at some point, though I couldn’t be certain.

I answered, “Yes. I think maybe I am.”

“Get dressed and I’ll walk you to the refectory.”

I glanced around the room, at the new dresses of silk and fine linens. I don’t even remember picking one out to wear the day before, though I must have. I also had not even thought to ask who was responsible for the garments, although I suspected he was standing outside my door.

“All right. Give me a few minutes and I’ll be right out.”

“Take your time. I will wait.”

I climbed out of bed, quick to choose a dress in green and silver silk. The neckline was lower than anything I was used to, and the sleeves were longer than my arms, fitted above the elbow and adorned with a silver band. The bodice was also fitted through the torso and hips, gradually flowing away from my body, easily reaching the floor. I tied a silver rope belt at the waist, slipped on a pair of black leather boots, and made quick work with braiding my hair, not wanting to keep Lord Lochlan waiting any longer than necessary.

He was leaning against the opposite wall when I opened the door. His eyes found mine instantly and a ghost of a smile whispered across his lips.

“You look…” he swallowed, his eyes taking a lazy stroll over the green silk, “…you look well. How did you sleep?”

It was the first night (and day) to be sure that I hadn’t awoken in a fret of fear and unshakable loss.

“Better,” I said upon recognition of that fact. “Thank you for asking.”

He pushed off from the wall and started down the long, expansive hallway. I followed. After a few steps, he stopped and allowed me to catch up. Keeping plentiful space between us, Lord Lochlan walked at my side, hands clasped loosely behind his back, his long black cloak shifting and gliding around his feet. My dress swished against my legs and I mimicked his demeanor, clasping my hands behind my back. The hallway opened up to two more and we took the one to our left. A statue of St. Joseph was at the very end, tucked away in an alcove. Candle sconces hung above our heads by chains on large wooden spheres, casting a soft yellow light to guide our path. At the end of that hallway we turned right and it opened up into a vast outdoor space, though the pathways on all four sides were covered from the elements, another statue of a saint placed at its center.

We strolled without conversation and I was rather relieved, for I was still seeking a place within myself to idle, to breathe without hurting. Though I had much I needed to say, questions I needed to ask, now was not the time. Not yet.

When we reached the refectory, several monks were quietly eating. At least twenty or so were seated at a long rectangular table with Monk Searly seated at the head. Three vacant chairs sat empty. One on his left, two on his right.

Monk Searly looked up when Lord Lochlan and I entered. He stood and sallied forth. A few of the other monks acknowledged us, smiled in greeting, and the others ignored us altogether.

“Elin,” he said, cupping my hands in his. “I am pleased to see you up and dressed. I have saved a place for you. Come,” he said, leading me to take a seat to his left.

Lord Lochlan sat on his right, the empty chair beside him. I stared at that empty chair, knowing it was purposefully empty to alleviate the chance of an accidental touch. I sighed inwardly, because even through my own suffering, my heart squeezed every time the realty of Lord Lochlan’s curse came to my thoughts. The precautions he had to take in his daily life were unnatural and I couldn’t help the swell of anger that bubbled up inside of me on his behalf.

Someone cleared their throat and my eyes darted from the empty chair to Lord Lochlan’s pale ones, his brows knitted in a crease. Do not pity me, his expression said.

Because I owed him that much, I took a collective breath and straightened in my chair, letting my eyes fall to the meal before me. Stew and bread.

“The blessing has already been said. You may eat, my child.” Monk Searly pointed to my place setting. “Go on,” he encouraged.

I tore off a piece of bread and used it to scoop up a bite of stew, a blend of fish and vegetables.

“Good?” Monk Searly asked.

I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. “Yes, very much so.”

“There is plenty, so if you are still hungry after you’ve finished there is more.” He filled a goblet with wine and set in front of me. “Made this myself,” he said with a certain amount of pride. “It is quite good if I do say so myself.”

Lord Lochlan chuffed under his breath before taking a bite of bread and stew.

Monk Searly shifted his eyes in the lord’s direction. “What? It is true.” His face was alight and his tone of humor, not the least bit offended.

“I didn’t say a word,” Lord Lochlan said, wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin.

“Aye, but I know you, milord. I know what you were thinking. I haven’t been fuddled in quite a while. I’ve been on my best behavior, have I not?”

I raised an eyebrow, imagining the monk drunk on alcohol. The idea of it was completely absurd, but I actually hoped I might see the likes. A drunken monk. What might that look like? The corners of my mouth lifted into a grin, and the longer I contemplated a drunken Searly, the grin turned into a smile, then the smile turned into a laugh. Oh my, yes I would have to see the likes. I imagine it would be…

Just like that, a crippling deluge of guilt ran over me and my laughter faded into bone shaking sobs.

What was I doing? I had just buried my parents. What kind of daughter was I to sit at a table and laugh?

“Elin,” Monk Searly said quietly, “it is okay, child. You are allowed to feel things, laugh at things. It is okay to–”

“No, it is not,” I whimpered. “What kind of daughter laughs the day after…” I picked up the cloth napkin I had placed in my lap and covered my face. Everyone went still and the only sound I heard were my own sobs breaking through my gut.

“Brothers, please, give us minute if you will,” Monk Searly requested.

Monks all along the table got up from their chairs and excused themselves, which made me feel even worse, for I had ruined their meal. Gentle pats touched my shoulder as each one exited the room. I hid my face from them all.

“Talk to me, Elin,” Monk Searly said calmly, sounding so much like my father I thought my heart might actually burst.

“The grief…it’s too much. I’m trying to be strong, but it’s too much. I c-can’t…”

It was moments later before he spoke again. He touched my hand and I let him take it, though I kept my face hidden, still holding the napkin firmly in place with my other hand.

“Grief is much too heavy to carry. Let it walk beside you instead, child. It will lead in the beginning because your pain is new and raw. Eventually it will fall behind. At times it will catch back up to you, and then it will fall behind again. And then one day you will look over your shoulder and will have to squint to see it.”

He patted my hand, and I removed the napkin from my face. He regarded me with kind eyes. “It will get better, my child. I promise.”

I tried for a smile. It felt too brittle so I said “Thank you,” instead.

My eyes caught Lord Lochlan’s, who still remained seated across from me. When Monk Searly had dismissed everyone, he’d stayed. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Lord Lochlan’s eyes drifted down to where Monk Searly still held my hand. I noticed the way his countenance changed, how his lips frowned, his eyes narrowed. I saw the way his throat bobbed and how he looked away when Monk Searly’s thumb gently caressed mine. When he refused to meet my eyes again, a sharp pain stabbed underneath my breast.

Not having it in me to take on anymore hurt, I stood and bid them both goodnight.
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Lochlan hadn’t known her for long, or been in her company often, but he had already seen her demonstrate an array of emotions. He had seen her scared, confused, angry, confident, and heartbroken. He had yet to see her laugh though, until this day. Her laugh was an instrument unto itself, unique in both sound and beauty, and bloody hell…it was priceless to him, because he knew her laugh was as rare as his.

When her laughter faded, died, cut off without warning, he wished he had never heard it, because now he knew to miss it. Then he had to watch her fall apart all over again. It had been unbearable the first time. It was even harder the second time.

Never. Never in his life had he hated himself, who he was, more than any other time, than in that fragile moment with her, when he had to watch her crumble and there was nothing he could do about it.

He wanted to howl at the moon, break things, carve a path straight to Hell and wreak havoc over the demons who caused her suffering.

And he would. So help him God he would. Whoever was behind the attack would suffer at his hands and he would relish every bit of it.

It would be soon. Very soon.

Until then he would watch over her and keep her safe.

When Elin had stood from the table, he stood too, thinking he needed to walk her back to her room.

She had halted him when she lifted her palm. “Stay. I’m…I can find my way back.” She’d turned to Searly, her eyes misting, her chin quivering and said, “Thank you for supper and for your kindness.” Her gray orbs slid over to Lochlan, staring at him for a quiet moment, a conversation without words. He’d stilled, waiting to hear the words she longed to speak, but alas, she’d turned and walked away, leaving both men behind. Lochlan sat back down, his fist slamming hard on the table.

He hated what they’d done to her. Even more, he didn’t know why it was affecting him so profoundly. Perhaps because he still believed it was his fault, his punishment for being him, despite Searly believing otherwise.

“You’re angry,” Searly stated matter-of-factly.

He tilted his head, giving Searly a side-eye. “Of course I am angry.”

The monk simply studied him. “Why?”

He shot to his feet, flabbergasted he had to ask. “Why? Did you see her? She’s falling apart. She’s not eating, she barely comes out of her room, she stood out in the bloody rain for hours yesterday!” He picked up a wine goblet and threw it across the room. “Why aren’t you angry?”

Searly said nothing right away, only observed.

Lochlan paced like a wild animal, trapped in a cage. His steps were maddened, his eyes intent on doing damage to whoever dared to get close enough.

“I know why you’re angry,” Searly said, dismissing Lochlan’s answer. “You can’t touch her.” This time Searly was the one to tilt his head giving him the side-eye. “You want to be the one to comfort her and you can’t.”

Lochlan stopped pacing, his fists coiled tight at his sides. He did not deny it.

Searly stood, and got as close to Lochlan as he could, keeping that oh-so-important distance. “This right here,” he said, “is how it has to be. People can only get so close to you. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve wanted to pat you on the back. Yet, I cannot. And I would love to shake your hand sometime. I get angry every time I have to stop myself.” Searly sighed. “I saw the way you looked at her across the table. You didn’t want to pat her on the back or shake her hand, you wanted to be the one to hold it. Maybe even hold her?”

Lochlan closed his eyes and turned away, not wanting Searly to see how it pained him for him to be so bloody observant.

“Astra sonus,” Searly said quietly.

Lochlan huffed. “What does that mean?”

“The stars make no sound, yet they are beautiful. They are noticed and admired and shine above us all. And they do not have to speak to be seen. You are like a star, milord. Your loyalty and compassion is beautiful, noticed, and admired. You do not have to touch to feel. And I am quite certain there will come a time when sweet lady Elin will look upon you in such a way that it will set your soul to rights, and you will shine above us all.”

Searly took one step forward, only one, fighting the urge to hug Lochlan the way he’d always wanted to, like a brother. Lochlan had always known that. With his hands at his sides, Searly said, “Get some rest, milord. Perhaps tonight you may consider bringing a blanket when you sleep outside her door. Yes?”

Lochlan chuckled and shook his head. “I am protecting her. That is all.”

Searly turned his back to him, blowing out a candle on his way out the door. “Of course, milord. Of course.”
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I ran from the refectory like a frightened child, holding up my skirts so as not to trip, passing monks along the way, each one giving me a furtive glance. I raced down one corridor and then another. The sound of my boots slapping stone was all I heard as I darted left, then right, then left again, each hallway the same as the other. Winding mazes of dimly lit passages.

When I reached the end of yet another hallway, I stopped and took a breath. It was then I decided I didn’t want to run anymore. I didn’t even know what I was running from, only that I had to flee. I wanted to outrun my despair, leave it behind somewhere and…

I slapped my palm against the cold stone wall, leaned into the coolness it provided, and breathed. The air was redolent of tallow and beeswax and I allowed my lungs to get their fill, trying to quiet my restless mind. My bones ached and my dress felt constricting and tight against my ribs, punctuating the ache I wanted to bury.

Standing up straight, I turned around. I realized I had no idea where inside the monastery I was. Never had I lived in a place where I could get lost. It made me yearn for the comfort of my home. Feeling defeated, I wanted to call out for help, but no one was about. In fact, the night had gone quiet. Unnaturally still. An unsettling feeling tickled my senses…like something had shifted, moved…rearranged.

That’s silly. I shook my head. There’s nothing to be afraid of here. I am safe.

Smoothing out my dress, I took a few tentative steps forward and stopped when I heard something.

Whistling.

It was faint. A lazy tune, casual, like someone was out for an evening stroll. Yet something was off about it. Something ominous. Haunting.

I moved with quicker strides in the opposite direction from the scent of evil that blanketed the air. Reaching the end of another hallway, I turned right.

The whistling grew louder. My heart pounding painfully inside my chest, I glanced over my shoulder, seeing no one, yet feeling followed. Panic blackened the edges of my sight when the path I’d chosen ended abruptly.

No…no…no! Fist to the wall, I shouted, “Damnation!”

The casual, disembodied whistling grew closer. I spun around and pressed my back to the stone, keeping my eyes wide and alert. The sickly yellow light from the sconces cast shadows that seemed to slither and lurch to and fro.

“Who’s there?” I whimpered.

The whistling stopped.

I clutched a hand to my breast, fear cresting over me like a violent wave.

Then… all the sconces blew out at once.
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Lochlan clutched a goblet of ale in his hand and stared out at the inky night from the library window. The gibbous moon glowed crudely overhead, like a seductive mistress. God, how he hated the moon and the way she leered at him.

He looked away and stared down into his ale. He was not accustomed to worriment, yet he found himself battling a disquieting vexation. A niggling feeling crawled under his skin and burrowed into his psyche. He polished off his drink like he was angry at the apple tasting liquid, sneering as it slid down his throat. He realized he was being irrational but so what? Every feeling he’d had as of late had been irrational.

He tried to dampen his frustrations by staring at the familiar outlines of his library. His library. That’s how he always thought of it. His story lived within these walls and he guarded it well. It had been his refuge. He liked the smell of the room, the lighting. And ever since Elin had started showing up he found he liked it even more, because her sweet smelling scent lingered here.

He breathed in deeply, his nostrils flaring, and nearly tasted her essence. Saints in Heaven, he had to stop thinking of her like that.

He brushed past the rows and rows of books and settled into an old leather chair, smoothing his hands over the arms while staring at nothing in particular. After a while, he let his head fall back into the chair and closed his eyes. He couldn’t remember the last time he truly rested. He’d been coiled tight for so long that his muscles were knotted ropes twisted in every direction. How he would love nothing more than to be able to relax under the silvery ribbons of the waterfall. Just thinking about the cool water running over his skin made him shiver. He tried to imagine himself there as he sunk lower into the warmth of the leather. He could be there in a blink if he wanted. It would take no effort at all.

Something crashed into the window and Lochlan sat up with a start, blinking rapidly, his heart pounding, pulse racing. A white owl dramatically beat its wings about on the window pane.

What the bloody hell? Lochlan thought before feeling wrongness in the air.

Then a scream.

Elin!

He lunged forward, disappearing in a spectacle of shimmering orbs. By her scent alone he could track her, but it was her fear that hooked into his soul, bringing him forth, guiding him, until he materialized in a hallway that had gone completely dark.

With a wave of his hand, the sconces flared like torches, the pitch of darkness now aglow with shades of gold. He saw her at the end of the corridor, her hands alight in a soft blue glow. Her fingertips rubbed her temples and her lips moved frantically.

He was in front of her in a blink. “Elin,” he said at once, “it is I. What…what are you doing?” Instinctively, his trembling hand moved to touch her shoulder, then he pulled it back, his bruised heart cracking with the harsh reality that he could not do what his soul insisted. He coiled his hand into a fist, bringing it to his mouth where he bit down on his knuckles in absolute frustration. Breathing in deeply, he tried once more to issue calm because she was clearly panicked. In a low voice, he said, “I am here now. I am here.”

Elin lifted her head timidly and opened her eyes, her gray eyes wide with terror. She shook and trembled like an abused animal when she noticed her hands all aglow.

“L-lord?” Her voice was but a whisper.

“It is I,” he confirmed again. He held her eyes with his, keeping her vision trained on him as he spoke to her mind. Look at me, Elin. First, tell me you’re okay. Are you hurt?” Her eyes widened, confused his lips weren’t moving. Her eyebrows drew close as she studied them. That only made him want to keep going…to keep talking. Tell me you’re okay. Please.

She kept her eyes focused on his mouth and then they slowly traveled up to meet his mint-pearl eyes. She blinked once, then twice. “I – I am not hurt.”

“What were you doing?” Lochlan pressed, needing to know. Admittedly, he didn’t know what to think, and if he was honest with himself, he was a bit unnerved.

“I…” She stared at her hands. “I don’t rightly know.”

Slow clapping sounded behind him and Lochlan spun on his heels, standing to full height.

“What have we here? Hmm?” the thing said, rubbing its chin.

A cry broke from Elin’s lips and Lochlan waved his hand over her, encasing her within a see-through protective shield while never taking his eyes off the creature that was at least smart enough to keep its distance.

Lochlan observed the intruder that stood tall with translucent skin, long white hair, eyes clear like water, with dark masculine eyebrows, wearing all white, and a thistle crown perched upon its head.

The flames from the sconces hissed and crackled when Lochlan’s rage began to bubble underneath his lithe frame, now realizing what had frightened Elin. This thing was a Fae. Unseelie to be certain. And evil. It was a mockery it had chosen to dress in crisp white. Lochlan almost laughed at the absurdity of it as he stood clothed in all black. If one were to judge good and evil based on appearances alone, they would likely reach the wrong conclusion. It would be foolish. Even detrimental.

Lochlan sneered, calling forth his wings, unfurling them in a majestic way, expanding them fully, each wing the length and height of a grown man. “How did you get past the wards?”

“Allow me to introduce myself,” the Fae answered with a smirk, choosing to ignore the question. I am Zeph.” The Fae bowed like he had bestowed an honor upon Lochlan. “And you are?”

“Going to kill you.” Anger coated every cell in Lochlan’s being, madness pressing upon his sternum.

“Such hostility,” the Fae said with a devil-may-care grin.

“You made a mistake in coming here. Do you have a death wish? If so I am all too eager to grant it.”

“Come now. We needn’t be enemies.”

Lochlan steeled his spine, wanting to unleash the full brunt of his powers, but getting answers trumped that impelling need. “What do you want?”

“I had to see for myself.”

“See what?”

“If it was true.” The Fae clasped his hands behind his back and took a rather easy pose, not fearful in the least that Lochlan could kill him without breaking a sweat. “We were under the impression you were dead. You are the half-breed, are you not? The spawn of human and Fae? The abomination of both realms?”

Lochlan’s skin began to itch with the desire to rip this Unseelie’s head off. “Is that why you’re here? Because of me?”

“No, actually it isn’t. It is a bonus, though. However, my primary interest is with the girl.”

“Fae are not supposed to do harm to humans. Even you,” Lochlan snarled. “What do you want with her?”

The Fae smiled nefariously, revealing fangs that distended white and sharp against his lips. “She took something from me. I have come to exact my revenge.”

“Took what from you?”

“Why do you care? Hmm? Let me have her and you’ll be…” He waved his hand dismissively, “forgotten. We’ll pretend you do not exist. You can continue to hide out in this monastery. Unless…” Zeph said with amusement, “you care for the girl.” He laughed at his own words. “Oh, that would be priceless if true.”

Ignoring his snide comment, Lochlan volleyed, “If you want her, you’ll have to go through me to get her. How bad do you want her? Enough to end your life? Because I will end it. After, I can continue living as I always have in this monastery,” Lochlan hissed.

The Fae curled his lip, hate dripping from his mouth like venom. “I am pure Fae, half-breed. You are not as powerful as I.”

“Ah, I don’t need to be, do I? Thanks to the curse I merely have to touch you and you cease to be.”

The Fae narrowed his eyes, knowing Lochlan was right. Maybe the curse had its advantages.

The ground began to rumble, bits of stone falling from the ceiling. The Fae’s image flickered and faded in and out, and then he glared at Elin. “You will pay for your bag of tricks, girl.” Hatred and contempt dripped off each word.

Lochlan studied the vile creature before him, realization dawning on him. “You’re not really here, are you? Not in the flesh.” Lochlan tilted his head toward the falling debris, confused by the sudden shift of the Earth. Wasting not another second, he flew at the Fae, hands out in front of him, ready to kill or prove his theory. Lochlan’s hands went right through him, like a ghost.

Zeph laughed. “I am not a fool. I do not take unnecessary risks. It was fun seeing the look on your face, however. Keep one eye open, half-breed. This isn’t over.”

Lochlan landed on his feet with refined grace and looked upon his enemy in boredom, done with this Fae’s taunts. “I’m all aflutter. I simply cannot wait.”

“Well then,” the Fae growled, his words swelling with outrage, “I’ll try not to keep you waiting. When I am done with you…” he pointed to Elin with a gnarled finger, “I am coming for her.”

Lochlan turned his eyes toward her. Fear was rife within her, evident by the way she still trembled, but something within her had given rise. Something that gave her…power.

If the Fae had been truly present, Lochlan would have already killed him. He gathered his wits about him and returned his focus to his enemy. He inclined his head just so and said, “Your plan better include an army. Because that’s what it will take to make this fanciful dream of yours come true.”

“Mock me all you want,” Zeph retorted with a scowl, his clear eyes turning the color of mud. “But we shall see about that.”

Lochlan emanated a deep, husky growl that rumbled like thunder. “We certainly shall.”

Zeph chortled, but there was weariness that flashed behind his cruel eyes. Then he simply faded out, whistling a dilatory tune that lingered with a sinister taunt.
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“Are you all right?”

Lochlan had asked Elin that question several times already and each time she had told him she was fine. Yet he saw her struggling with uncertainty with everything she’d witnessed. After the Fae had disappeared, he’d asked her if she was all right to walk on her own, wishing he could carry her instead. She had stood and simply nodded. He’d walked her back, staying close, yet keeping his distance. Always keeping his distance. Now he was asking again, because he needed to be sure.

“Elin,” he whispered.

He was in her room, alone with her, behind a closed door. It felt a bit too intimate, and yet he’d never felt further away from anyone than he did with her in that moment. He sat on the floor, back against the door, watching her. He stared at her hands mostly, recalling how they had glowed, and he knew he needed to tell her, or rather get her to admit what she had to already know deep inside herself. It all made sense to him now. Why he had been drawn to her. Why he had felt the things he’d felt whenever he was around her. Why he couldn’t leave her alone, especially now. Once he got her to admit it, she would need him, and no one had ever needed him before. Something unique and unfamiliar blossomed inside his chest with that knowledge and he wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

“Elin,” he whispered again.

“I’m fine,” she responded. “Could you please…” she trailed off, blinking back the tears she tried to hide.

“Could I please what?”

She turned her face away from his. “Could you please stop looking at me like that?”

His voice was low and soft when he asked, “How am I looking at you?”

“Like you don’t know what to think of me. Like I’m…like something is wrong with me.”

He allowed himself a moment before responding, a million thoughts barreling through his mind. He wasn’t sure what to say to her, however, the sooner she accepted the truth, the better off she would be. Her life depended on it.

“The truth is...” he said, “I don’t know what to think of you.”

She laughed bitterly. “That makes two of us.”

“That does not mean I think there is something wrong with you. On the contrary, I think…” He blew out a breath, sounding tired and worn. “I think there is more to you than meets the eye. I have thought that for a while to be honest. Tonight only validated that feeling.”

She stood from her bed and crossed the room, stopping in front of the window. Her long brown hair flowed down her back and he longed to touch it, to see if it felt as soft as it looked. He closed his eyes and scolded himself for even thinking such. Christ in Heaven, she made him want things he had no business wanting.

Folding her arms across her chest, she watched the leaves bristle in the wind underneath the midnight moon. “I’ve never felt normal,” she said. “Never. I suppose the easy answer is because I’m not.” She sniffed and wiped a tear from her eye.

He stood and took a step toward her, and then one more. His hand reached out, the urge to touch her overwhelming, but he drew it back, making a fist as he closed his eyes. “I can empathize,” he said, pained.

He could hear tenderness in her voice when she said, “Yes, I suppose you could.”

“We should talk about tonight,” he hedged. The night was slipping away and by morning things needed to be clearer. For both of them. When she said nothing, he prompted again, “The problem will not simply go away, Elin. You cannot hide from this.”

“He said I took something from him and he wants it back,” she said, still staring out the window. “I don’t know what he is talking about. I promise. I do not know.”

“Elin…”

She spun around on him, anger flashing in her eyes. “No! I don’t know anything about Faes and magic and demons. I don’t know why my parents were attacked or why I am being hunted. I DO NOT KNOW!”

The floor beneath their feet trembled again, settling just as quickly.

“Your hands were glowing when I found you,” he said softly.

She closed her eyes and turned her head, not wanting to be reminded. “And they are glowing now, Elin.”

Her eyes popped open, all the color draining from her face. She lifted her hands and stared at them, studied them like they did not even belong to her, eyes wide, mouth agape. The tips of her fingers blurred in shades of differing colors while the palms of her hands glowed silver and blue.

She shook her head. “No, I don’t understand.”

Lochlan took a step in her direction, then another. When he was within reach, her eyes lifted to his. His expression was soft, his voice was low. “You cannot hide from this.”

“Hide from what?” she asked, her voice shaking. “Do you know? Do you know what this means?” she said, holding up her hands. “Tell me, because I do not.”

“Yes, I know what it means.”

Her eyebrows rose in shock, as well as her voice. “Then tell me!”

Lochlan sighed, believing she had to come to the knowledge on her own. “You wouldn’t believe me. You need to remember.”

“Remember what?”

“The day in the library,” he said, “when I told you about my curse, I read your thoughts.” He turned from her, not proud of himself. He wasn’t even sure why he had done it, only that there was something about her that made him want to know what she was thinking. He had told her he was cursed and she had said nothing. She’d just stood there, and without thinking, he climbed inside her mind like he knew what he was searching for, only he didn’t. Not really.

“I know,” she said, no bitterness in her tone. “I felt you.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I don’t know why I…” He turned to give her his eyes, to let her see he was sincere. “I haven’t done it since. That was the only time.”

Her lips tightened and she turned away from him. “What did you see?”

It was what he didn’t see that had troubled him. The inner workings of her mind had been fascinating, for it was as vast as the ocean, and he had been greedy in wanting to discover every nuance of her. He’d quickly realized her mind had been tampered with and it had disturbed him. Sighing again, he ran his fingers through his hair. “Your memories only go back to the age of eight. I couldn’t see anything before then. Nothing. Like you didn’t exist before that age.” He bit the inside of his cheek. He had contemplated on this for a while, trying to make sense of it. Nothing had made sense.

She scoffed. “That’s impossible. Of course I have memories before I was eight.”

“Then tell me something that happened to you at age six or seven. Tell me the oldest memory you have.” He kept his eyes pinned on hers. “Tell me anything you remember.”

“This is ridiculous.” She huffed in exasperation. “Okay, fine.”

She stared off like she was trying to recall a memory, her gray eyes darting, dipping into the recesses of her mind. He waited patiently for her to recall something. Anything. He could see frustration cloud her vision. She pinched the skin between her eyes. She paced to and fro in front of the window. Lochlan waited, watching her frustration morph into confusion. She couldn’t think of a single memory.

She continued to pace. “I – it’s because of everything that’s happened. I can’t think. That’s all.”

“Elin,” he said quietly.

“No. What are you saying?” Her eyes began to mist and her voice wobbled. “What are you trying to tell me? I didn’t exist before moving here? I remember moving here. I remember leaving my home.”

“Why did you leave?”

“Because I wasn’t safe. I told you that. My parents and I came here because…” Her words faltered, a flash of something darkening her eyes.

“Because you were in danger,” he finished for her.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“In danger from what?”

Elin rubbed at her temples and shut her eyes. “I don’t…I mean…my memories are all jumbled up. We had to leave because…they thought I practiced magic.” Her head shot up, and she appeared more confused, more conflicted than ever. “But it doesn’t feel right.” She looked away, staring at the wall behind Lochlan’s head. “Something…I can’t remember who or what…was after me.” Her hands began to glow again as anger flashed in her eyes. The floor shook once more. “Why can’t I remember?!” she shouted.

His heart squeezed. He hated doing this to her. Loathed it even. Still, it had to be done. “You are causing the ground to move.” He waved his hand around the room. “You control the environment by your emotions. Whenever you are angry the ground quakes.”

“No,” she said, afraid.

“Yes. Remember the day you stood by your parents’ graves?” A tear rolled down her cheek. “You made it rain. For hours. You did that. Because your environment mimics what you are feeling. That day in the library when I told you who I was…about my curse? The temperature in the room became frigid. You did that too.”

“No,” she said again, shaking her head.

“Yes,” said Lochlan. “You did.”

Her eyes, oh her eyes said so many things. She was frightened. “I-I don’t…”

He wanted to hold her like he’d never wanted anything before. He bit back his own emotions and continued to tell her what she needed to hear. “You can read people’s thoughts, Elin.” He paused. “Like me.”

He watched her closely, categorizing every emotion that moved across her face. She was hurt and confused. His eyes fell to her soft, pink lips and he wondered what it would feel like to kiss her…to take away the hurt and confusion. Just once. He wondered what it would feel like if he let his fingertips drift along the column of her throat. She swallowed and he couldn’t help watching how her throat bobbed nervously up and down. The shell of her ear, what would it feel like to put his lips there and whisper things only she could hear, telling her she was perfect just the way she was…that he wouldn’t change a thing about her? Her chest rose and fell as if she knew what he was thinking. He wasn’t speaking to her mind though, he was simply contemplating her, wondering what it would feel like to leave her breathless the same way she left him. If he could make one wish, he would wish to have one moment in time where he could just touch her.

Just once.

“Lochlan.”

Her voice was soft, pronouncing his name in the utmost compression of susurration. His heart nearly beat right out of his chest because it was the first time she had referred to him simply as Lochlan, and it nearly undid him. “Yes?” he said thickly.

“Tell me what I am. Please.”

“You are…” He paused, knowing when he finished his sentence she would be forever changed.

She took a step in his direction, always conscious of proximity. “Tell me.”

He licked his lips that suddenly felt too dry, and with no more hesitation, he said, “You’re not human.” He swallowed hard, holding her gaze.

She shook her head. “If I’m not human, then what…?”

She froze and said no more. Lochlan could only stand there, his breath leaving him as her face dissolved into heartbreak.
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“You aren’t human.”

The light from the moon filtering in through the window had set the stage, and his words had set the scene.

“Drink the serum, Elin, quickly, for we are running out of time.”

I brought the cup to my lips, hesitating. “By drinking this I won’t remember who I am.”

She smoothed out my hair and touched my cheek. “You will. When the time is right, you will.”

Memories were like sentient beings that snuck up behind you, tapping you on the shoulder or skulking quietly in the shadows, taunting you from a distance. They could be welcomed with fondness or they could haunt you like ghosts. They could infiltrate your soul like a sickness that spread and spread until you were incapacitated by your own thoughts. Memories could lead you out of the darkness, or they could cause you to run headlong into it. Sometimes they were whispers of kindness, and sometimes they shouted so loudly that all you could do was place both hands over your ears and wait for the shouting to stop.

Then there were the memories that neither whispered nor shouted. They were the ones that taunted you by staying far enough away that you could see them but they were only a blur. Something you can’t quite make out.

That was the place I found myself. All these years, I had been in the place in between knowing and unknowing. I was neither wiser for its visit, nor ignorant to its presence. Once I had wished to be idle, so I could breathe without hurting. I take it back. I do not wish to be idle, for I had been idle for far too long.

Instead of waiting for the memories to come to me, I went after them, chasing them, and found them locked in the landscape of my mind. There they were…waiting to be discovered. One by one, I pulled them out and forced myself to remember who I had been all along.

 

“Why does it have to be this way, Mother? Why?”

She reached for my hand and cradled it inside hers. “Everyone is born with a gift. Yours is special…only granted to one child every tenth generation. You were chosen to be the Light. Because they despise the light, they despise you. We must protect you. It is our highest priority. As long as you live…” she caressed my cheek again, “we all live. But we have to leave here in order to do that. We can’t let them find you.”

“How will not remembering who or what I am keep me safe?”

“You will live as a human child, in the human realm, and do what human children do. It would be better for you not remembering where you came from or that your life was in constant danger. This is a gift from your father and me, for you to live freely without fear. This is more for your peace of mind than your safety, though. The serum will bind your powers and THAT is what will keep you safe. They can track you by your light. We must dim it.”

 

“Elin.”

I blinked away the memory. Lochlan’s face coming into view. The shocking paleness of his eyes would always surprise me. Once again he asked, “Are you all right?”

I could only blink, my windpipe closing up tight. He waited patiently for me to collect myself as I moved to sit on the edge of the bed, and he sat in a chair across from me. We sat in silence, him watching me and me watching the memories I had buried so long ago.

 

Tears ran down my face. “I don’t want to leave. I belong here.”

She brushed my hair behind my ear, looking at me with understanding, pain that was her own, and then she carefully put on a stoic face. For me. “I know, my love. Someday, when this is all over, we can come back and make it our home again.”

My heart leaped with hope that I had not expected. “You’re coming with me?”

“We both are. Your father and I will never leave you alone. Not in this life or the next.”

 

But they had left me. They died protecting me.

 

“You can’t have her!” Father shouted. “I won’t let you!”

My mother’s voice rose above the roar of the fire and the chaos. “They found us, Elin! You have to run! You have to get away!”

 

“You’re crying,” Lochlan said. “It pains me to see it. I am sorry. I should not have–”

“No, don’t.” I wiped my eyes with the sleeve of my dress. “I just need a minute.”

Even through watery eyes I could see Lochlan’s struggle with remaining in his seat. I forced myself to remember his curse and how there was someone who had it far harder than I. I had lost my parents, my home. Twice apparently, but I had been blessed too. I knew what a hug felt like because my parents sought to give me one every day. I knew what love felt like because I had been loved. Every day. I forced myself to focus on that.

“What do you remember?” he asked after I stopped the tears from flowing. His voice was like a soothing balm and the painful ache inside my chest eased a fraction.

“I drank a serum.”

“What?”

“All this time…” I shook my head, feeling daft. “I’ve been in hiding. I couldn’t remember.”

“Why did you drink a serum?”

I looked up and found him watching me still. “To bind my powers, shield my memories, conceal my identity.” I looked down at my hands and rubbed them together. “Many reasons.”

Lochlan leaned forward in his chair, resting his forearms on his knees, his cloak a puddle at his feet. “Why? Explain it to me.”

Taking a breath, I began. “Lord Lochlan–”

“Please,” he said, cutting me off. “No more Lord. Call me by my name, leave off the title. I prefer it.”

“Very well.” I stared at my hands again, remembering the power I used to wield from them at such a young age, though not remembering how. “I’m sure you are familiar with Faery history?” He nodded. “Then you know every tenth generation a Faery is born who gives energy to the light force in Faery.”

“Yes.”

“For some time, there has been an uprising between the Seelie and Unseelie. The Unseelie want dominion and to turn Faery dark. As long as the Faery of Light lives, Faery will never go dark. The light will always burn.”

I glanced up from my hands and into his eyes. He swallowed thickly. “Go on.”

“Lochlan,” I said, pausing, “I am the Faery of Light. The Unseelie want me dead. My parents hid me away in the human realm, replaced my memories with new ones to protect me, but also to help me feel like a normal girl living in a world that doesn’t believe in magic. But even the serum couldn’t keep all my powers bound. After coming here, I could still see and hear people’s memories, only the good ones though. All this time, I’ve lived in fear anyway. I was always afraid, always looking over my shoulder. I just didn’t know why.” I laughed humorlessly. “For all my parents’ efforts, they found me anyway.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. But now the Unseelie know where to find me and if they succeed in killing me, Faery will go dark. If that happens, the human realm will not be far behind because they will seek to destroy it too. Everyone we know will perish.”

Lochlan stared at me for the longest time and then stood and stared out the window. I had said enough and thought it best to be silent to give him a chance to absorb it all. He was part Fae and he’d been banned from Faery and given an awful curse, so I didn’t know how he would feel about a Fae living within these walls. If he wanted me to leave, I would leave. I would not ask for his help. I would just have to figure out how.

“Your powers,” he said. “Because they had been dampened, I never sensed you were Fae. Not until I saw the power in your hands tonight. Do you remember how to use them?”

“No. I’m sure it will come to me eventually. There’s a lot I’m still trying to remember.”

“What about Zeph? What did you take from him?”

“I don’t know. I think he’s lying. I was only a child when I left.”

He glanced at me over his shoulder and then returned to gazing out the window. “Tomorrow, we leave. I’m taking you to the manor.”

“The manor?”

“Yes. You’ll be safe there and no one will be there so we won’t risk hurting anyone.”

“What do you mean…won’t risk hurting anyone?”

He walked to the door and opened it. Peering over his shoulder he said with a grin, “I’m going to teach you how to use your powers, Elin. Until you learn to use them, I have a feeling you will be quite dangerous. Get some rest. We’ll have to start your training early.”

He closed the door with a snick, and I heard him settle on the floor, his shadow blocking out the light underneath.

“Lochlan?” I called, going to the door. I didn’t open it. I placed my palm against it, knowing he was on the other side of it.

“Yes?” he said. From his tone, I could tell his grin was no longer present.

“Does this mean I can touch you? Because I am Fae?”

“No. No one can touch me, Elin. Fae or human.”

There was a ribbon around my heart with his name on it. I don’t know when or how it happened, but it had, and his answer pulled at that ribbon, squeezing my heart until it ached. Another tear slid down my cheek and I quickly wiped it away. “Are you sleeping outside my door again?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I felt warmth where my hand rested on the back of the wooden door, as though we were palm to palm.

He exhaled, and then softly said, “Because some things are worth protecting.”
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I awoke the next morning with a throbbing pain in my back and shoulders and groaned when I lifted my head, feeling the tightness in my neck. I’d fallen asleep on the floor, propped against the door, still fully dressed in yesterday’s clothes.

The lazy morning sun filtered in through the window, blinding me, and I winced. The events that happened only hours before assaulted my mind, however, before I could process it fully, a rapping at my door startled me.

“Yes?” I said, barely above a whisper. I cleared my throat and tried again. “Yes?”

I knew who was on the other side before the question left my lips. Because I felt him. His energy was as palpable as the sun’s, and like the sun, my body warmed in his presence.

“May I come in?” Lochlan asked.

I stood and took stock of my dress. Trying to readjust its placement and smooth out the wrinkles, I called, “Just a minute.” Then my fingers fumbled through my hair to try to smooth it out as well.

It was useless.

I turned the latch and opened the door. With a sweep of my hand, I invited him inside, my eyes on the floor. When he had yet to enter, I glanced up and found him staring.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I told you to rest. You look tired.”

I tried not to let his comment bother me, even though I knew how badly I must appear. Still, I didn’t want to admit I had slept on the floor, listening to him breathe, feeling safer with him near, so my eyes drifted down to my feet. I had not even taken off my boots.

He stepped forward and I retreated, giving him a wide berth. Once inside, he closed the door and his eyes then fell to the bed. Still neatly made.

“Were you up all night?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “No.”

There was a worried silence that hovered over our heads. If worries could be measured, then Lochlan’s worries would be the weight of a thousand moons. I wanted to reassure him that I had indeed slept. At least some.

Forcing my eyes to meet his, I pulled back a smile, hoping my smile outweighed his concerns. “I did sleep. I assure you.” I promptly turned my back to him and pretended to care what the birds were tweeting about outside my window.

“I want you to wear this today,” said Lochlan, after a pause.

I turned around and spotted the garments he’d placed on the bed. “Those are men’s clothes,” I said, staring at the tunic and breeches. Then I glared at him and repeated, “Those are men’s clothes.”

“So I’ve heard,” he said, turning to leave.

“Wait. I can’t wear–”

“This isn’t open for discussion, Elin.” He opened the door and then stared straight ahead into the hallway, rather than at me. He inhaled a lungful of air, his back expanded, shoulders lifting, letting it out, long and slow. “You need to learn your powers and we haven’t much time. I do not want to waste a minute of it because you tripped over your skirts. Wear the breeches, Elin. Please.”

I did not want to get into a battle with Lochlan over garments. There were much bigger issues at hand, so I acquiesced. “I suppose that makes sense.”

“Good. Meet me outside by the stables when you have finished dressing.”

With that, he closed the door.
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I detected hushed murmurs as I approached Lochlan and Searly. They seemed to be in deep conversation and I thought about not intruding, slowing my pace, but the smell of something delicious roused my appetite and spurred my feet onward. For days, I’d only consumed enough food to keep me from collapsing, but the morning after remembering who I was, I was hungry. Famished even.

“Is that for me?” I asked when Searly handed me warm bread, my mouth watering at the sight of it.

“Aye.” He jutted his thumb in Lochlan’s direction. “He would not wait for a proper morning meal. This will tide you over until you get to the manor.”

“Thank you,” I said, pinching off a piece and placing it inside my mouth.

“Well then,” Searly said, eyeing me carefully, taking in the tunic I was wearing and the legs of the breeches tucked into my boots, though he refrained from commenting. Rather, he said, “I heard about the happenings of last night. Lochlan has filled me in. We did not know. We never heard a thing. If we had, I assure you–”

“There was nothing you could have done, Searly,” I said. “This is my battle anyway. I am sorry I brought this upon you. I shudder to think what could have happened.”

“Don’t,” Searly said.

“I do not want this war,” I continued. “I did not ask for it. I do not wish for innocent people to be caught in the middle. I am sorry my past caught up to me inside your monastery. Your home.”

He removed two small square pieces of cloth, joined by two thin strips of cloth from around his neck, and placed it over my head, allowing one of the square pieces to rest against my chest and the other piece to rest against my back. “Si vis pacem, para bellum.”

I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”

“Do you want peace, Elin?”

“Yes, of course I do.”

He repeated the phrase. “Si vis pacem, para bellum. If you want peace…prepare for war. It has always been so. You can be sorry, or you can prepare. Either way, the battle has already begun.” Pointing to the gift he’d given me, he said, “This is a devotional scapular. It has been blessed and will serve to keep you safe. Do not take it off.”

Touching the brown cloth, I said, “I will not. I promise.”

“We will not be far away should either of you need anything. In the meantime, we will be saying prayers for you both day and night. Not an hour will pass that your names will not be raised up to the Heavens in a quest for guidance, mercy, and for God’s will to be done.” With a kiss on both my cheeks, Searly said, “Peace be with you both.” Searly gazed at Lochlan with affection blazing in his eyes, and Lochlan’s pale eyes reciprocated the emotion.

Once Searly retreated back inside the monastery, Lochlan and I were alone. He had not spoken a word since I’d arrived and he purposely refused to meet my eyes.

“Are we traveling by horse?” I asked.

He picked up a leather bag and walked toward the stables. “Yes.” His stride was quick and brusque. Each step kicked up eddies of dust and dirt, and his cloak whipped at his feet.

I followed behind, annoyed that he wouldn’t look at me. He slung the bag across the back of a horse and began to strap it down, where other side bags had already been secured. Prickles of unease danced across my skin and I had to wonder if he was regretting his offer to help me. He secured the strap like he was annoyed as well, and I tried to slow the rhythm of my heart that hammered against my ribs.

He moved to the front of the horse and rubbed his hand down the side of its head, murmuring soothing words to the animal. The horse seemed to sigh in Lochlan’s presence, and nodded its head, as if he’d understood the words Lochlan had spoken.

My gaze locked on Lochlan’s long fingers as he stroked the animal’s brown fur, down the length of its nose, and back up again. I closed my eyes, wishing I knew what his touch felt like. Warm and callused, I’d assume, yet delicate in ways that would leave me shuddering...

I snapped my eyes open. “You can touch him?” I asked, pointing to the horse. The sting of jealousy made my words sharp, and my face instantly warmed, then turned hot, and I forced myself to look away. I was jealous of a horse and embarrassed I’d made the question sound like an accusation. “What I meant was…I didn’t think you could touch–”

“The curse restricts me from touching Fae and humans, Elin.” I turned back to face him then. His eyes were troubled, his soul conflicted. He quickly turned from me again and said, “So long as the animal is pure, I can touch them.”

“Pure?”

“Fae have the power to transform to animal form if they so choose,” he said, putting on a pair of gloves. “But the illusion would not protect them from my curse.”

“Oh,” I said, trying to hold an air of detachment. In truth, once I’d managed to elbow past the jealousy, I felt an element of gratitude toward the horse, for the horse was miraculous to me, a creature unaffected by Lochlan’s curse. When Lochlan moved to the other side of the stable, I stepped toward the large animal and traced my hand over the exact places Lochlan had touched.

“His name is Conall, which means, ‘strong as a wolf’, he told me, leading two other horses out. “This one here is Paladin, which means, ‘fear of nothing’. And this one is Pippa, whose name means, ‘wonderfully intelligent’.”

I beamed at the two beautiful animals before me. One was white, the other solid black. I stepped toward them unhurriedly and petted both on the soft fur between their eyes. “Hi there,” I said, softly. I could literally see the intelligence in Pippa’s eyes. Staring into the eyes of Paladin, I knew most assuredly she wasn’t afraid of me since her name indicated she wasn’t afraid of anything.

Lochlan remained quiet, though I felt his eyes watching my every move. “Right then,” he said after a moment. “I’ll ride Paladin, you ride Pippa, and Conall will follow behind.”
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Lochlan was in a mood. He was distant, and the complete opposite of the way he had been the night before.

The only sounds between us were the tlop, tlop, tlop of the horses’ hooves as we rode along the dirt road. I kept stealing glances at him, wondering why he wasn’t speaking to me.

Hoping to break the stalemate, I asked, “How long have you known Searly?”

His eyes veered toward the sky, and he breathed out an aggravated sigh. “His whole life,” he bit out tersely.

I fought the sting of tears that threatened to spill. His coldness made me shiver and I couldn’t help wondering what I had done wrong. “Are you mad at me?”

His eyes retreated from the sky and focused on the path straight ahead. “We are not going on a retreat, Elin. I am trying to help you and so far you are not doing what I have asked you to do.”

“Like what?”

“Getting rest, for one. It was a simple request.”

I cocked my head in his direction, feeling angry and foolish suddenly. Foolish that I had wanted to rest near him when clearly he did not feel the same. I straightened my shoulders and jutted my chin forward.

I would not make the same mistake again.
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He had a plan.

Though, the more he thought about it, the more he hated his plan. After leaving Elin’s room last night everything had felt so drastic, like he had no time to prepare her for the fight of her life. And drastic times called for drastic measures.

Now, in the light of day, he wondered if his plan itself was drastic. His heart and mind battled to find a balance between what he needed to do and what he wanted to do. What he wanted wasn’t doing what his plan entailed.

For starters, Elin wasn’t well rested and he had hoped she would be. He would be putting her through grueling activities, and he needed her to be strong, fully aware, and alert. Her life was in danger, damn it!

His grip on the reins tightened and he made himself unclench his fist.

“Are you sorry?” Elin asked, cutting through his internal war.

He swallowed. “About what?”

They had been riding for over half an hour, and all he could do was flip things over in his mind. He had never had to teach anyone to use their powers. What if he failed to teach her in time? God. He blew out a breath. He had never cared about anyone this much before. Searly had been his only real friend in all of his years. And now…

“For your offer to help me. Clearly, you are having second thoughts.”

He would never be sorry for offering his help, though she may be sorry she’d accepted it.

“No,” he answered, still stuck in his frenzied thoughts, and focused on the path ahead, which paralleled the forest to their right; to their left were fields of wheat. He could see anything coming from that direction. It was the forest that concerned him, which was why he insisted he ride closest to the primordial line of century-old trees with sprawling limbs that guarded the darkness within, blotting out the light. The manor wasn’t far, but he needed to keep his head on straight, keep his eyes and ears open for anything unexpected.

Following the winding dirt road, it now tapered away from the open space on their left to a narrower path, a darker one, where ghoulish sounds ghosted through the trees. It was then he realized what the bottom line was – her safety. Along with the fact he was responsible for her. He pushed his doubts down deep into his gut and ignored the stomachache it gave him.

She huffed. “I can feel your unease, you know. It’s suffocating.”

“My unease?” Heat coiled underneath his left cheek where her eyes were leveled. He begged silently for a breeze to come and cool his burning skin.

“I am not daft. You regret the offer to help me. I can sense it. Stop denying it and be honest with me.”

He said nothing. From the corner of his eye, he could see her lip quiver and then she squared her shoulders, determined to keep her pride.

“Fine,” she said. “I can find the manor on my own. You can go back. I don’t need your help.”

“No!” he snapped, drawing back on the reins, his horse coming to an abrupt stop. “I will not leave you alone.”

“Why?” she snapped back, coming to a stop as well. “It is obvious you do not wish to be here. You won’t even look at me.”

Won’t look at her?

He hadn’t stopped looking at her since he met her. She was all he saw, and was about to say as much when he felt a slight vibration fill the air, causing him to spin around.

“What? What is it?” she asked.

“Do you feel that?”

“Feel what?”

“Damn it, Elin. Do you feel the air? Stop thinking and experiencing the world as a human and start experiencing the world through your powers.”

“I-I—” she stuttered.

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean me to be terse. I’m just…we need to go.”

The breeze he had asked for only moments ago now stirred the leaves, whipping up a pungent tang of mold and decay. A haunting whistling echoed and he heard Elin draw in a sharp breath.

“That whistling,” she said, with more air than voice.

“I know. Let us go.”

The horses had sensed the ominous vibe in the air as well and cocked back on their hind legs. “Easy, easy, girl,” he said to Paladin, patting the side of her neck. The packhorse neighed and nickered, his ears flicking rapidly, and Lochlan tried to calm him too.

“Easy, Pippa,” Elin said, leaning forward and placing her cheek on the beast’s fur. “We’re going. We’re going.” She sat back up and urged Pippa to move forward at a much quicker pace than they had been traveling.

Lochlan pulled at the lead rope, instructing Conall to follow.

Then Zeph appeared in front of them, snarling, and looking pleased, like he had anticipated their arrival.

Elin pulled back on the reins to bring Pippa to a stop. Lochlan brought Paladin to a stop as well, and his eyes instinctually sought Elin’s.

“We meet again,” Zeph said, amusement shining in his clear eyes…foreign for a Dark Fae. In fact, everything about him seemed…wrong.

“Ah, you missed me?” Lochlan chided, turning his attention to the monster before them. “You should have said something. I would have paid you a visit, perhaps brought something for dessert. Poison apple, perhaps?”

Zeph’s lip twisted. His dark eyebrows lowered. “Silence, half-breed. I am here for the girl.” He spread his arms out wide. “No wards out here to keep me away.” He took a bow. “I am here in the flesh. And I plan on getting what I came for.”

“Well,” Lochlan said, climbing down from his horse, “I’m rather not inclined to give her to you.” He stepped in front of Elin’s horse and held her bridle, holding her still, keeping her calm by placing one hand on her face, petting her in long, soothing strokes. Pippa relaxed beneath his gloved palm. Keeping his eyes on Zeph, he whispered to Elin, “You have more power than he. And he cannot conjure it, only manipulate the energy around him. You can burn him like bread, you know. The smell would be awful, though, so do keep that in mind.”

“What?” Elin asked under her breath. “Lochlan, you know I can’t use my—”

“What was that?” Zeph queried. “I can hear you, you know. We Fae have impeccable hearing.” He angled his head. “Unless, you don’t know? Oh, this is magnificent. Catching you unawares of what you truly are.” He laughed, evil never sounding so cruel. “I admit, I had hoped for a challenge. You make this too easy. Tell me, how are the parents?”

Lochlan could sense Elin’s temper flare and he couldn’t help the grin that inched along one side of his mouth.

“Shut up,” Elin hissed.

“Oh, tender subject?” Zeph tsk’d. “Do allow me to apologize. In truth, the plan wasn’t to harm them. But such is life. They got in the way. Pity.”

Lochlan could feel the heat rising inside Elin, flames licking the surface to be set free, for he knew talking about her parents would be the thing to ignite the fury within her.

“In a moment, Zeph will throw a fireball at you,” Lochlan said, speaking to her mind. “He is not here to collect you. He is here to kill you. Fire is energy. All you have to do is redirect that energy right back at him.”

“How do you know that?”

He wanted to smile. She had spoken to his mind and had not even realized it. “Trust me. I can read him like a book.”

“But how do I–“

“Remember who you are. You control the elements. Earth, wind, fire, and water. You create LIGHT. The very air we breathe is under your command. Will it to happen, and it will be so.”

He could hear her heart pounding ruthlessly against her chest, her blood rushing through her veins. He wanted to reassure her she could do this, but he practiced his stoic expression, knowing his calm was what she needed most.

Zeph launched a fireball right at Elin’s head, just as Lochlan said he would. And then for Lochlan, time slowed to a crawl.

Elin’s eyes widened in fright and disbelief, and without blinking, her hand shot out in front of her, palm facing Zeph and the fireball reversed course, setting Zeph ablaze.

Time caught back up to Lochlan with a popping sound in his ears, and he breathed a sigh of relief.

The horses backed up from the heat of the flames and Lochlan thought it best to ease all parties involved. With a wave of his hand, Zeph and the flames disappeared.

The horses immediately calmed again, and he chanced a glance at Elin, who was still staring where Zeph had just been.

She blinked once, twice, three times. “What just happened?” When her frazzled mind and still frightened eyes darted down to his, she repeated, “What just happened?”

Knowing he was dealing with an emotional woman, a woman who could call on the Earth to swallow him whole, he took a deep breath and admitted the truth.

“An illusion,” he said. “One I conjured.” Even though he felt more than a little worried she would set him on fire now, he still couldn’t help grinning at her. “Well done, luv. You have passed your first lesson.”
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“You conjured Zeph? This wasn’t real? You tricked me?”

Lochlan stared into my eyes and without the least bit of remorse said, “Yes.”

“Why would you do that?”

“To teach you how to use your powers, Elin. I told you, we haven’t much time and you have to be ready.”

“No,” I said. “Why would you use my parents’ deaths like that?” I shook my head, trying to hold back the hurt and anger. “How could you use them like that? Play on my emotions?”

“Elin, I–”

“You know better than anyone how destroyed I am.”

“Elin, I’m–”

I gave the command for Pippa to walk. “You destroyed me all over again.” A tear slipped down my cheek.

Lochlan climbed onto his horse and followed, the packhorse trailing behind. He didn’t try to say anything else and I wouldn’t have let him if he had. I was too hurt.

“Do allow me to apologize. In truth, the plan wasn’t to harm them. But such is life. They got in the way. Pity.”

I glared at him over my shoulder. “Those were your words.”

“What?”

“THOSE WERE YOUR WORDS! You said those things, not Zeph.”

The air around me sizzled, and I was afraid I would accidently start a fire or cause the Earth to quake, so I went mute and fought like a warrior to tamp down the rage inside me.

Lochlan opened his mouth, and then closed it. He sighed, shutting his eyes, and his usually strong, broad shoulders slumped in defeat.

I looked away, not wanting to give him my tears. “Those were your words,” I whispered.
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The manor wasn’t anything I expected. It sat nestled between a grove of old oak trees and a bubbling creek. A beautiful tapestry of flowers grew all along the grounds surrounding the home. It had been cared for even though no one lived here. I wanted to ask questions, find out why no one chose to stay here, although it had been maintained quite well. I held those questions close, refusing to ask them, choosing to remain reticent instead.

Inside, the manor had all the trappings of royalty. Lush, thick drapes made of the finest material adorned the large windows. Furniture carved by hand was placed throughout each of the rooms, strategically arranged for conversation that I doubted ever took place here, for the beautiful manor home was without a family to house. I could almost hear the stone walls sigh when we walked in, as though the home itself was lonely and was happy to have guests to care for.

I felt a chill in the air as I stood in the middle of a large room at the front, and I wondered if I had caused the chill or if the chill was an honest whisper of an unlived-in home.

Either way, Lochlan noticed me rubbing my arms to warm myself and walked over to a fireplace cut from stone at the other end of the room. He waved his hand in front of it and a fire ignited with a roar and a hiss. One by one, he lit the lanterns along the wall until there was flickering light to illuminate the expansive space. I felt warmer almost instantly.

He showed me every room, quietly introducing me to the home. The only sounds between us were the scuffing of our boots along the wooden planked floors. He awakened each room, not missing a single candle, and the house slowly began to emerge from slumber.

We walked up a winding staircase, down a hallway, and came to a stop at the end. Opening the door on the right, he stepped inside. “This will be your bedchamber. Mine is across the hall.” He waited for me to respond.

“Thank you,” I said with a curt nod. Surveying the room, I couldn’t help noticing how very different it was from my room at the monastery. My room there had been meager in furnishings, extremely modest. This room was suited for a princess. The bed was larger than any I’d ever seen, with silk coverlets, and curtains above it that draped from the ceiling. The room even had a washbasin and bathing tub, complete with scented oils and soaps.

Walking over to the window, I took in the view. It faced a large courtyard, and in the distance, rolling hills of green.

“I’ll bring your things up later,” he said. “I’ll leave you be so you can rest.”

I kept my back to him, but turned my head, giving him a view of my profile, and nodded.

He lingered, and I felt his internal battle to say something else, however, he thought better of it and slipped out of the room with barely a sound.
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When I awoke, the sun had already set, and it took me a minute to remember where I was. I sat up, noticing a nightdress had been laid out for me, draped across the foot of the bed.

I removed the tunic and breeches, slipped it on, and walked to the window. Pulling back the curtains, I saw Lochlan standing in the courtyard, bathed in soft beams of pale moonlight. He was staring up and I followed his gaze, curious to know what he could be looking at this hour. Other than the moon, I saw nothing.

For several minutes, he stood like that, unmoving, his eyes toward the inky sky. I placed my palm on the glass and he turned around, as if he’d sensed me there. Our gazes locked, and it struck me how we’d been here before. Only I had been the one standing outside the monastery when I had sensed Lochlan’s eyes on me from a window above. Now, here we were again, locked in each other’s stare. Before, I had offered him my forgiveness and I knew he was waiting, hoping I’d offer forgiveness to him once more.

And I would, just not tonight.

Realizing that, I was the first to look away, and when I did, I hated myself. I needed that bit of hate directed at me because it was better than having any kind of hate directed at him. He was good and kind. And even though I couldn’t let go of the anger and hate I felt, it had to go somewhere, so I redirected it toward me instead and chose to hate myself.
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For the next several days we trained. He spoke like an instructor; I listened like a student. Lochlan taught me how to bend energy through thought. It wasn’t as difficult as I anticipated. The more I practiced controlling the elements, the surer of myself I became.

He still had me wearing men’s clothing, and I didn’t hate it entirely. Being able to kick and move unobstructed and free of skirts was liberating. I rather liked wearing breeches when training once I got used to it.

A few times I caught him staring at my legs and he would immediately look away. There would be long moments in between when he wouldn’t meet my eyes afterward. That’s when he would wander off by himself and leave me to practice on my own. Which was fine. I channeled my anger best that way anyhow.

One day, he conjured smoke monsters to attack. He showed me how to kill them, and that was the day I unleashed something within me I hadn’t known even existed. Smoke monsters had killed my parents, and every time I killed one, I felt vengeance and regret. Vengeance for my parents; regret that I hadn’t been able to kill them when it would have mattered most.

That night, I awoke from a nightmare, reliving the day my parents had died. It had felt so real, like I was watching it happen all over again. Helplessness had me trapped, chained, and shackled, and I woke up screaming, gasping for breath and my heart shattering all over again.

Lochlan knocked on my door. “Elin, are you all right?”

I picked up the pillow and sobbed into it, wishing he had not heard.

“Elin, please. You’re killing me. Let me–”

“I’m f-fine,” I managed to say. “Go back to bed.”

“Elin–”

“Go back to bed, Lochlan. Please. I’m fine.”

I knew he was still at my door. I could sense him. I quieted my sobs and concentrated on the sounds of Lochlan’s breaths instead. It was odd that I could hear him breathing, but it was true that Fae had impeccable hearing. I could even hear his heartbeats. Funny how I’d never realized it before.

Maybe he knew, maybe he didn’t, but it was the sounds of his breaths and heartbeats that calmed me enough to drift back off to sleep.

The next morning, I knew Lochlan hadn’t stayed away, because on my bedside table was a little owl carved from wood. The same owl I had admired at the market the day I had run into Searly. Attached to the owl was a note.

Hastily scrawled, it read…Please forgive me.
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An early morning chill was in the air so he lit a fire and sat down in one of the stately chairs that flanked the fireplace. His troubled mind wouldn’t let him rest. He wished Searly was there if for no other reason than to drink his wine or listen to him prattle on about mundane things.

Ah, wine, he thought. Perhaps Searly knew he would need it and had some stashed away. Getting up from his seat, he went in search for said wine, or ale, he wouldn’t be particular but paused when he passed the book laid open on the table where he and Elin would dine. If she had cared to dine with him that is. She had been eating in her bedchamber in the evenings and then going straight to sleep.

Pulling out a chair, he sat down at the table and opened it to the first page to re-read his entries.

 

 

Day 1

 

We arrived at the manor before noon. Elin is currently not speaking to me, other than the ‘thank you’ she muttered when I showed her to her bedchamber. I can’t say that I blame her. I probably wouldn’t speak to me either. I fear I made a terrible mistake. One I can’t take back.

 

 

Day 2

 

She still hasn’t spoken to me. Not a word.

She did let me teach her how to practice setting things on fire today and put them out with a cold blast of ice.

She’s a quick study. She’s using her anger to propel her training, which is good. After her lesson, the first thing she did was set a log on fire. Though, it happened to be the log I was sitting on.

 

 

Day 3

 

Today, Elin and I walked down to the river and followed along its path, allowing it to lead us to a lake nearby. I wanted to teach her how to raise the water like an angry serpent. When I tried to engage her in conversation afterward, she froze the lake solid. I suppose I should be thankful she didn’t toss me into it first.

 

 

Day 4

 

I’m wondering now if she would be better off without me here. I know I hurt her. I hurt her on purpose because I thought I needed to in order to protect her – so she could protect herself.

I wish now I had found another way.

 

Day 5

 

The breeches she’s wearing should not make her appealing. They are men’s clothes. So why is it that I can’t stop staring at her when she’s wearing them? Perhaps because nothing about Elin is unappealing. Even men’s clothing could not hide her beauty. I doubt anything could.

 

 

Day 6

 

I watched her today. I conjured smoke monsters like the ones who killed her parents and she destroyed them all. They are easy to kill once you know how. You pull their hearts out. But you have to be quick. And Elin moves like the wind. I was so proud of her.

I wish she would speak to me.

 

 

He picked up the quill pen and dipped it in ink.

 

 

Day 7

 

She awoke last night screaming. The smoke monsters I’d conjured the day before caused her to have nightmares. I’d wanted to comfort her. When I knocked on her door, she told me she was fine, told me to leave…to go back to bed.

I didn’t. I never do. I doubt I ever could. So I did what I always do.

I stayed.

 

 

“Lochlan?”

He froze, and then swallowed, afraid to turn around, afraid that he only imagined her saying his name. When she repeated it, he turned, and looked into the most beautiful gray eyes he’d ever seen.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, putting down his writing instrument and turning back to close the book. “I can make you something.” His heart beat rapidly, fluttering around inside the cavity of his chest. He always felt like that whenever she was near. He covered his thumping heart with his hand to settle its rhythm before rising from his chair. “Sit,” he said softly. “I’ll prepare something.”

“Wait,” she said, stepping forward and coming around to stand on the other side of the table. She placed the wooden owl he’d left for her in front of him. “Where did you get this?”

He sat back down and shrugged his broad shoulders. “Searly told me how you admired the carvings from a street vendor in the village. He told me which one you liked.”

The tilt of her head had him wondering what she was thinking. The skin between her eyebrows furrowed. “You – you went back and purchased it? For me? Why?”

He avoided her probing gaze and tapped the table with the tips of his fingers. “I thought you should have it.” His heart still raced in a fast staccato, though it was beginning to temper. His eyes rose again to find hers. He realized he was always doing that. Searching for her, no matter where she was. He was always searching for her.

“Yes,” he said.

She blessed him with a smile, a small one. It was the first one he’d seen in so long. “Thank you. I adore it,” she said.

“You’re beautiful when you smile. You know that?”

She blushed and neither of them seemed to be able to look away. After a moment, she tucked a piece of hair behind her ear. “Thank you. May I sit with you?”

He sat up straighter. “Of course.”

He waited for her to speak, knowing something was on her mind. Finally, she said, “I do forgive you, Lochlan. I forgave you almost immediately. I just…I needed some time to work it out. It wasn’t really you I was mad at. I was just…mad.”

He breathed in deeply, his lungs expanding in relief. He wanted to reach out, hold her hand, and let her know it truly was all right. He hadn’t blamed her for her coldness. But he couldn’t say the words just then. The longer he stared at the hand he would never be able to hold, a knot formed in the back of his throat, rendering him incapable of words. He nodded instead.

“Can we talk? I mean, can we just…talk for a minute? I don’t think we’ve ever done that. Not really.”

He had to work extremely hard to dislodge the knot threatening to cut off his air, but he managed somehow. “Sure,” he said, strained. “What would you like to talk about?”

She shrugged. “Anything. Everything. Nothing in particular. Tell me about you and Searly. Why are you two so close? How did that come to be?”

He grinned. “I’ve known Searly since he was a wee lad. He wasn’t always so… mature.”

With her eyes shining brightly, she asked, “What do you mean?”

“Once he reached a certain age and had gained a bit of independence, he liked having his drink. And by that I mean he would get soaked in wine or ale as often as he could.” He laughed. “I’d known his whole family going back five generations or so. My father and his family were close and my father trusted them to look after me when he had to let everyone believe he’d killed me.” Loneliness flashed behind Lochlan’s eyes and he averted them. “They kept me hidden, kept me from being found. I’d been skirting the edges of Searly’s family all my life, and had managed to do so without forming any relationships with anyone. I didn’t trust myself. But Searly,” he said, his eyes brightening a bit, “he was special. I knew it the moment he was born. He had this something about him that drew you to him.”

He laughed again and shook his head. “One day when he was older, he walked right up to me. Got right up in my face, unafraid of getting too close, and said, ‘I’m going to be the best friend you’ve ever had. Whether you like it or not.’” He scratched the back of his neck as he recalled that day. “I told him he was crazy. I’d never let anyone get close to me, physically or emotionally. I walked away, and the crazy fool chased after me.” He leaned forward, placed his arms on the table, tracing a scratch with his finger. “I thought he was going to touch me and I froze. Searly laughed and said, ‘I’m not going to touch you, you idiot. But walk away from me again and I will just to spite you.’” Still tracing the scratch on the table, he said, “I believed him.” He glanced up and found Elin hanging on to his every word. “He was that determined to be my friend. It was probably the craziest thing he’d ever done, but he’s been my best friend ever since. My only friend. He meant it.”

“I like Searly a lot,” she said softly. “I think I like him even more now.”

“The feeling is mutual, I assure you.”

They smiled at each other and the room faded away until the only thing he saw was her. God, he wanted to kiss her. Which would have been romantic if it wasn’t so pathetic. A man who couldn’t touch was a man who had never kissed. He wouldn’t even know how if given the chance.

So why was he staring at her lips, anticipating their softness, knowing they would be warm and pliant? He realized he had leaned forward and then jerked back, startling her in the process.

“I’m sorry,” he said, standing abruptly.

She stood as well. “Don’t go,” she said. “Please, stay.”

“I need some air.”

“I need you.”

His eyes snapped to hers.

“You’re all I have.” The beautiful gray in her eyes started to mist. “Please don’t go.”

He looked between her and the door.

Speaking to his mind, she said…Please stay. She gestured to his chair. “Sit.” Her eyes drifted down to the book on the table. “Tell me about this book. I’ve seen you writing in it.”

He contemplated if he wanted to show her, but he needed to say something first. “I was willing to give you all the time you needed,” he said hoarsely. “I would have given you forever if you’d asked for it.”

Her lip tilted up and everything about her softened. “I know.”

He took a breath and returned to his seat, pushing the book toward her. “You can read it.” He knew she wanted to. He could see the curious gleam in her eye.

“Really?” she asked happily.

He nodded and tapped the table again with his fingertips, drumming a nervous beat.

She flipped to the first page and he watched her eyes dart back and forth as she read. She laughed out loud and he thought nothing had ever sounded sweeter.

Unable to resist, he asked, “What has humored you?”

A devilish smirk sneaked across her lips. “I did set that log on fire you were sitting on. I wish you could have seen your face.”

He grinned. “That was terrible of you.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “I cannot lie. It truly was.” There was a sparkle in her eyes when she glanced up at him before flipping the page.

He watched the pulse in her neck keep time with the beat of her heart. It was music to his ears, hearing and watching the life within her drum a silent rhythm. Like the scoring of music, a beautiful composition playing just for him. His eyes fluttered closed only to snap open again when he heard her soft cries.

“What? What is it, acushla?”

“I was awful to you. I’m so sorry. It is I who needs forgiveness.”

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “I was wrong to use the death of your parents to provoke a reaction from you.”

She dabbed under her eyes with her sleeve in an attempt to dry them. “It fueled the anger in me that I needed to gain control over. I have managed it now.”

“You control your emotions. Your emotions do not control you. Is that it?”

“Yes. Exactly. I am the Faery of Light. I cannot let darkness rule me. I will not allow it.”

The corner of his mouth lifted. “You’ve done well so far. I don’t think you need to worry.”

She was already becoming his light. Once again, he couldn’t help thinking how someone observing him from the outside might view him as menacing. He dressed in all black, and yet there was nothing dark about him. He tilted his head, and then thought how that wasn’t entirely true. His curse was the dark stain on his soul.

“All right,” she said. “Let’s eat and then teach me how to conjure.”

Delighted by her zeal, he shoved his morose thoughts aside. “I was about to suggest the same.”
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Later that night, both of them completely exhausted, Lochlan went to blow out the candles on his way to bed. He paused before extinguishing the candle next to where his book lay open on the table. He picked it up to read his last entry and went still. Some time when he wasn’t looking, Elin had made an entry of her own.

 

He smiled today. His smiles are as rare as mine, so I took his smile and tied it to the ribbon around my heart, where I can treasure it always.

 

Lochlan stared at her writing, traced his fingers over her words. He closed the book, set it down, and blew out the candle. He climbed the stairs to his bedchamber and paused in front of her door, listening to the quiet on the other side, imagining her lying on the bed, her hair feathered across her pillow. The picture was too beautiful for words. He stood there, dreaming of a time and place where his curse did not exist, and only he and Elin did. He frowned, knowing that time and place would never be. He walked to his chamber and closed the door.

He undressed and laid his head on his pillow, folding his arms behind his head. The red moon filtered in through the window, casting a hazy red glow all around him. He wouldn’t let the haze of the bitter moon bother him tonight. He smiled to himself and then heard the fluttering of feathers. Looking toward the window, he saw the familiar white owl perched upon his windowsill.

He sat up, and for a moment, the owl and Lochlan only stared, one reading the other. It almost appeared the owl had a message to deliver, though the longer Lochlan stared into the eyes of the creature he realized it wasn’t there to give a message at all, but to receive one.

“All right,” he said. “I believe you were sent here to watch over her.” It was the answer in his gut. He paused, waiting for a reaction. The owl remained perfectly still. “Do not worry,” he said softly, wanting to sound comforting. “I will keep her safe. You have my word.”

The owl spread its wings, expanded them as far as they would go. To Lochlan, it felt like approval. With tired eyes he watched the owl fly away.

He settled back onto his pillow and prepared for sleep to take him. Before drifting off, he murmured, “Or I will die trying.”
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Training grew more intense. Lochlan pushed me harder every day and because of his pushing, I continually grew stronger, although there were times I wanted to kill him.

“We need to test your reflexes. I am going to throw balls of fire at you. Dodge them.”

“What? You’re not serious.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Quite.” He threw the first one and I instinctively ducked. It sailed over my head and disappeared.

I blinked. “You could have killed me!”

“I’m saving you.” He launched another, causing me to dodge it by leaning to the right. Then another, and another, and another streaked past me in rapid fire succession. I dodged left, right, left. When he launched one at my feet, I jumped high into the air, flipped, and landed in the exact spot I had been standing.

“Again,” he said.

I scowled. “I’m out of breath. I need a minute.”

“Your enemies will not give you a minute. Again.”

I brushed the hair away that had fallen in my face. I would kill you with my bare hands right now if I could.

Hearing my thoughts, he grinned. He turned around, casual as you please, and I thought he was going to take pity on me, let me rest, only to realize he was setting me up. It all happened in slow motion. A dagger come flying at my face. I ducked just in time and it lodged into the trunk of a tree behind me.

“You are trying to kill me,” I hissed.

“I’m saving you,” he repeated. “Now get up.”

I stood and brushed the dirt from my knees.

“You’ll have to learn–”

He didn’t finish that sentence because I narrowed my eyes and shot a fireball at him. He dodged it easily and threw one of his own, which I also dodged. His grin stretched higher, forming a frolicsome smile I wanted to wipe off his face.

“As I was saying…you’ll have to learn to expect the unexpected. Well done, acushla. Now, let us continue.”

One after the other he lobbed fireballs at me. As fast as I could dodge one, I was quickly dodging another. I found myself jumping high in the air and then landing on both feet just to roll away to dodge yet another. After a while, I became excited by how nimble and agile I was becoming. I must have dodged fifty or so and was rather pleased with myself when the last one he threw caught me on the right shoulder. At first, I was stunned, and then I was confused. It didn’t burn.

“Why didn’t that hurt?”

He tilted his head in confusion. “Do you honestly believe I would risk injuring you?”

“But I thought—”

“There is no heat in the ones I am tossing at you.”

Tossing? Ha! “What about the dagger?”

“What about it?”

“What if I had not been fast enough? You would have injured me then.”

“The dagger was not real either.” He turned his back to me, pulling the hood of his cloak over his head.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I said, “I didn’t imagine it.”

“You saw what I wanted you to see. An illusion. I am not teaching you to stay alive while also risking your life. That would not be logical.” He began to walk down to the water’s edge. “I am teaching you what you need to learn, which includes deception. Make your opponent believe whatever it is you want them to believe.”

“Tricks of the mind.”

Lochlan shrugged. “Call it whatever you wish. It is part of doing battle. It is a tool to be used.” He stopped and turned around. “Are you coming?”

“Where?”

“To the creek. I want to show you something.”

Part of me was annoyed that I was easily fooled. However, I could also appreciate what he was doing for me. Reluctantly, I unfolded my arms and followed him.

I had not had much of an opportunity to appreciate the beauty of the grounds. It was like an entirely different world here. The sky seemed clearer, the air fresher. It lacked the ominous oppression that hung over much of Mirova and I was grateful for it. It was rejuvenating and I had to wonder…

“Lochlan?”

“Yes?”

“Why do you not live here? It belongs to you, does it not?”

He stopped and waited for me to catch up. “It was my father’s, King of Kaelmor, many moons ago.” His countenance was pensive. “I was born here, but my father sent me away as you know. I told you he trusted Searly’s family. I stayed hidden away, my father convincing everyone he’d killed me so no one would come looking for me.” Lochlan’s lips twitched. “Once every summer, he would come for me and he would bring me here.” He looked around like he was a child again, recalling those days, until something dark shadowed his features. “There are...” he shut his eyes and shook his head, “…too many memories.”

I wanted to know what those memories were. I wanted to know every detail, every experience he’d ever had. More than wanting the knowledge, I needed it too. It felt crucial to know the inner mind of Lord Lochlan. Or perhaps, it was desire. The desire to know who he was, to know who he is.

Despite knowing I should not have, I tried to tap into his mind, to pull those memories out so I could see them. That was always the one thing I could do, though I’d had no control over it before. I did now.

Concentrating, I wanted to start with a happy one. Like the time we’d first met, I could not see one. That part of his mind was an iron door, one I could not penetrate.

“Lochlan?” His eyes turned to mine, the distance in them still present. “Tell me why I cannot see your happy memories. Are you not allowing me to?”

His expression was soft, yet somber. He lifted his hand gently, and then pulled it back like a child who was not allowed to touch. His head drooped. “We shall discuss it some other time. Come, we’re almost there.”

He walked the rest of the distance. I remained standing in the same spot, too busy trying to put out the inferno he left burning inside my heart.

Sensing I wasn’t following, he called, “Elin.”

I blinked and looked up.

“Come.”

I put one foot in front of the other. When we made it down to the creek, he pointed to a felled tree. “We can sit here.”

I took a seat at one end of the tree trunk while he sat at the other, listening to the gentle sounds of the babbling and burbling of the shallow water sweeping over smooth rocks. From above, chords of light speared down, bathing the surface in shades of gold. A dragonfly danced in front of us and then landed on Lochlan’s shoulder. It fluttered its wings, making a buzzing sound, and then flew off his shoulder, landing on the ground before us. It somehow flipped onto its back and went completely still. Lochlan and I watched it, fascinated.

“What do you think it’s doing?” I whispered.

He chuckled, deep and low. “Why are you whispering?”

My cheeks got hot. “I don’t know.”

The dragonfly flipped back over and buzzed around again before taking flight.

Staring off into the distance, I asked, “What is it like to fly?”

“Fly?”

“Yes. I saw your wings, remember?”

“Right. I do not fly often. The last time I flew was when your parents…” His voice drifted off and his face pinched in apology, as if he’d said something he shouldn’t have. A bird chirped in the distance and a harmony of wings echoed overhead, a flock of birds taking off at once. Quiet descended once more. Shaking his head, he said, “I only fly when I have to.”

Not wanting to think any more of that night, I changed the direction of the conversation. “Do I have wings, you think? I do not remember.”

He turned to face me and I could feel his warmth. “Yes,” he said softly. “You have wings.”

I smiled. “How are you so sure?”

“All angels have wings.”

My heart fluttered like a thousand dragonflies about to take flight. I could almost hear the buzzing inside my chest. “I am not an angel.”

I heard a whisper, though his lips did not move. You are my angel. “I brought you down here because I wanted to show you something.” He eyed the water and said, “Watch.”

He lifted his finger and rotated it in a circular motion. The water in the creek began to swirl. When he twirled his finger faster, the water twirled faster as well. He raised his arm, still twirling his finger in the air, and the water lifted, creating a waterspout.

I watched with wide eyes, mouth agape. He brought up his other hand and touched his left finger to his right and then separated them. Another spout emerged from the first. He waved his fingers around in front of him and the waterspouts danced.

It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever witnessed. Soft, spraying mists tickled my skin as the water shimmied and danced across the surface. Tearing my eyes away from the magic in front of me, I looked at him. His face was aglow, peaceful, and those mint-pearl eyes of his were shining brighter than I’d ever seen them.

“How did you learn to do that?” I asked, mesmerized by him, by the water.

“I wasn’t very old when I discovered I could make water dance. In fact, I was very young.”

“How young?”

“Twelve summers.” He brought his hands down and the water returned as it once was. “I learned how to do it here, as a matter of fact. Though the landscape was a little different. There was more water then.”

It was nice learning new things about him. Before, I’d felt he knew more about me than I knew about him. Yet something told me Lochlan wanted to be known, and I wanted to know him.

We sat talking, the two of us, until the golden globe set and the pale moon rose, a crescent in the night sky. Lochlan’s gaze trailed up, and occasionally he would focus on the wan moon that was unwilling to shine this night, hiding behind the clouds instead.

Due to the lack of moonlight, Lochlan had built a small fire. For a time we listened to the crackles and pops of the burning wood while crickets chirped around us.

“May I ask you something?” I said.

He had been staring at the sky again and he dropped his gaze to me. “You may ask me anything. I may not always answer, though you may certainly ask.”

“Thank you.” I tucked a stray hair behind my ear. “The curse… I have wondered since learning about you. How were you cared for as a child? I mean, without touch. How were you nurtured?”

He lowered his head and quietly said, “When what is blue turns red, your child will bring man to his knees in sorrow.”

I tilted my head in confusion. “What does that mean?”

“It is part of the curse.” He looked up at the moon again. “What color is the moon tonight, Elin?”

I studied him first, and then inclined my head to observe the thing that haunted his soul. “A blue-ish silver I suppose.”

“It is red. Full or half or crescent. To me, it is always red. It has been since the thirteenth year of my birth. On that night, the blue moon turned red.” His unnatural eyes found mine. “My life has never been the same.”

“I thought you were cursed at birth. The book in the library said—”

“I was.” He stood and walked to the water’s edge. “I was cursed while in my mother’s womb. I do not know why the curse went into effect then and not before. I suppose it has something to do with becoming a man. I can only guess.”

“You… you were able to touch before…as a child?”

“Until my thirteenth year.”

I clenched my fists, angry at what was done to him. He was innocent. He had done nothing wrong. Angry tears fell down my cheeks. “How could they be so cruel?”

“Acushla, do not,” he said, shaking his head. “I do not like to see you cry. Not even for me.”

“It’s not fair.”

“No, I suppose it is not.”

“Were they good years, Lochlan?” Hot tears ran down my cheeks. “Did you have at least thirteen good years before they took your life from you?”

His eyes misted before he blinked it away.

I stood and began to pace. I felt so many things. Anger, frustration, loss. So much loss.

“Look at me,” Lochlan said.

I punched up my sleeves. So many emotions were swirling within me. I felt I needed to hit something, throw something. I looked around on the ground and found a nice fat rock.

“Elin, please,” he pleaded.

I pulled my arm back behind my head and threw the rock hard as I could, then I bent down to search for another. Soon I was hurling rocks, punching them in the air so hard they shattered wherever they landed.

“I want to kiss you.”

My hand was reared back ready to lob another stone when I heard those words fall from his lips. I froze. Slowly, I dropped my hand and turned around. He was staring at me with a twinkle of light in his eye.

“What did you say?”

He took one, two, three steps toward me. “Have you ever thought about it? What it would be like?”

I nodded, unable to speak. I had. So many times.

One, two, three more steps in my direction. He lowered his hood. Neither of us spoke. We stood, staring at each other, saying so many things without saying anything at all.

He took another step and he was standing right in front of me. He closed his eyes and gently said, “Elin.”

I swallowed. “Yes?”

“Put down the rock.”

I let the rock slip from my hand and blushed. “I must have looked foolish just now.”

He shook his head. “No. You have passion. It is a beautiful thing.” He grinned. “At least you didn’t cause an earthquake this time. You’re getting better.”

I laughed and then felt the heat on my neck rise. I looked away, embarrassed.

“I’m proud of you, acushla.”

“Why do you call me that? What does it mean?”

“It means…” He leaned forward, careful not to touch me, and whispered, “my pulse.”

On their own volition, my eyes closed. I needed his closeness more than I needed air in my lungs. The bubbling creek, the crackling fire, and the sound of our hearts beating were all I heard. “Tell me how you would do it.”

His mouth twitched. “How I would kiss you?”

“You can give me that much.”

His eyes fell to my lips and mine fell to his. My heart beat so fast I had to rest my palm over my breast to keep it from bursting out of my chest.

We stared at each other for what felt like ages. The pulse in his neck thrummed, his nostrils flared, and forever went by before he spoke. In a smoky, hushed voice he said, “Do not move. Promise me, you will not move.”

I murmured, “I promise.”

He brought his hands up, slowly, to frame my face. He did not touch me, though the heat from his hands, I could feel. “First, I would hold you…like this.” He moved in a fraction. “I would memorize the color of your eyes, the slope of your nose, the shape of your mouth, and I would think… I am never going to be the same after this.”

A tear slipped down my cheek and I had to bite my lip to keep it from trembling.

His breath feathered across my lips and everything in me wanted to go limp, but I made myself stand perfectly still. “I would lean in…like this…and…” He trailed off, still feeling his breath, “I would taste you.” I moaned. “I know without a doubt your lips would be sweet, like honeysuckle.”

An unbidden sob escaped my mouth. I couldn’t help it. I closed my eyes and a stream of tears fell down my face. I was falling for him and the idea of never being able to touch him tore my heart out.

“Elin,” he said in a hushed voice. “Acushla.”

I opened my eyes and saw so much pain and sadness beneath the unnatural mint-pearl eyes of his. Then I saw something sparkle within them. He kept his hands framing my face as he looked down at me. “You do not know it, but this moment is the most precious I’ve ever had. The idea of you wanting me is more than I ever thought possible. No one has ever looked at me the way you do. I cherish this. I cherish you, more than you know.”

I marveled at the tone of his voice, like a song swaying on a breeze brushing past my ears. How sad that the world had missed out on this magnificent creature. His voice alone could ease the brashness in us all… like a balm. I was sure of it. However, his true power was in the way he could sweep me off my feet just by speaking my name. There was danger in that. True and utter danger, because he was cursed, and I was not immune. We could never be together. Thus the danger, because a part of me might stop caring that falling in love with him could bring both our worlds crashing down.

Once and for all.

He took a step back, carefully bringing his hands back to his sides. The anguish on his face was torture to my soul. It was then I made a decision.

I took a steadying breath, needing to gain control over my quivering heart. Once I felt I could speak again, I said, “I am going to kill Zeph. Then I am going to find a cure for this curse.”

He smiled, though it was sad. “It has been five hundred years, acushla. There is no cure for me.”

Looking him in the eyes, I said, “Do not underestimate me, Lochlan, for I will find a cure. And you will owe me that kiss.”

With new determination, I turned to walk back to the manor. “If it is the last thing I do.”
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He watched her retreating form and when Elin was safely tucked inside the manor, Lochlan returned to his seat on the felled tree, stared into the fire, and tried his best to tamp down the buildup of emotions that flooded him. She was going to be disappointed. There was no cure. Five lifetimes had already passed him by and if there was a cure for his curse he would have already found it.

Or Searly would have. He had dedicated his life to finding a cure long after Lochlan had given up.

Eyeing the ground around his feet, he felt the urge to throw something. He couldn’t help chuckling to himself recalling how Elin had done exactly that.

He bent over, picked up a stone, and held it in his hands, turning it over, again and again, his mind drifting to the question Elin had asked him earlier. Why he did not live in the home that belonged to his father?

It was easy enough to answer, though he’d not wanted to tell her. The truth was too painful to voice.

 

“Father! I didn’t mean it! Please…don’t leave me. Don’t leave me. I didn’t m-mean it.”

He dropped to his knees and looked heavenward, weeping and wailing. A black hole carved itself into his chest, his heart entombed in total darkness.

How would he go on? How would he ever go on?

He fell forward, his forehead smashing the earth beneath him, his hands grinding fistfuls of wet soil. He howled into the night, his screams smothered by the clap of thunder and torrential rain that pummeled his grieving body.

“Kill me!” he shouted. “I do not want to live this life.”

For hours he cried, begged, and screamed. For hours the rain beat his body. For hours he wished for God to take him.

Like he’d just taken his father’s life.

“Kill me,” he whimpered. “Kill me.”

 

He stood and glared up to the wicked moon. “I hate you,” he hissed. “Release me from this life…from this curse.” The moon did not comply, because it was just a moon. He closed his eyes, grasping at the tendrils of sanity that threatened to unravel.

“Lochlan?” said a soft voice.

He spun on his heels and found himself staring into beautiful gray eyes that sparkled from the light of the fire. He had not heard her footsteps, and he wondered if he had been too preoccupied, or if she was getting better at using her powers to travel.

“I did not hear you.”

“I came back.”

His heart swelled. “Why?”

She shook her head. “Because, I felt like you needed me. Did you? Need me?”

All he could do was look at her, wondering why it took so long for her to come into his life. “Yes,” he said. “I think I always have.”

They stared up while the night wrapped around them like a blanket. Again, things were said between them, even though no words were spoken. Sometimes the whispers of the heart spoke louder than the deepest voice.

Her heart said….I am here now and I will find a cure.

His said…I hope you do.

And you will owe me that kiss.

The anvil inside his chest had said… More than that. I will owe you my life.

They both knew that would have to come later, because first he needed to save hers.

“Come, acushla,” he said. “Let us get some rest. It has been a long day.”

He put out the fire and they walked up the path to the manor, two lonely souls, each fighting demons of their past, both trying to save the other.

Later, lying in his bed, he told his ghosts to go away and allow him to dream of the girl across the hall. For the first time he could remember, the ghosts obeyed, for he spent the rest of the night dreaming of Elin.

In his dreams, he kissed her.
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Searly drummed his fingers on the old worn table in the library where stacks of books were piled in front of him, some open to the pages he’d been studying. There was something he wasn’t seeing, something about the curse that he was missing.

But what?

Frustrated, he ran his hands over his face, stood from the wooden chair, and stretched his back. He’d been sitting there for hours and his muscles had grown stiff.

“Up all night again, brother?”

Searly glanced around and spotted his friend Thaddeus standing at the entrance of the library. He was a young monk, the youngest of their order. He had taken his vows only a year before, devout in his calling, and Searly was quite fond of the young lad. He was studious, always striving to learn, and seemed to be a bit of a mother hen.

Searly gestured for him to come in. “Aye. I believe I am getting closer to unlocking the key to the lord’s curse.” He rubbed his tired eyes. “I feel like I have been staring at the answer all this time. I just cannot put my finger on it.”

Thaddeus entered the library and pointed to the books sprawled across the table. “Mind if I have a look? Perhaps I can be of some assistance.”

Searly genuinely appreciated the offer. Perhaps fresh eyes would be a benefit. “Of course you may. I never thought to ask for your help before.”

Thaddeus chuffed. “You and Lord Lochlan aren’t so different, you know. You both think the world rests on your shoulders. And yet we are brothers, with the same calling. It would be my honor to assist.”

Searly stared into Thaddeus’s open expression and chuckled under his breath. He was right. “Touché. My apologies. Please, I would appreciate any help you can offer.”

“I’ll be happy to help. Let us start by telling me what you know for certain.”

Searly scratched at his chin and filled him in on the history of Fae and man, what led to the curse, how Lochlan’s mother had died during childbirth, and explained how his father had tucked him away as a babe with Searly’s ancestral family. Thaddeus took notes while Searly spoke.

“Your family cared for him as a child?”

“Aye.” Searly saw no reason to keep that information from his brother monk. Some of the other monks knew about it, but they had taken a vow of silence so those who knew didn’t speak of it.

“Interesting,” Thaddeus said.

“What is?”

Thaddeus put down his writing instrument. “I was wondering…” He tapped the table, thinking, “…what relationship did your family have to Lord Lochlan’s parents? I mean, why your family?”

Searly paced to the window and stared out over the garden below, his hands behind his back. “The king and some of my male relatives were friends during that time. I do not know how the friendship developed precisely, but from what has been passed down to me is that the king often sought out one of my ancestors for guidance.”

“Guidance?”

Searly shrugged. “It is said an uncle of mine, a great, great, great…” he waved a hand, “…however many greats, was a mystic. Some even say he was an oracle. The king would call on him for readings, relied on his ability to help him know what was coming so he could better prepare to lead his people. My uncle must have proven his worthiness because the king trusted my family to care for his cursed child in the end.”

“Thaddeus nodded and again said, “Interesting.”

Searly turned to him while still maintaining his place at the window. “Why do you keep saying that?”

The young monk’s eyebrows drew together. “I’m drawing on a theory. Let me think on it more before I say.”

Searly nodded. “Very well. Any ideas are welcome.”

For hours, the two men hunched over old volumes of books until neither could see straight. Searly closed his book with a thud and leaned back. “What are we missing?”

“I’m not sure, but there is something that isn’t there.” A few minutes passed before Thaddeus also leaned back in his chair. “Why don’t you get out of here for a while, eh? I will stay and mull this over. You go rest or enjoy the rest of your day. You cannot possibly be thinking clearly anyway.”

Searly groaned and stood from the table, stretching out his back. “Aye. Perhaps you are right.” He thought about visiting the manor, see how things were going. Thinking about how nice that would be, he said, “I think I will go visit my friends. Why don’t you do the same? Get out of here. Go rest your eyes as well.”

Thaddeus had already dived back into reading and only glanced up for a second, long enough to meet Searly’s face, and then was back to the book. “No, no. I told you, I am working on a theory. I have more to read. You go. I am fine here.”

Searly stepped around the table and patted his friend, his brother, on the back. “All right. Thank you. I shall return soon.”

“Yes, yes,” the monk mumbled, waving Searly off.

Searly asked, realizing how long they had actually been at it, “Have you eaten anything today?”

Thaddeus didn’t bother to look up, lost in whatever ideas or notions he was tossing about in his head.

“Fine. I shall go and fetch a bride and bring her back. How’s that sound?”

“Sounds good,” Thaddeus said, scribing another note.

“And I shall pillage the village. Shall I bring you back anything? A goat perhaps?”

Still making notes and studying the history scribed by past monks, Thaddeus answered, “Excellent, yes. That would be great.”

Searly shook his head and laughed. “Very well. Do try to stay out of trouble while I am gone.”

“Searly?” Thaddeus said before Searly had made it out the door.

“Yes?”

“You took a vow of celibacy and pillaging is a mortal sin. I trust you to stay out of trouble. Yes?” Thaddeus’s grin was like that of a child.

“So you were listening.”

“Always, brother. Always.” He turned back to the table of books and continued his studies.
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“I would appreciate it if you’d not singe my hair.”

Searly had made the short journey to the manor and when he had heard Lochlan and Elin parrying on the back garden, he had to stop and watch, ducking along the side of the manor, hoping not to distract. He was quickly enthralled observing the two of them try to outmaneuver the other.

“Don’t worry. I’ll just turn you into a block of ice,” Elin said. “You won’t feel a thing.”

Searly leaned against the side of the stone wall and folded his arms. Enthralling indeed.

“That is your solution? Turn me into ice? No. Control, acushla. Control. You must learn it.”

Searly raised an eyebrow at the term of endearment, his lip curling into a happy grin.

“You have had a few hundred years to learn control. I have only had a few weeks. I am trying.”

“Try harder. We haven’t much–”

“Time. I know,” Elin interrupted, thrusting her arms in the air. “You make me nervous. Why must you hover?”

“I am not hovering. I am not even near you.”

She cocked her head to the side. “You’re everywhere. All the time.”

“Do you want me to leave?” Lochlan’s eyes fell to the ground, a frown forming before he wiped it away and stared at her with a blank expression. When she didn’t immediately answer, Lochlan turned and walked away.

“No!” Elin shouted, running after him. “I don’t want you to go.”

Lochlan didn’t stop. In fact, he picked up his pace.

“Blast!” Elin said. She stopped…and then…she shimmered into a kaleidoscope of orbs, reemerging in front of Lochlan, who abruptly stopped. She held up her hands, a pleading look in her eyes. “Please. I didn’t mean that. Don’t leave. I need you.”

Searly held his breath. He wasn’t sure what he was witnessing but he hoped Lochlan would not be a fool. Surely he could see her panic, her sincerity. She cared about him. It was written all over her face.

“Please,” she said again. “I do not want you to go.”

Lochlan only stood there.

Answer her you fool!

A breeze picked up a leaf and it fluttered around Searly’s feet. He followed the leaf for several seconds before his patience wore thin. Gritting his teeth, he pulled at his hair in frustration.

Now is not the time to be stubborn!

It felt like hours that Searly waited in the wings, holding his own breath until Lochlan spoke.

“Well done, acushla. Tell me, what expression is on Searly’s face right now?”

What?

Elin glanced around Lochlan’s large form and stared right into Searly’s eyes. Her lip curled into a smirk. “He seems rather confused if I must say. And perhaps a little…”

Searly narrowed his eyes at her. They had known he was there the whole time. They were having him on.

“Annoyed?” She squinted, studying him more closely, and said, “Yes, definitely annoyed.”

Searly stepped away from the corner of the manor and out into the open. He spread his arms out to his sides. “What gave me away? I was quiet as a mouse.”

“I smelled you,” Elin said, sidestepping around Lochlan in a wide berth.

Searly crossed his arms. “I don’t rather know how to take that.”

Elin laughed and glanced at Lochlan, who wore a mischievous grin, his eyes following her every move. “I have been around you long enough to know your scent.” She shrugged. “I have realized, with the knowledge of who I am, that my senses are quite sensitive. My powers are coming back to me more and more.”

“Well,” Searly said, unfolding his arms, “I find that most pleasing.” He held out his hands for Elin, which she immediately latched onto. Then she hugged him. His eyes flickered over to the Lord of the manor who appeared equal parts pleased and sad as he watched Elin embrace him.

Of course he hugged her back and then pulled away, knowing how his friend must feel, not being able to hold the woman who most surely held his heart.

“Doing well, my child?” Searly asked. “We have missed you both at the monastery.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Yes, we have…” she looked to Lochlan and for minute they held each other’s gaze. Clearing her throat, she said, “We have been training. I’m getting better.”

“Oh?” Searly quirked an eyebrow, a devilish gleam in his eye. “Is this true, milord? Do tell.”

Lochlan proudly stepped forward. “She is adapting.”

Again, Lochlan and Elin stared, their eyes roaming back to each other. For the longest, Searly stood there, feeling completely invisible. He waited a minute while the two grappled to hang on to the other the only way they could, he supposed. Tragic this was. But when he observed them again, he knew what he was witnessing. Love.

Searly laughed to himself because he was certain neither one of them had even realized yet. “Splendid,” he said, his heart feeling warm and sentimental.

They blinked, the sound of his voice bringing the two out of…well…wherever they had gone.

Elin blushed. “What did you say?”

Lochlan pulled the hood of his cloak over his head, finding something in the trees to stare at, anything to avoid Searly’s perceptiveness.

Smiling, Searly said, “Oh nothing.” He pulled a wine sack out from underneath his robe. “Who’s drinking with me?”
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The three of them gathered around the dining table, a fire lit more for ambiance than warmth, and because the sun was beginning to set, lanterns were also scattered about. Searly continued to notice the quiet glances Lochlan and Elin gave one another. Each glance was a soft caress, a whisper, a gesture.

A promise.

Searly’s own heart swelled in his chest. All his life, he’d never seen his dearest friend besotted so thoroughly and so completely.

After dinner, and a goblet of wine later, Elin rubbed at her temples.

“Something wrong?” Lochlan asked.

“I’m a bit tired,” she said, rolling her shoulders and then her neck. “I think I’ll ready myself for bed. Give you two time alone.” Her eyes found Searly’s. “I am pleased you came for a visit today. You’ve been missed.”

She touched his cheek, her touch warm on Searly’s skin. “Of course, my child. You’ve been missed as well. Get some rest. I’ll come for another visit soon.”

Her eyes were pulled back to Lochlan’s as they had been all evening. “Goodnight, Lochlan,” she whispered.

Lochlan’s eyes held the weight of every emotion he owned when he looked at her. “Goodnight, Elin. Sleep well.”

Searly waited for her footsteps to fade away before he spoke to the half-man, half-Fae still seated at the table, spinning his goblet, staring into it like the wine held the secret to life.

“You love her,” Searly said softly.

Lochlan let out a sigh. “What is love?”

“Love is patient, love is kind,” Searly answered. “It does not envy, it does not boast, it is not proud. It does not dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes,” Searly paused. “And always perseveres.”

Lochlan’s lips quirked. “You stole that from Saint Paul.”

“I did not steal it,” Searly said. “I simply recited it. I am a man of the cloth. What kind of monk would I be if I simply indulged in drink without also including wisdom?”

Lochlan chuckled. “Indeed.”

The two men grew quiet. Searly had forgotten the serenity of the manor, how it had always found a way to make his restless soul a little less so. He listened to the crackle of the fire and the bones of the house settle, and then stated again, “You love her.”

“It doesn’t matter. I can’t…be what she needs me to be.” Lochlan brought the goblet up to his lips. “I can’t even hold her hand.”

Searly leaned back in his chair and studied his friend. “You are exactly what she needs. Right now, in this moment, you are everything she needs.”

Lochlan closed his eyes and shook his head, protesting silently.

“She loves you too.”

Lochlan’s eyes popped open, pinning Searly right where he sat. “How do you know?”

Searly let out a hearty laugh. “I would have to be blind not to see it, my friend. It is written on both your faces. She loves you, and it does not matter what you can’t give her. What matters is what you do give her. A reason.”

“A reason?”

“Aye, my friend. You give her a reason to get up every morning, put one step in front of the other. You give her a reason to smile…to fight…to be strong. You give her a reason to live. You. No one else.”

Lochlan blinked. He had no words with which to respond so he closed his mouth and remained silent.

Standing, Searly readied himself to leave. He walked to the door. Before exiting, he said over his shoulder to his friend who now stared at him like he held life’s secrets, “And she is your reason. So you see, your love…it does matter. It matters very much.”
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Searly enjoyed the travel back to the monastery. He felt a renewed purpose. Now more than ever, he had to find a cure for Lochlan. He would leave no stone unturned.

With a pep in his step, he entered the library ready to tackle the books once more. Noticing the young monk still sitting at the table where he’d left him he had to smile. He knew the lad was as bad as he when faced with a problem to solve. Again, he regretted not having asked Thaddeus to help him sooner.

“Thaddeus, my boy, have you solved the riddle?”

Looking up, Thaddeus said, “Interesting choice of words.”

“What do you mean?”

“I believe the curse is sort of a riddle.”

Searly sat down across from him. “How do you mean?

“Tell me again…who participated in writing the curse?”

“The Fae Court of course, and some prominent humans of the time.”

“What humans?”

Searly began to list those he’d read about and then he added rather shyly, “I have been told through family that my uncle played a part in writing the curse.”

It was his greatest embarrassment. He’d never told Lochlan about it. It was a black stain on his family that he was religiously trying to rectify.

He couldn’t even bring his eyes up to meet Thaddeus’s, who he felt staring at him. He picked at his tunic until he heard Thaddeus’s raucous laughter. He slapped his hand down on the table, then pointed at him like Searly had just told him a grand joke.

“You think this is funny?” Searly felt heat rise up his neck. He rubbed around his collar, feeling overheated. “I do not find humor in this at all. I am horrifi–”

“Horrified? Why, brother? Your uncle was probably the genius in this scenario!”

“What on Earth are you suggesting?”

“I am suggesting your uncle spelled out a prophecy within the curse.” He handed Searly a slip of parchment. I wrote these things down as they came to me while you were gone. Hopefully, we shall be able to figure this out sooner rather than later.”

No sooner had the words come out of Thaddeus’s mouth than an oppressive feeling riffled around Searly, stifling the air. His heartbeat quickened. “Thaddeus? Do you feel…”

A haunting whistle filtered inside the library, starting off low, rising in volume with every tick of Searly’s heart.

Thaddeus’s eyes grew wide and his skin paled when he saw something behind Searly. His mouth fell open and he stuttered, “F-F-Fae.”

“What?” Searly spun around in his seat. Long white hair, wicked eyes, and long, gnarly fangs were the last thing Searly saw before his world went black.
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He had sat at the dining table for quite some time, staring at the door Searly had walked out of, tumbling what he’d said around in his mind. He brought the goblet to his mouth and took a slow, contemplative sip. He didn’t particularly care for the bitter taste and the alcohol didn’t affect him the way it affected humans. He only drank the wine because Searly didn’t like to drink alone.

All right, that wasn’t entirely true. He liked to partake because it made him feel, at least in part, like a normal person.

But he wasn’t normal.

Frowning, he set the goblet down and pushed away from the table. Walking over to one of the large windows that faced east, he brushed the thick drapery back and stared out. Even from inside he could smell the sweet scent of the flower garden that had been meticulously cared for over the years. His mother, he was told, had liked flowers, and though he never knew her, he’d planted flowers that surrounded his father’s manor. Like a good son, he’d wanted to please her, offer a token of his affection. If planting flowers was the only way to feel close to her, then so be it. He hadn’t pondered the absurdity of it. In fact, he hadn’t pondered much at all through his lonely years. He had always compartmentalized whatever he’d felt and tucked it away. How else was he to get through his days and nights? If he had given himself over to his lonely existence he wouldn’t have survived for so long.

He would have given up.

Searly wouldn’t have allowed that. He always seemed to know when Lochlan was spiraling into depression and he always, like a faithful friend, had offered his proverbial hand and lifted him out.

How different his life would have been had Searly not been in it. Aside from his father, Searly was the only human who saw him as something worthy. For a while, that had been enough.

Now though, Elin saw him as something more than the curse he bore and it was more than he’d ever hoped for. Ever dreamed of. What was he to do with that? He pondered if he would have been better off never knowing the feeling she gave him. Because he knew having tasted the possibility of her, the idea of her would never be enough. He wanted her completely. In all the ways a man – or half-man – would want a woman.

He closed his eyes against the image of them tangled together in silk coverlets, breaths heady, and heartbeats thumping as he—

The sound of fluttering wings whisked past the window and his eyes opened with a start. The caw of a raven sounded nearby, causing his spine to tingle. He hushed his thoughts and concentrated on the oppressiveness that now filled the manor like an uninvited guest.

Then… a knock at the door.

He froze.

An eerie stillness fell, leaving a fallacious calm in its wake.

The gibbous moon hung low in the nighttime sky. The ever consistent taunt of it curled around him, stroked his insecurities, and forced him to extract himself from its view. He would not feed into its hunger, its lure. Besides, he felt a storm brewing.

Again, a knock at the door and Lochlan swallowed. Taking a fortifying breath, he walked toward it, his footsteps sounding like the thump, thump, thump of a drum.

“Open up, half-breed,” Zeph said, amused.

Lochlan looked behind him, up the stairs, hoping Elin didn’t wake. He issued a silent plea, Dear God, keep her safe.

He readied himself for a fight, a war, and swung open the door.

There was no one there.

He stepped out and quickly looked around. “Come out, Zeph! You wanted a fight. Now you have one!” He closed the door behind him and guarded it. No one was getting in unless it was through him.

A wicked laugh sounded to his left and Zeph stepped out of the bushes that led down to the creek.

Nine ways, Lochlan thought. There were nine ways he could kill him.

A ball of fire ignited in Lochlan’s hand, swirling in a blue glow, licking the night air. Fury swelled within him. “I am going to kill you,” he hissed.

Then movement forced his eyes to veer right, and a Dark Fae emerged, dressed in black, like a descendant from Satan, blood splattered on his face. Blood that wasn’t his. More movement forced his eyes to dart about. On all sides, Dark Fae flanked him, an army of evil. Zeph, their leader, stood in direct contrast to his minions in his all-white garb and hair white as snow. Zeph’s laughter caught in the wind and twisted around Lochlan like slimy tendrils, making his skin crawl.

Eleven ways. There were eleven ways he could kill him.

He could take them all out, but he wasn’t leaving the door unguarded. The manor was warded against evil, however, they could have figured out a way around them. He couldn’t take the chance.

“You were saying?” Zeph jeered.

The fire still burned in Lochlan’s hand, and without further hesitation, he launched it at Zeph’s head.

Zeph cast a protective shield around him and the ball of fire fizzled out upon contact.

Lochlan narrowed his eyes. He shouldn’t have been able to do that. That was not the power of a Dark Fae.

Zeph lowered his shield. “I am not here to fight you, half-breed. Hand over the girl and we’ll be on our way.”

Lochlan’s lip curled into a snarl. “You’ll need a bigger army.”

Zeph’s response was another cold and calculated laugh. It sounded hollow, like his soul. “Perhaps I knew that would be your answer, so…I made preparations. Consider it a trade.”

“What are you talking about?”

Zeph locked his hands behind his back and walked toward him like he was taking a casual stroll. “This is the good part. You see, I happened to pay a visit to the monastery this fine evening.” Zeph pointed to the Unseelie with the blood splattered on his face. Shaking his head, he said, “I told him not to harm anyone, but as you can see things got a bit…out of hand.”

“What did you do?” Lochlan seethed, lunging toward the evil bastard, but stopped when he heard the door behind him open. “Elin, get back inside! NOW!”

“What did you do?” Elin shouted at Zeph, ignoring Lochlan’s command. “TELL ME WHAT YOU DID!”

“Aww, isn’t that touching,” Zeph said. “She’s worried about a bunch of monks.” His eyes leveled on hers and the hate emanating from them made the air sizzle. “So much affection for people you hardly know.”

“WHAT DID YOU DO?” she demanded.

Lochlan’s head spun with dread, a debilitating tempest brewing in his gut, churning up hate like he’d never known, and any minute now carnage was about to litter his gardens. “Get inside, Elin,” he said. “I do not want you out here.”

“As I was saying,” Zeph said, “here is what I propose. Elin comes with me, and I won’t kill the rest of the monks. I left them…how should I say this delicately…I left a few of my Fae behind. They are to finish what we started if I do not leave with her,” he said, pointing to Elin. “They will all die a horrible death unless I get my way. It was a perfect plan if I do say so myself.” Zeph stopped pacing and glowered at Lochlan. “Do we have a deal?”

Thirteen ways. There were thirteen ways Lochlan could kill Zeph, and while he pondered which of those ways he would take part in, Elin spoke up.

“I’ll go with you. Don’t hurt them. Please.”

Lochlan’s eyes snapped to hers. “NO!”

“Excellent.” Zeph said, a warped smile contorting his face.

“Elin,” Lochlan pleaded, “go inside. Lock the door. Let me handle this. Please.”

Her eyes shone, tears on the cusp of falling. “I can’t let him hurt anyone else.”

“He is lying, Elin. You cannot trust him.”

“I am not lying,” Zeph said. He brought his hand up to his chest. “Cross my heart.”

Lochlan studied the evil gleam in Zeph’s clear eyes and his rage won out. He heaped fireballs on the bloodied Fae until he was a pile of ashes, then he was flying through the air, killing as many of the evil bastards as he could, and it was so easy. All he had to do was touch them and they shattered like ice at his feet.

He was about to attack Zeph next, saving the best for last, but Zeph had Elin pressed against his chest, a blade to her neck. “Shall I kill her in front of you?” He blew in her ear and her hair whisked around her face. He saw the fear in Elin’s eyes. “I’ll cut off her head if you come one step closer.”

Once again, Lochlan froze.

“L-Lochlan,” Elin rasped. “I’m s-sorry.”

His pale, unnatural eyes held hers. “Acushla.” He swallowed, and let his eyes fall, skimming over her body, checking for injuries. He had been a fool letting her out of his sight. He cursed under his breath. “Don’t…don’t hurt her,” Lochlan pleaded. He shut his eyes, reeling in the fire that burned underneath his skin. “Please.”

“I can’t promise you that.”

Clenched fists at his side, Lochlan swore, “If one hair on her head is harmed you will wish for the mountains to fall on you. You will bleed from your eye sockets and you will beg me to kill you. I’ll make you suffer the likes of which no one has ever known.”

Zeph’s fangs descended. “If I promise not to harm her hair…” he pressed the knife to Elin’s neck just hard enough to prick the skin, and a trickle of blood dripped down her throat, “…can I harm her flesh?”

Lochlan roared and lunged at Zeph.

Zeph and Elin disappeared in a whirl of shadows before he could get to them.

“NOOOOOOOOOO!” Lochlan bellowed, dropping to his knees, pounding his fists into the earth. “Nooooooo!”
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Feeling like his heart had been lanced with a spear, he didn’t bother to saddle his horse or orb himself to the monastery. He had briefly allowed himself to drown in his agony, and then he picked himself up, spread his enormous black wings as the sun crested over the horizon, and took to the sky. He needed to scent for Elin, catch a trace of her, but it was like she’d truly disappeared.

Within minutes, he was back on solid ground, standing on leaden feet, staring at the fortified stone structure he’d come to call his home. He would have thrown himself at the monastery, enveloped the walls in his embrace if possible. He was that desperate. Instead, he tucked his wings in and walked slowly. When he spotted the library windows splattered with blood it was almost his undoing.

Searly.

He orbed himself into the library and immediately found a gathering of weeping monks trying to console one another in a corner of the room underneath a large bookshelf that had toppled over. A scan of the room told a gruesome tale. The library had been the devil’s playground.

“What happened?” Lochlan asked.

One of the monks stood. “We were attacked. The one called Zeph ordered one of his monsters to kill him.” He pointed to a body on the floor, face down, a sickly puddle of blood surrounding him.

Lochlan couldn’t take another loss. He simply couldn’t. His eyes welled with tears as he stepped toward the body. Making his approach, no one said a word. The Earth seemed to stop spinning. He bent down on one knee and listened intently for any sounds of life.

There were none.

With a trembling hand, he turned the body over, simultaneously averting his eyes. His touch wouldn’t kill this one because this one was already dead. His heart pounded and tears flowed. He forced himself to look, and when he did, guilt plagued his galloping heart.

“Thaddeus,” he whispered.

The guilt was because he was relieved it had not been Searly. Taking a stuttering breath, he stood on wooden legs. “Where is Searly?” He scanned the room and when no one spoke up, he shouted, “WHERE IS SEARLY?”

The monk who had spoken up before, Xavier, pointed, this time to the table that was littered with books. “They left a note for you.”

Lochlan stomped over to the table and picked up a note. Written in blood, it read…

 

I have your friend Searly, and the girl.

I win.

You lose.

 

Lochlan wadded up the note.

Anger, guilt, sorrow, and sadness flooded over him until the emotions within swelled. He felt the rise of it, the rage, simmering at first, until it grew too volatile to keep inside. Five hundred years’ worth of holding it all in. He couldn’t any longer. He was at the boiling point. Or breaking point.

That breaking point spilled over until he yowled like the wounded creature he was.

The beast inside him was fully awake…and looking for revenge.
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The darkness crawled toward me, slinked up my leg, kissed my cheek, and lulled me to unconsciousness. When I awoke, it kissed the edges of my mind and then crawled away as quietly as it had come. When I lifted my head, though, it had left a reminder of its visit, a heavy ache behind my eyes and at the base of my skull.

A tiny sliver of light seeped through a crack in the rock wall that surrounded me. Water dripped from somewhere and an echo of bats circled overhead.

Where am I?

Trying to sit up, I heard the clanking of chains, followed by the resistance of my wrists and ankles. I lay prone on the ground, bound by shackles, no shoes on my feet and wearing only my nightdress. I pulled again, harder this time, and the pinch of the jagged edges of the restraints dug into my skin.

What happened?

Fire, a devil’s laugh, yelling, and then…I remembered. I had allowed Zeph to take me in hopes of saving Searly and the others.

Something furry tickled my foot, and I screeched, jerking my leg. The squeak of a rodent triggered a scream that ripped from my lungs while I pulled, tugged, and wrenched relentlessly. “HELP ME, PLEASE! Someone!” Angry, hot tears slid from the corner of my eyes. “Please help me!”

No one answered. Only the sound of my own voice echoed in the hollow space. I tried to use my powers, concentrating on the chains, willing them to break, but I was too weak. I couldn’t do it. My mind couldn’t grab onto a single thought. Faces and conversations shuffled to the fore and then retreated into a black hole and I couldn’t pull them out.

Panic set in. My teeth began to chatter and cold chills sprouted over the length of my body, the damp seeping into the thin material of my nightdress. I wiggled, pulled, and tugged, hoping somehow I could break free. After a while, the trickle of warm blood ran down my arms and feet and something within me told me to stop fighting. I was only making it worse.

I tried to still, to concentrate on breathing the musky air, but I couldn’t quiet the trembling. I didn’t know if it was from fear or from the cold, so I tried to concentrate on something else. My eyes traced the crack in the wall where light peeked through. It formed a circle, a large one. I lifted my head, trying to gain a better view. It looked like the sun had been hidden behind a giant moon. I lowered my head while my heartbeat rose.

A tomb. I was inside a tomb.

Zeph had left me here to die. Alone.

My heart raced faster.

I’m going to die here.

I was a fool. I should have listened. I should have listened to Lochlan. I should have never confronted Zeph. I should have stayed inside. I had a whole list of things I should have done. But it was my fight, my battle. I couldn’t let him kill Searly. “Oh God, please let Searly live. Please don’t let him die because of me. Please. Please let him live.”

I don’t know how long I laid there weeping, praying, begging for my sacrifice to mean something, to matter. Eventually, the darkness crept up again, crawling toward me, kissing my skin. Only this time, I was ready for it. I let the darkness pull me under with its silent lullaby.
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Lochlan was a rolling sea, a thunderous wave of grief, a monsoon of rage. Cries of men clinging for life reverberated in his ears as he smashed their hopes with every new wave of fury. Only these weren’t men. They were Fae, Unseelie that had been part of the attack on the monastery, ones who hadn’t been at the manor. He’d tracked their scent that led him here to the water’s edge, far away from the scene of their crime, where he assumed they’d come to await further orders.

He’d surprised them when the waters rose like monolithic columns, jutting up tall and intimidating, forming giant hands that swept the Unseelie into the ocean.

Lochlan had watched them gather, talking amongst themselves. Some were recounting the terror they had inflicted on the monks, laughing at how frightened they had been. Thaddeus’s lifeless body flashed in Lochlan’s mind. Searly’s face. Elin’s. One by one, he pummeled their bodies as he made the waters rise, taller, wider, forming monster-sized fists. This time it was the evil beings that had the look of fright and terror as they were dragged under and then pulled up again. He terrorized them, putting the fear of God into each of them.

Relentless in his assault, he had given them no time to use their own powers. They had taken the best parts of him and what they left behind was the worst of him. It was only right that they endured what they had created.

When the bodies of the Unseelie floated to the edge of the sea, he’d made sure every one of them was dead, wading out into the water, touching each corpse, ensuring their fate.

“That was for Thaddaeus, you bloody, evil bastards!” This was war, the first battle fought. The first battle won. And they’d never seen him coming.

Lumbering back to shore, he fell to his knees, his wet clothes clinging to him like a second skin. Water dripped from his hair, onto his face, down his back.

“Who’s next?” he asked the universe. “Who wants to be next?”

A reckoning was coming. A reckoning dressed in black with nothing to lose. He wouldn’t stop until he’d killed every last one. Before that, however, he had something to do.

Elin was still alive. He could feel her. She was sewn into his soul and his soul would know if she were dead. For how long she’d remain so he did not know. That was what propelled him to get up, stand on his water-soaked boots, and look around, taking it all in. He had to rescue Searly and save Elin. He had no time to rest, no time to mourn, no time to question if he could take them all on by himself. He simply had to do what he must.

Lochlan shook his head, shaking his doubts loose. He was half-man, half-Fae, and going up against a race who had cursed him, who wished he’d never been born. Well, he would give them a real reason to feel that way.

He put his hands on his hips and laughed. It sounded manic, even to his own ears. For once in his life, he was glad they’d given him this curse. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to defeat them. He laughed again, louder this time, longer.

“I don’t need an army!” he shouted out into the sea. Scores of Unseelie had died by his hands alone, with the help of no one. He smiled a smile that would make Satan shiver. “I don’t need an army.”

The wind picked up the next words he spoke and carried them away like a hired messenger. It was a warning; the wind set on delivering it. “I am the army. Be ready.”
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“Is she still alive?”

Zeph’s lip pulled at the corner, his eye twitching at the sound of Lolith’s voice. Normally her voice was sharp as a blade. At the moment it was smooth as silk. She was predatory, yet she had a way of making her prey feel safe. Dressed in silver form-fitting armor she looked like a warrior, though she moved like a lynx, stealthy, graceful, and skilled. Her canny eyes were black as pitch, with equally black long, flowing hair. Deceitful as she was she had also been the only creature Zeph had ever given an ounce of trust to. After all, it was she who had saved him long ago and it was she who had given him back a measure of control over his destiny. He was decidedly appreciative of that. He would not go back to being a slave to the Unseelie Court. No. He would not be a slave ever again. Revenge was his only master.

“Of course,” Zeph said, a friendly lilt in his voice. “For now. Why are you here?”

He had tricked the Unseelie into believing he was loyal to their cause, but he was loyal to no one. Not even to Lolith, though she didn’t need to know that. If she had taught him nothing else she had taught him that trust was an illusion and lies were necessary. Survival was his only quest.

She sidled up beside him, raked a long nail down his chest, and purred, “When you didn’t come back I began to worry. So I’ll ask you the same question. Why are you here?”

Zeph pulled away from Lolith, leaned against the tree, and stared out into the open land where the fog rolled in like ghosts on a haunt. The silver disc of the moon hovered overhead, a giant eye in the sky, watching, waiting for him to make a move. He didn’t. He stood motionless wondering if there was such a thing as forgiveness as he focused on the two mounds of dirt that still looked fresh. He had never been given nor granted forgiveness in his sad, pathetic life. Still, he wondered if he ever experienced it would it be something tangible he could hold, or feel, or if it would slip through his fingers like the boy he once knew.

“Why am I here?” he asked himself, pushing off the tree, turning his back on the two crosses that stuck out of the ground. It was supposed to bring him joy, coming here and seeing with his own eyes what he’d done. Yet all he’d felt was disappointment, even a twinge of sorrow. Why he thought he would experience joy he did not know. It was as unfamiliar to him as forgiveness. The words he knew and understood were betrayal, lies, pain, deceit. Revenge.

Perhaps that was why he couldn’t grasp joy or even know what it was supposed to feel like. “I don’t know why I came here,” he said softly. Realizing he had gone soft, he straightened his spine and turned to Lolith, arranging his countenance to appear bored. “I had time to kill. I suppose it was either come here or find something bloodier to kill than time.” He glanced down at his all-white attire and smirked. “I had already changed clothes. The decision made itself.”

Sauntering up beside him again, she said, “You could have killed time with me.” Running her fingers through his long white hair, it was all Zeph could do to keep from vomiting. He hated her touch, the feel of her. He loathed it to his core.

“I assumed you were busy,” Zeph said. “I needed time to think.” That part was true. He did need time to think. He had to keep up the farce, the pretense. Make everyone believe his lies. It was the only way to get what he wanted, what he believed he deserved. It would never bring back what he had lost, but it would be what was owed to him. If he had planned it right, Lochlan would be taking care of his devious plot right about now. They had one thing in common, he and Lochlan. They both hated Unseelie. Having Lochlan kill them for him was genius on his part. He inwardly patted himself on the back.

“You have waited a long time for this. How will you feel when you finally get what you want?” She brushed her lips against his. “Hmm?”

He forced a smile. “Like a king.”

“A king needs a queen,” she said. “We can rule together, you and me. Rule the way we were meant to. Everyone will bow down to us.”

Never. While he may have trusted her when he was younger, he no longer did. Lolith had taken something from him too, something he could never get back. God, the hate he had for her. No, Lolith would never be his queen. He did not need a queen. If anyone ruled by his side it would be Elin. It would also be the ultimate revenge. His face lit up at the prospect, his eyes dancing in delight. Lolith had misinterpreted his pleasure to mean he wanted her to be his queen and he allowed her think it.

Taking her hands, he held them to his chest, over his heart. Her eyes sparkled and his inner soul would have laughed in her face if he had one. “I need to see to my prisoner. I believe she has waited long enough.”

“Very well,” she said, kissing him softly on the lips. “Go. Try not to torture her too much before you kill her.”

Keeping his face stoic, giving nothing away, he brushed her cheek with his thumb and kissed her forehead. “Now what fun would that be?” The minute he was out of her proximity he breathed a sigh of relief. She disgusted him on every level, and every time she touched him, he wanted to die a thousand deaths. Good thing he had a goal, one that kept him from falling on his own blade. He would see this through to the end, no matter the cost.

Even if it cost him everything.
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Zeph made it to the opening of the tomb. He looked around, checking over his shoulder, making sure he sensed no one. Satisfied he had not been followed, he approached the ogre who had been guarding the entrance.

“You may go. Do not tell anyone anything. Understood?”

The ogre grunted and trundled off, his arms so long his knuckles dragged the ground, leaving a trail behind him.

“Pick up your arms, you big oaf!”

The ogre obeyed and Zeph watched until the giant troll was out of sight.

He orbed inside the tomb and lit a torch that had been placed on one of the side walls, carrying it over to where Elin lay on the ground, chained and unconscious. Peering down at her, he noticed how shallow her breaths were. The iron from the chains had weakened her exactly as he had intended. He hoped she had been frightened too, waking up in a tomb with no way of escaping. He grinned knowing that the first thing she was going to see once she came to was his face.

He heard a noise in one of the darkened corners and he shuddered, aiming his torch to where he thought it had come from. Being in this tomb was bringing back memories he had tried to forget. He had been put in this very tomb when he was a child. For a moment, he was back there again, scared…afraid of every drip, flutter, and squeak. He had been stolen from his family and everything that happened thereafter had led him to where he was now. He guessed in a way he did die that day, in this very tomb. Someone else emerged from the ashes. Who that someone was–is–he didn’t quite know. Some days he didn’t recognize himself. Maybe he was a monster, just like them. However, if that was true, he didn’t care much. Not anymore. All he cared about was getting even, and this was his way of going about it.

Revenge, revenge, revenge.

That was what he chanted in his head whenever his memories taunted him. It was how he stayed his course. He would never be that weak child again. That child was gone, never to return. Carving out a new path, being in control of something, was better than being a slave to the very creatures who took him. He only needed a little while longer and his life could be his again.

With a wave of his hand, the chains that bound Elin unlatched. He placed the torch back where he found it and bent over, lifting her off the cold, dank ground. Her head lolled against his chest, her breath wisped across his skin, and his cold heart thumped against his chest. He closed his eyes. “Revenge, revenge, revenge,” he murmured.

He carried her out of the tomb, pleased she hadn’t stirred. He stepped out into the crisp nighttime air, the moon still eyeing him from above. Being this close to her, he let his eyes sweep across her face. She was lovely in a way he’d not realized. Smooth ivory skin, long flowing hair the texture of silk on his bare arms. He stared at her for a long, quiet moment. He didn’t know her. Not anymore. She certainly didn’t know him. So why did his heart thump for a second time when he looked at her?

He clenched his jaw. He hated her. Hated everything about her. What he hated the most was how she was making him feel. How he felt like he was betraying her even though she was the one who had betrayed him. This was why he’d left her there, alone in the tomb, chained, like he had been all those years ago.

When he had grabbed her at the manor, held her against his chest, there was a moment he thought about letting her go. A moment as brief as a single breath of air, yet it was a moment he had not expected.

Zeph had cursed himself then and he cursed himself now. He would make her pay for what she had taken from him.

“Lochlan,” she mumbled.

Zeph closed his eyes and tried not to move. He didn’t want to hear her voice. He wasn’t ready to confront her. He needed to get her to Shadowland where no one could find her and then he was going to…

“Lochlan,” Elin mumbled again. “I’m sorry. I never meant to…” She lifted her hand, placed it on his chest, her eyes still closed. “I only meant to save them.” Her hand fell away and hung loosely as he lifted her higher, trying to get a better grip.

Save them.

It angered him that she was willing to risk her life for those monks. Who else would she risk her life for? Did he even want to know?

He waited to see if she would stir again, but she was limp as a doll. He forced himself to remember what he’d come to do. Get revenge. Sweet, sweet revenge.

It was his and no one was going to take it from him. Especially her.

Without thinking, he said to her unconscious body, “You never came to save me. I will make sure no one comes to save you.” He bent toward her ear and in hushed tones said, “I will kill you before I let that happen, so you better hope your half-breed never finds you.”
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The dungeon was suffused with hisses and growls, followed by grunts and groans that sounded trapped and broken. Behind a locked cell, Searly bit down on the strip of leather that had been jammed into his mouth. The chains around his wrists clanked and jangled as he fell forward from the lash of the whip on his bare skin.

Lord, do not turn away from me. Stay with me and feed me Your strength.

There had been twenty-one lashes since a Dark Fae entered Searly’s cell with nary a word. He had simply walked up to Searly, quietly looked upon him with eyes the color of milk and skin so thin the inner workings of a monster’s body were on full display: veins, muscles, organs, with yellow teeth and breath smelling of rot. He did not speak. No. Rather, he looked upon Searly like he was the one who looked like death, smelled like death.

Maybe he did. He had lost track of what day it was, and it was all he could do to stay conscious. All he knew was that he had suffered twenty-one lashes, so he’d prayed that prayer twenty-one times, unless he’d lost count. He felt like he was blacking out at times only to feel his skin burn with another lash that tore his flesh and stung with the sweat that seeped from his pores.

The whip cracked the air again with a hiss. Twenty-two. Blood seeped from his wounds and trailed the length of his back.

He had been stripped of his robes and tunic, shackled like an animal, caged, and tortured under the dim, flickering flame of the dungeon torchlights. The long woolen cord around his neck, weighed down by the wooden cross – they’d not stripped him of that. It swayed in the air beneath his chin with every lurch of his body. A broken grunt was all he could manage, but the silent prayer continued on as he focused on the dangling cross.

Lord, do not turn away from me. Stay with me and feed me Your strength.

Again, the whip cracked and his mind splintered, the pain much too great to absorb without coming apart at the seams. He felt himself falling but the chains held, suspending his descent in an awkward yank. A silent scream filled his head, the taste of leather filled his mouth, and the metallic scent of blood filled his nostrils.

Lord, do not turn away from me. Stay with me and feed me Your strength.

Over and over he repeated those words. They were all the power he had. It had to be enough. He was only human, taken by those who possessed magic and strength that he did not. Had they taken anyone else? Thaddeus. Had they taken him too?

Crack!

Lord, do not turn away from me. Stay with me…

Crack!

…and feed me Your st-strength.

He waited for what was to come. His lids were too heavy and his head drooped forward, arms extended above his head, preventing him from sinking to the ground. He was slipping into oblivion even though he fought to stay alert.

In the distance, the dissonant creak of a heavy metal door opened and Searly forced himself to look up, to listen to the footfalls coming closer, watching the shadow on the wall come nearer, marching ahead of its owner.

The whip sliced the air again and kissed its target. This time, the leather strip fell from his mouth and he cried out in agony, the chains clinking and clattering as his body jerked and pulled in painful, angry fits.

Lord, do not t-turn away from me.

“That is enough!”

The owner of the shadow and footsteps was now before him on the other side of the cell, peering through the metal bars. Searly had to blink several times to make out the figure, because the walls seemed to swell with darkness, eating up the light, making it difficult to see.

Blinking, he noticed the clear, soulless eyes staring back, though not at him. They stared at the one who held the whip.

There was a brief pause. “I assumed you would be pleased.” The voice behind Searly sounded like darkness, if darkness had a voice. Absent of light and thick with gloom. It was the first time his tormentor had spoken, choosing the whip to do the talking instead.

“Well you assumed wrong,” the one with the cold, soulless eyes said.

Searly heard shuffling of feet behind him. He couldn’t see the one who had spent the last hours torturing him, but he could sense his fear. Searly’s lip pulled into a delirious smile.

Good. Be afraid.

“He’s just a human. A man of letters, a scribe. Why didn’t we kill him instead of bringing him here? And her? Why didn’t we kill her too? Why did we–”

“Because I make the rules.”

“The king will hear about this! You’re going soft–”

His voice was cut off by a choking, strangling sound. Searly dared a glimpse over his shoulder and saw his tormenter clawing at his own throat, gasping for air, though there were no hands around his neck other than his own.

The one with the soulless eyes snarled, “Do not question me!”

Searly’s tormentor fell into a heap on the floor. He stood back up and glared while swallowing gulps of air. Searly’s eyes traveled back to the other one, the one with the white hair, dressed in white robes, with eyes clear as rain. When he noticed Searly staring, his lips parted and white fangs descended. He knew he should look away, but he wanted to remember his face, carry it to the grave if these would be his last minutes of living.

Then he saw movement from the corner of his eye, heard the sound of the whip breaking the air and then… he shouted in agony when the last of his strength gave way.

The next thing he heard was a roar, a battle cry. “NO!”

And then the lights went out for Searly.
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With a tug his wrists were freed. He fell to his knees, wanting to cry out in relief. He’d blacked out and he wondered how he was still alive. He’d lost a lot of blood. Still, he continued his prayer, repeating the words over and over.

Stay with me, Lord, and feed me Your strength.

“Why do you pray when it is clear He chooses not to answer you?”

Searly lifted his head and found the white-haired Fae standing over him, a blank expression on his angelic-like face with a thistle crown upon his head. Deceptive he was. “Who are you?” Searly rasped.

“Oh, that’s right. We haven’t been introduced.” He bowed. “I am Zeph. You are Searly, the monk, friend of the half-breed.” Zeph asked his question again. “Why do you pray? I am truly curious.”

Searly tried to stand, got dizzy, and nearly fell. Zeph moved in and took him by the elbow. “Easy.”

Searly flinched. “I don’t need your help.”

There was a look in Zeph’s eyes when Searly straightened, a look he couldn’t quite make out. It caused him to pause, to examine this Fae who stole him from his home. “What do you want with me?”

“I don’t quite know.”

“You don’t know? Why did you–”

“You are too weak to stand.” Zeph snapped his fingers and a chair appeared. “Sit.”

Searly swayed on his feet, trying not to wheeze with every breath he took. His ribs were broken, he was sure of it. “I’m fine,” he said, not wanting to give this Fae any satisfaction over him.

“Suit yourself.”

“Who else did you steal? Thaddeus? Is he here as well?”

Zeph’s eyes were so clear that when a shadow passed behind his irises, Searly didn’t miss it. “What did you do?”

“You are not asking the right questions.”

Inclining his head, Searly asked, “What are the right questions?”

Zeph tucked his hands behind his back. “The girl gave her life for yours and–”

Searly lunged for him, grabbing a fistful of his white robe and hissed against the pain, “What did you do to her?”

Zeph responded with a laugh so manic, so evil, it sent an icy chill down Searly’s spine. Zeph’s expression went blank and he shoved Searly off him, and Searly tumbled to the cold earth.

“She’s alive, human. But she offered to die in your stead.” He angled his head, looking Searly over. “I have to wonder, would you give your life for hers?”

“Yes. Leave me here. Let her go.”

“Don’t even want to think about it?”

“Let her go,” Searly seethed.

“Interesting.” Zeph resumed his position of posturing with his hands clasped behind his back and began to move casually about, eyeing Searly. “Very interesting.”

Exerting all his energy, clutching his side, Searly stood so he could look evil in the face. “What is wrong with you?”

“I asked you a question you never answered. Why do you pray?”

“Why do you care?”

“I don’t care. I’m merely curious.”

“Well…you know what they say about curiosity.”

“And what is that?”

“It can kill you.”

Zeph stopped pacing and a contemplative look etched lines into his features. “Hmm…perhaps. I’m willing to risk it, though.”

Searly spat at Zeph’s feet. It was tinged pink with blood. “Where is she?”

“I did not order Xincs to beat you. Let it be known.”

Searly stilled and looked around, realizing his tormentor was no longer present. “Where is he?”

“Dead. Ashes now.” Zeph’s eyes drifted down, smirking. “We are stepping all over his grave as we speak.”

“Why? Why kill one of your disciples?”

Zeph laughed bitterly. “Disciple? He was not my disciple. He betrayed me. I do not tolerate betrayal.”

Searly wiped the blood from his split lip, “Jesus had disciples who betrayed him. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“And look how that ended for Him. Nailed to a cross.” Zeph’s eyes fell to the wooden cross around Searly’s neck, now stained with blood. “Why do you pray? Why have you given your life to Him? What have you gained by doing so?”

Searly stared at Zeph for a time, picking apart his question, dissecting his words, trying to find the heart of the matter. There was a reason Zeph was persisting. Perhaps Zeph wanted him to feel foolish, but it would never happen. At least not for believing in God, for believing in the power of prayer. After all, his prayer had been answered.

With his cross held between his thumb and forefinger, he brought it to his lips and kissed it. “I prayed for strength. And I am still standing while my tormentor is ash beneath my boot, am I not?”

“One might say that I answered your prayers.”

Searly laughed at his foolishness and instantly regretted it. The pain in his side burned like he’d been stabbed with a spear. “The Lord works in m-mysterious ways.”

Zeph’s lip curled, smiling with all the charm of a guileless wolf. “I can heal your wounds if you like.”

It was all Searly could do not to prostrate at his feet, beg for healing, but he would never succumb to begging the cruel Fae, not even to end his suffering. He would rather die. “No.”

“Very well.” Zeph stepped forward, his lifeless eyes set against stone features. “You will not be harmed any further while you remain here. You are free to roam about the grounds so long as you do not cause trouble.”

“Why?” Searly asked. “Why not just kill me?”

The lifeless eyes blinked and looked away. When his eyes landed on Searly’s again, something had chipped away the coldness in them. “Contrary to what you may believe, I do not wish to harm you. I only want to accomplish my goal, seek what is mine, and own it. Though I will kill you if you leave me no choice. However, I suspect a man of the cloth will behave. I hope you do not prove me wrong.”

Zeph walked toward the corner of the cell to retrieve Searly’s clothes. A slip of paper floated to the ground. He bent at the waist to pick it up. “What is this?”

Searly gritted his teeth. It was the paper Thaddeus had given him just before. “It is nothing.”

Reading it, Zeph chortled. “It is a fool’s errand is what it is.”

“You are probably right,” said Searly, his voice flat and hard.

“But you don’t believe that, do you?”

Searly chose not to answer. Defiant to the end.

Stepping closer, he could feel Zeph’s stare, inspecting him like an insect. It made his skin crawl, like how one feels when they walk through a spider’s web. He chuffed under his breath because, thinking about it, he was trapped in a web. How long would it be before Zeph spun him in sticky silk and devoured him? Days? Maybe only hours. He certainly didn’t trust his claim that he would not be harmed. He was no fool.

Zeph folded the paper and handed it to him, along with his clothing. “If you want to waste your time with this, by all means, waste away. I’ll even show you to my library where you can pore over books as long as you like. Just do not cause me trouble and we’ll get along splendidly.”

Searly slipped the paper into the pocket of his breeches. He hadn’t even had the opportunity to read it yet. “I’m sure there isn’t a cure. I am like a dog with a bone. One of my many flaws.” He would play down his quest, not deny it altogether. The use of Zeph’s library could be beneficial.

“A bit of advice for you. You really should do better about setting up your wards. All sorts of nasty things can slither through when you are not careful. I have spied on you for a time now. I know how important this little mission is for you. Do not take me for a fool. I am offering you my library. You could say thank you.”

“Why make the offer?”

Zeph shrugged. “If you’re in the library then you’re not in my hair.”

“Why am I here?”

“You may prove to be useful to me. I haven’t yet decided. I’ve said I won’t harm you.”

“Too late.”

“That was not by my direction. It has been taken care of.”

“You will understand if I don’t trust you. There is the little matter of stealing me from my home. Nor have you answered my question about Thaddeus or where Elin is.”

If Searly didn’t know better he would swear a look of regret crossed Zeph’s face. It was brief, quiet. There and gone.

“Elin is safe, I assure you. In fact, I will let you see her soon. As for your friend, I am sorry to say that he is most likely with your Lord, assuming he was a good man, which I’m sure he was.”

Searly lunged for Zeph again, anger rippling through him in powerful, violent waves. Zeph had been anticipating it this time and threw up a protective shield. Searly bounced off of it and fell hard on his backside, his back scraping the dungeon wall. He cried out in agony, the wounds tearing even further.

Zeph stepped closer, a hairsbreadth away from him. He stopped and loosed a breath. His clear eyes softened, though they swirled like stormy clouds, and he took one tiny step back. “If it makes you feel better,” he said quietly, “I didn’t enjoy it.”

Searly shook his head. “You’re a monster.”

Zeph eased back, stared into Searly’s rich brown eyes, and touched his forehead with the palm of his hand. The pain from the lashings, the broken ribs, the split lip, and swollen eyes were gone. Like magic. Healed.

Zeph walked toward the cell door and opened it. “Come, I’ll show you to your chamber. Unless you want to stay down here.” The corners of Zeph’s lips lifted a fraction. “Do not worry. I am not asking for gratitude. But I am ready to accept your thanks for answering your prayers whenever you are ready to offer it.”

The torchlights cast shadows all around the dungeon cell and Searly noticed the shadow belonging to Zeph had moved, shifted, even though Zeph remained perfectly still. Although it was unsettling, Searly held his cross, kissed it once more, and said with conviction, “I was wrong before. Curiosity will not kill you. Arrogance will.”

Zeph bowed his head, an acknowledgment of sorts, when Searly passed by, a devil-may-care grin on his face. Searly stayed away from the walls where the shadows lurked, lingering about like spies. He felt their presence, that otherworldly sensation that couldn’t be put into words. He carefully kept to the center of the dark and eerie passageway. Zeph staying just behind him, making him feel uneasy until a closed door marked the end of the journey. Or perhaps it marked the beginning.

Zeph stepped around him, wearing a slow, easy smile that was cunning, yet bright as a new moon. “Welcome to Faery, human.”

Zeph opened the door and a whole new world unfolded before Searly’s eyes.
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Mirova had become a labyrinth of frigid temperatures and ice. Soon after Zeph had taken Elin, winter had inexplicably moved in, painted everything white, and refused to leave. Battering gusts of wind would occasionally rise up, blowing thick flurries, and when they died, a tomblike silence haunted the land.

Frozen tundra or not, Lochlan waged war against the Unseelie, picking them off as they slipped through the seam, which was easy enough. An ash arrow with a long bodkin arrowhead seemed to do the trick. The arrows easily penetrated their thick skin, and the iron arrowhead was poison to them. Because they were lesser Fae, they were slow and woefully ill-equipped against Lochlan. Half-breed or not, he was powerful and he was all too happy to prove it. This was what had become of Lochlan since the abduction, lying in wait to spill the blood of his enemies before his enemies could spill the blood of any more people he cared about, people he knew Searly and Elin cared about. But he had to get to Faery soon. Today, he was going to get the answers he was looking for, one way or another.

Lochlan’s footsteps were loud against the eerie, arctic stillness, his boots crunching in the snow underneath the flint-gray skies. He maneuvered to get closer to his target, crouched behind a tree, pulled an arrow from his quiver, and waited for another Unseelie to slip through the seam behind the waterfall, which was now motionless, frozen in a delicate arch.

Minutes ticked by. He pressed his forehead against the rough bark of the tree and breathed through his nose. He was tired. So tired. Turning around to lean his back against the old oak, he huffed out a breath, a puff of white vapor, and closed his eyes thinking maybe he could rest for a minute. Just for a minute. How many days had it been? Three? Four? It felt like a lifetime. He needed her back. Desperately. Searly too.

Don’t give up on me. I’m trying to get to you. I swear it.

Ice cracked behind him and he bristled. Slowly, he peeked around the tree. An Unseelie slithered through the seam. Carefully, without making any noise, Lochlan took his stance. He nocked the arrow, drew the bow, and aimed for the heart. A wicked grin pulled at his lips when he released the shot. His father had taught him archery as a child, and because Lochlan had an abundance of time on his hands growing up, he became an excellent marksman.

The Unseelie fell to his knees; the arrow plunged deep into his chest, blood spilling from his mouth. Lochlan stepped from behind the tree, no longer concerned with noise, and approached his victim. The Unseelie had bluish-gray skin, pointy ears, and red-slanted eyes. It hissed the closer Lochlan drew, but no matter, he would be dead soon enough. First, though, he was going to answer some questions.

“Why is Zeph sending you all here?” Lochlan had interrogated every Unseelie before this one, and none would cooperate. This one was going to. Because Lochlan was one step away from falling over the edge of insanity, and what was the point of going insane if he couldn’t use it to his advantage? Something useful would come of it, like answers.

“I’m not telling you anything,” the Unseelie grunted.

Lochlan pulled a blade from his belt and hacked off the Unseelie’s toe. It screamed in agony.

“Start talking, you slimy piece of filth, or I’ll cut off every toe one by one. All fourteen of them. Then I’ll start on your fingers. I’ll watch you bleed and you’ll beg me to kill you. I’ll draw it out nice and slow, maybe for days. So you better…” he leaned in, getting in the creature’s face and grinding the arrow further into its chest, “…start talking.”

“H-he wants to keep you busy. Distracted.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where is he?”

“In the realm of nightmares and shadows.”

“How do I get there?”

“He has it warded. You can’t get through.”

Lochlan cocked his head. “We’ll see about that. How do I get there?”

“You can’t find it. It’s hidden.”

“How. Do. I. Get. There?”

“Behind me, through the seam. You have to go through Guhl Woodland, over Voiceless Summit, through Dark Grove until you get to Nevarf,” the Unseelie wheezed. “Shadowland is north of there on top of Dront Mountain. But I told you, you can’t get through. Not unless you can shadowstep.”

Lochlan squatted. “You’ve been most helpful.” He touched his hand to the Unseelie’s head, both of them seeing the seven circles of Hell as he did so. This was the part Lochlan hated. Within seconds, the Unseelie turned to ice and then shattered. Lochlan removed his hand.

Taking a step back, he shook the vision loose, contemplating his next move. At sunrise, he would slip through the seam and enter Faery, after first making sure the monastery was secure before leaving. He wasn’t taking any chances with their safety. They’d been through enough.

He made his way through the forest, walking instead of flying, listening to the gentle hush that cloaked the land as the hand of winter smothered everything to death. He climbed the rock steps that led to the monastery, nearly slipping on the ice. When he reached the top, he stared at the opulence of the stone structure while memories of Searly plagued his mind. He was suddenly finding it hard to breathe. He pushed through it and walked on, passing by the consecrated grounds where they had laid Thaddeus to rest. The monks had wasted no time, not knowing if there would be another attack, so they performed the ritual quickly. It had reminded Lochlan of when they had buried Elin’s parents, only this time without Searly. Standing at Thaddeus’s graveside had brought back so many painful memories that Lochlan wasn’t sure he could stay and watch. He could almost feel her standing there, staring at the ground, her wet hair clinging to her sad face, remembering what she had said to him on that fateful day in the rain.

“I’m dying inside,” she said.

“I know,” he said, whisper-soft.

“I don’t know how to go on without them.”

“I know,” he said again just as softly. He shivered against the chill. “How long were you planning to stand here?”

She closed her eyes, letting the rain cascade over her. “Until I figure out how to say goodbye.” He didn’t reply, and after a minute she said, “You don’t have to stay.”

“I would like to, if that is all right with you.” Lochlan turned his head then, his unnaturally pale eyes beseeching her, asking for approval.

She nodded. “All right.

He would have stayed with her in the rain forever if he had to. He couldn’t leave her alone. His heart wouldn’t allow it.

After they buried Thaddeus, the monks had tried talking to him, no one knowing what to say. They still didn’t. Even when he was there, he was a ghost. Present, but somewhere else.

Upon entering the monastery, he walked down the dimly lit corridor and heard the monks chanting a Gregorian chant that forced his feet to stop moving and his ears to listen. He leaned against the stone wall, resting his head against the coolness of it, and closed his eyes. The chanting started out quietly, one voice, then two, then three, each growing in volume until he was sure the angels could hear. If the angels could hear then maybe they were listening, so he started to pray.

Help me. I need to find them. Please help me find them. I need to save them. Help me. Please.

Lochlan’s chest felt tight and heavy. So much so, he could no longer hold himself up. His knees buckled and he sank to the ground, sliding down the wall until his butt hit the floor. He drew his legs up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. By the time the monks’ chanting had reached the crescendo, his eyes were burning, his cheeks were wet, and his heart was bleeding.

He started his own chanting then. I failed them I failed them I failed them I failed them.

All the times he told Elin he would keep her safe. Promised her, and Zeph had taken her right in front of him.

Lochlan roared like a lion and stood, fists clenched at his sides. He started to move, his cloak snapping around his ankles for every angry step he took. Once outside, he spread his wings and left the ground, wishing he could leave his regret behind as well, but no such luck. He would carry his regret around for the rest of his life.

He checked and rechecked the wards he had the witch place around the monastery, rare enchanted objects he’d learned would keep even the evilest of species out. He had done some quick research after the last wards had failed. These wards would not. Maude, the witch, had bet her life they would hold, and he had faith in her. He’d known her for a long, long time. How old she was he did not know. He’d never asked, it was none of his business. Although he suspected she was well over one hundred years. Perhaps her potions and spells helped keep her spry. All he knew was she had kept his secret, and he had kept hers. He trusted her.

When he was satisfied that the monks would be protected, he left a note for whichever monk to find, letting them know he would be back, hopefully with Searly and Elin in tow.

He took flight once more, and when his feet touched the ground again, he was staring up at the manor. More memories assaulted him. First, memories of his father. Then memories of Elin. He had lost them both in the exact spot he stood.

God! he wanted to scream. Why? Why did this happen?

Why was he being punished? Why? Why? Why?

You are not being punished. You are being tested.

Lochlan whipped around. “Who said that?” He saw no one. Sharpening his vision, he concentrated harder. There was a flutter of motion out of the corner of his right eye and something white flew in front of him, landing on a tree branch closer to him.

You are not being punished. You are being tested. The voice was feminine and coming from…

Lochlan cocked his head and stared at the white owl who stared back at him. “Are you talking to me?”

The owl spread its wings wide and far, flew from the branch, circled around, and when it landed in front of him, the owl was no longer an owl, but a woman with wings. Beautiful white wings. She stood tall and regal, wearing an all-white gown that hung at varying lengths all the way to her ankles with wide sleeves also cut at varying lengths down to her wrists, a gold rope tied at her waist. Her hair was long with gold and silver streaks and her face sparkled like the sun on the water, shimmering every time she moved.

“Who are you?” he asked, stunned.

“I am sorry we haven’t met before, though we sort of already know one another.” Moving toward the manor, a hint of a smile crossed her lips. “May we go inside?”

For a moment, Lochlan stood in place, dumbfounded. She peeked over her shoulder and asked, “Are you going to stand there or are you going to invite me in? We have much to discuss.”

Lochlan blinked and then forced his feet to move. “I have a feeling you already know your way around,” he mumbled, moving past her toward the manor.

“Only what I’ve seen through the windows,” she answered coolly.

Once inside, Lochlan closed the door behind them, remaining rooted in place. She moved about the room as though her feet never really touched the floor. Pure grace she was, and he couldn’t help watching her. She seemed familiar, on a deeper level than just the owl he had come to recognize, and he was desperately trying to figure out why.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

She turned to eye him. “For what?”

Remembering how he had promised the owl (her) that he would keep Elin safe, he shook his head and veered away. “I made a promise. And I–”

“It wasn’t your fault.”

He said nothing. He knew the truth. It was his fault.

He had failed. He had failed. He had failed.

“It wasn’t your fault,” she repeated.

Lochlan’s brows drew tight. “Why now?” he asked. “Why reveal yourself to me now?”

“It was time.” She picked up the wooden owl Elin had left on the dining table and eyed it thoughtfully.

“Why?”

Her eyes slid to his. They were golden, like the sun. His breath caught, seeing his own reflection within them. Not like a mirror, rather, like he was seeing his life through her eyes. He stumbled back, unnerved.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked.

“No,” he croaked.

“Look at me,” she said softly. “Tell me who I am.”

He turned his pale eyes to hers. She held his gaze. He swallowed, knowing there was more to her than he could comprehend. “I’m not sure. But you’re–” He swallowed again, throat feeling tight. “That day at the waterfall, when Elin was going to touch me. You intervened.”

“Yes.”

“You knew about me?”

“Of course. I brought her to you. Though, I didn’t know you would nearly fall, thus making her reach for you. That was quite nerve-racking. You gave me a fright.”

Lochlan tilted his head. “What do you mean, brought her to me?”

“It was time for you two to meet.”

“Why?”

“Isn’t it obvious?”

“Not to me, it isn’t.”

“Are you sorry you met her?”

“No! Of course not!”

“See?”

Lochlan gaped at the woman before him, incredulity defining his countenance. “See what?”

“It was time for you two to meet. You really should pay attention.”

He gripped the back of his neck and stared up at the ceiling, blowing out a frustrated breath. “I don’t understand.”

“You will.” She studied the figurine still in her hand. “Isn’t it funny how this started out as just a piece of wood? Nothing separating it from any other piece of wood. Someone came along and molded it, carved it into something beautiful, chiseling it into something to be admired. With just a tool and an imagination.” She looked at Lochlan. “Why did you buy this for her?”

“Because she liked it.”

“Because she liked it,” she repeated softly, almost wistfully.

“How did you know I bought it for her?”

This woman had an array of smiles and the one she wore now was a mischievous one. “I know lots of things, Lochlan.”

“Not sure how I feel about that.”

“Here, this may come in handy.”

Lochlan looked down, the weight of the owl magically in his hands.

“Put it in your pack. We’ll take it with us.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Take it with us where?”

“To Faery, of course.”

“You’re going with me?”

“I cannot let you go alone.”

“I’ve been alone all my life.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Have you?”

Lochlan peered at her then, transfixed on the richness of her eyes. She saw through him, down to his bones, and every secret of his heart was visible for her to see. He blinked and turned his back to her, wanting to give her none of his secrets. “Who are you?” he asked again.

“Someone on your side, Lochlan. Do not be afraid.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“You are. Of many things.”

He neither confirmed nor denied. Instead, he played with the wooden figurine in his hand. “Why do I need to bring this?”

“It’s sentimental.”

“So?”

Keeping his back to her, he lit a fire in the fireplace with a flick of his wrist and moved closer to the hearth. He shook off his cloak and draped it haphazardly over a chair. She glided along like she was made of silk, touching this and that. Her energy was palpable, rippling and crackling the air around them.

“I like sentimental things,” she answered. “As do you.”

He poked at the fire, little sparks flitting about. The firelight danced over his features, highlighting his strong jaw and sharp cheekbones. He watched the sparks, listening to the wood pop and hiss. “What do you know about what I like?”

“I know you, Lochlan.” She smiled secretively, like a cat dreaming of a mouse. “I know you very well.”

“How do you know me?”

She turned toward the door and placed her hand on the latch. Ignoring his question, she said, “Tomorrow, we’ll leave for Faery. Do try and rest tonight. I’ll be back at dawn.”

“What’s your name? I should at least know your name don’t you think?”

She paused and Lochlan waited, his bones tired, his heart weary. “Think of me as your Guardian Angel,” she said, peeking over her shoulder.

“That’s not who you are. You were sent to watch over Elin.”

“Was I?”

“Weren’t you?”

“Maybe I’m the craftsman sent to mold you into something beautiful. Something to be admired.” She smiled that secretive smile of hers. “Get some rest, Lochlan. You’re going to need it.”

With that, she opened the door, stepped out, and turned into the owl, flying away on a flutter of white wings.

Lochlan closed the door behind her and rested his head against it. Tomorrow he would be going to Faery. He had no idea what to expect. Or who he was even going with. Yet he sensed no malice from her. He had sensed something, though, something vaguely familiar. Perhaps if he wasn’t so tired he could put his finger on it. As it was, he was exhausted, so he lit a lantern and headed toward the staircase. With heavy feet, he climbed the steps and walked down the hall, stopping at his bedchamber door. He didn’t go in. He crossed the hall and pushed opened the door to Elin’s bedchamber. The door creaked as he walked inside. Her bed was still unmade, the scent of her lingering.

He closed his eyes, his nostrils flaring as he breathed in her essence. Tears pricked his eyes.

He crossed the room and stared out the window, the moon shining red.

“I’ll find you,” he whispered. “Wherever you are, I’ll find you.” His breath caught in his throat. “And then I’ll kill the Faery bastard who took you from me.”

He took another shuddering breath and lay down on the bed, curling into a ball, not even bothering to remove his boots.

He pressed his face into her pillow and breathed in deeply. A faint scent of honeysuckle tickled his nose. He closed his eyes, hoping sleep would find him soon while he repeated…“I promise I’ll find you.”
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I slipped through the billowing darkness, a vortex of emptiness. Everything seemed to have fallen away like the universe hadn’t even begun, like it never existed at all. I was absent of mind, absent of body. That was the way I wanted to stay. Absent.

Wake up, Elin. You cannot die like this, a voice whispered inside my head.

I pushed it away and drifted on a current of nothingness, floating on dark waters for which there was no bottom.

But I want to…
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Searly held Elin’s hand while he sat at her bedside. Her eyes had frozen over, reminding him of a winter lake, robbing them of warmth. She was in there, somewhere. He knew it, but it was as though she had taken a huge step back from life. He wanted to tell her that all was not lost, but he knew the pain she held inside. It was visible on her face, written like words on a scroll for anyone to read.

Bringing her limp hand up, Searly held it to his cheek, praying to God, and then he pleaded with Elin. “Wake up. You mustn’t give up. You cannot die like this.” He closed his heavy eyes, feeling the faint pulse in her wrist, and he pleaded with her again. “Please wake up.”

Zeph had kept his promise. He had brought Searly to her the minute they’d stepped out of the dungeon and into whatever this place was. While Zeph had welcomed him to Faery, the image Searly had of Faery did not coincide with the reality of it. It was a colorless, lifeless void where nothing thrived. Everything appeared to have been captured, and then hung in the balance, suspended in time. No wind, no chattering of birds, no murmurings of life’s creatures. It was barren. Even the air itself seemed haunted by misery. He sucked in a lungful of it and waited for the feeling of utter despair. Right on cue, the gnawing feeling of gloom filled his lungs. He pushed it out quickly, only to have to inhale it again and again.

Was this purgatory? For it seemed more like a state of mind rather than an actual physical place one could travel to. Even the very chair he sat upon seemed more imaginary than real. It was the most unusual experience he’d ever had, like being caught inside a dream from which he couldn’t wake.

Taking another despairing breath, he gripped Elin’s hand tighter. Her eyes were open and unblinking, yet she was breathing, albeit shallow breaths, though her mind had wandered off without her body.

“Come back,” Searly begged. “Where have you gone?”

“She’s Fading,” Zeph said softly, startling Searly. The room had grown still, and other than his repetitive prayers, there had been complete and utter silence, so unnatural that it frayed his nerves and set him on edge. At the sound of Zeph’s voice, the quiet fell like a blade on a guillotine.

Searly jumped and placed his palm over his beating chest. “Saints in Heaven,” he gasped. After slowing his racing heart to a respectable rhythm, irritation set in, and then anger. “Can you heal her?”

Zeph let out a sigh. “I have tried.”

“Try again,” Searly demanded.

“I cannot heal her.”

“Why not? You healed me.”

“She doesn’t want to be healed. This is of her choosing.”

“Why won’t she wake up?” Searly raged. “What did you do to her?”

Zeph stared out the window at the dull, listless sky that sagged with dark clouds, bloated with rain that refused to fall. When he turned to Searly, he looked nearly as empty as Elin, like even he had given up on life. His eyes had lost their flare, their spark, the thing that made them frighteningly beautiful. Now they were as listless as the sky above.

“I’m sorry,” Zeph said, remorse clinging to his words. “I didn’t know.”

Searly jumped to his feet, knocking over the chair in which he sat, hearing an odd echo when it hit the floor. “You didn’t know what? What does Fading mean? Tell me!”

Zeph scrubbed his hands over his tired face and then let them fall loosely at his sides. “Faeries have the power to Fade. They can will themselves to die and let their spirit be absorbed back into Faery itself.”

“Are you saying she is lying there willing herself to die?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

“There are many reasons why a Fae would choose to do so. Unhealable damage, exile, a broken heart, unstoppable suffering.” He bit the inside of his cheek and stared again at the swollen clouds, a crease forming between his dark brows. “Sacrifice.”

“No!” Searly shouted. “I do not accept that. Will not accept that. Make her stop. Bring her back.”

“I cannot,” Zeph said, his words soft, defeated.

“Do something!” Searly roared. “Anything! We cannot sit here and watch her die.”

“I told you–”

Searly rushed toward Zeph, grabbing him by his robe and twisting it in his fists. “You did this! This is your fault!”

Zeph actually had the good grace to look contrite and did nothing to remove Searly’s hands. “I didn’t know.” His throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I didn’t know.”

Searly growled and gripped his robe tighter. “Didn’t know what?”

“I didn’t know she would choose to Fade! I’ve never known a Fae to give up one’s life. I didn’t know!”

“Why would you?” Searly hissed. “You bloody, evil monster. You killed her parents. You stole her and brought her here. You threatened to kill me and others if she didn’t come with you. You–”

“SHE LEFT ME!” Zeph roared, shoving Searly off of him. “She left me to die!”

“I don’t care!” Searly yelled. “I don’t care what you think she did to you!”

“Think?” Zeph said, his jaw flexing, his face reddening, his eyes turning rigid and hard. “Get out,” he hissed.

“No,” Searly seethed. “She should have left you to die. Because if you had died then we wouldn’t be in this godforsaken place.”

“Get out,” Zeph repeated through gritted teeth.

“I’m not leaving her with you.”

“Get. Out.”

Searly wasn’t budging. “No,” he said defiantly.

Zeph turned his back, slamming his fist into the wall. Stone crumbled and fell to the floor, kicking up eddies of dust in its wake. “GET. OUT.”

“NO!” The two men stared at each other, breathing hard until the moment stretched and pulled into another unwavering silence.

Elin whimpered and Searly was around the bed and at her side, the confrontation momentarily forgotten. He took her hand again and brought it to his cheek.

“Elin,” he said gently. “Can you hear me?”

She had the same blank expression, except for the tear that trickled from her right eye. Searly wiped it away with the back of his finger. “Do not cry. I am here. I won’t leave you. On my life, I will not.”

Minutes passed and Elin made no other sounds. She remained as still as she had for the past four days. How long could a person, Fae or not, live without eating or drinking? How long could this go on before she finally let go?

“She’s grieving.” Zeph had walked to the other side of Elin’s bed and stared down at her, his eyes softening, his face contorting into something Searly couldn’t understand. “Why does she grieve for so many but never grieved for me?”

Holding Elin’s hand yet keeping his eyes on Zeph, Searly asked, “What happened? You say she left you. She doesn’t even know you.”

Zeph shook his head, eyes lowered. Elin startled them both when she shot upright from the bed, gasping for breath.

Like a Phoenix rising from the ashes.
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I floated on my back, staring into a beautiful void. There was no beginning or end, no before or after, no here or now, only peace and tranquility where sorrow had no meaning and hearts went still.

Then the voices called…Let go and be free.

I wanted to let go, but something held me back. I reached through the darkness and drew up emptiness.

Let go, let go, let go…

The pain inside my chest ignited and burned hot like dry, seasoned oak, the flames licking at the walls of my heart.

Let go...be free...

I felt a tug, a cadence, a whisper of words. Hold on, it said. Then mint-pearl eyes came into focus and turned my heart into a smoldering ache.

Let go, the voices said.

I’m afraid to, I answered.

Hold on, acushla.

Acushla. I remembered the name. Why then could I not remember my own?

What are you doing, my love?

This time, when I reached into the darkness, my feet found the bed of the river and stood for the first time, water sluicing down and over my body. I knew that voice.

Elin, it is not your time. Go back and face your fears.

The darkness fell away and I was in a meadow. The grass swayed in the breeze while my dress fluttered at my feet. A light appeared, shining so brightly I could not look upon it. A silhouette of a woman with long flowing hair stepped from the light. The closer she drew, the dimmer the light became until she was standing before me holding out her hands, and I was finally able to see her face.

“Mother?” I whimpered.

“Oh, Elin. I have missed you so.”

Heartache slammed into my chest and knocked me breathless, remembering all I had lost. “Mother?” I questioned again, still unable to believe she was right here.

“Yes, my darling.” She took me by the hands.

I wept when she wrapped her arms around me. “I’ve m-missed you too. So much.”

She pulled back and cradled my face in both palms. “You must listen to me. You cannot stay here. You must return.”

“No,” I said, my voice sounding watery. “I want to be with you and Father. Take me with you.”

“You have a destiny, Daughter.”

I shook my head. “It is over.” I remembered it all, every little thing at the sight of my mother and I wept again. “If I go back, I am dead anyway. Let me stay with you.”

“No,” she said, wiping my tears away. “You must fulfill your destiny or all this will have been for naught.”

“I don’t want to h-hurt any m-more.”

Mother pulled back, a stern look on her face. “You are stronger than this.”

“But…”

“No.” She forced me to look her in the eye. “Do not give up. For me. Do it for me.”

“That’s not fair.”

“No,” she said, stroking my cheek, “I suppose it isn’t. I’m asking anyway.”

I gave myself a moment before I answered her. The tightness in my chest, the pain, it was all too much. I was drowning in grief and despair.

Then I remembered what Searly had said to me.

“Grief is much too heavy to carry. Let it walk beside you instead. It will lead in the beginning because your pain is new and raw. Eventually, it will fall behind. At times, it will catch back up to you, and then it will fall behind again. Then one day, you will look over your shoulder and will have to squint to see it.”

Mother lifted my chin. “Trust me,” she said. “Trust me one last time that I know what’s best for you. You must go back.”

I closed my eyes and nodded, hating this was my life now.

She smiled. “That’s my girl.” She hugged me, and I knew it would be the last time.

I hugged her tighter and held on with all I had.

After a moment, she pulled away and placed her hands on my shoulders. “You must save him, Elin.”

“Who?”

The light returned, blinding me once again. “Save him,” she whispered.

“Who am I supposed to save, Mother? Lochlan? Is he in trouble?”

The light disappeared and she was gone.

Then I was being swept away at a terrifying rate of speed, pulled through the dark abyss and shoved back into the waters of nothingness.

“No!” I shouted. “I’m not staying. I have to go back!”
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I sat up gasping for air.

“Elin!”

Under my palm, my heart thundered like a drum, still trying to suck air into my lungs. I closed my eyes and Mother’s words came rushing back.

Do not give up, Elin.

My mother. I had seen my mother. Heat bloomed inside me, warming me like summer.

A hand on my shoulder startled me.

“Elin…”

I slumped in relief at seeing the monk sitting beside me.

“Searly, you’re alive.” I couldn’t help the quivering in my chin.

“Aye.” He pulled me into his arms and held me against his chest. “I was so afraid we were going to lose you.”

“I’m sorry,” I rasped.

“Shhh.” He pulled away to reach for a cup. “Drink.”

I sipped the cider and held the cup firmly in my hands, feeling the need to hold something.

“I’m going to go,” a voice in the corner said.

I battled the urge to recoil at the sound of Zeph’s voice. Bitterness filled my mouth. “You,” I hissed. He was the reason for all of it. My fingers tightened around the cup, anger coiling in my gut. I wanted to strike at his head and make him wish for death.

Zeph held up his hands, palms up, his mouth curling into a cruel smirk. “I said I was leaving.”

Flames of fury licked up my spine. “I want to go home. No, I demand you let us go home!”

He took a step toward me, his smirk fading. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

I threw the cup at his head. He ducked, peering behind him as it crashed into the wall.

When he turned back to me and I saw a grin consume his face, I leaped off the bed, no thought in my head other than I wanted him dead. Searly grabbed me around the waist before I could get close to him.

“Whoa,” I said, my head spinning like a wheel.

Searly gripped my shoulders and eased me back onto the bed. “Easy, lass,” he said. “You’re much too weak for this. Zeph said he was leaving. Let him go.”

I was so angry that my whole body began to shake and tears pricked my eyes again. Only these were tears of anger, and angry tears were the worst. I hated him for it. I hated him for so many things. I called for the Earth to quake, for the ground to swallow him whole. I dug deep, the way Lochlan had taught me, feeling that tingle in my belly, the sensation in my fingers, the vibration in my soul, and waited for the powers I possessed to end this war and destroy this evil once and for all.

The Earth did not quake. Not even a tremble.

“You do not have powers here, Elin,” Zeph said, knowing I’d been trying to call upon them. “Why do you think I brought you here?”

“I don’t know, Zeph,” I snapped, his name a bitter pill on my tongue. “I cannot be expected to know how evil thinks.”

His mouth quirked to the side. “No, I suppose not. My advantage then.” He studied me for a moment, the angles of his face softening, and took another step forward. Swallowing hard, he looked away, hardening his shell as if by force of will.

“Go,” Searly said. “Just go.”

Zeph’s eyes slid to Searly. They both stared, daring the other to look away. Finally, Zeph conceded. “Very well.” He nodded once to Searly, then to me.

I narrowed my gaze and told him without words the battle I intend to give him. I no longer feared Zeph. I simply hated him.

He nodded subtly. Challenge accepted. He turned his back and made for the door. I waited for the soft click of the latch before asking Searly, “Did he hurt you?”

“I am fine, lass. Do not worry for me.”

“Too late. I will worry until we are home.”

“Aye.” He patted my hand. “I will worry the same.”

“Where are we?”

“He calls it Shadowland.”

“How long have we been here?”

“Several days, lass.”

“We have to get out of here.”

Searly looked down, nodding. “That we do.” Something else troubled his mind. I could feel it in the crux of my soul.

“What is it?”

The vulnerability in his unguarded expression made my heart stutter. “Overwhelmed is all. You gave me a good fright.” Searly went over to pick up the cup I’d thrown and refilled it. “Drink, child. You need to drink, eat, and sleep. The rest we will worry with later when you’ve grown stronger.”

“All right,” I said, taking in the dark circles under his eyes.

Searly handed me a chunk of bread from a side table. “Small bites for now,” he instructed.

When he was satisfied I’d had enough bread and drank enough cider he settled in a chair beside the bed. “Now we rest.”

“You haven’t rested at all have you?” I asked, feeling guilty when Searly’s red-rimmed eyes found mine.

“Now that I know you’re all right, I will sleep like a babe.” He closed his eyes and within minutes he was sound asleep.

I turned on my side and watched him as the light of a candle flickered over his handsome face, highlighting the tiny silver line of a scar above his lip. I closed my eyes and thanked God above that my sacrifice hadn’t been in vain.
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The sound of splashing water woke me from a restless sleep. I immediately sat up and noticed Searly missing from his chair. My eyes darted to the lady across the room setting down a bucket and lifting another. She poured water into a barrel tub that was padded with cloth with a canopy hanging above.

“Where is Searly?” I asked nervously.

When she turned in my direction, I couldn’t help gaping at her lavender hair, striking blue eyes, and pointed ears. A smile spread over her pixie face but when she noticed how I had pulled the furs up to my chin, covering myself, her smile faded.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her cheeks coloring. “I-I didn’t mean to wake you. Your friend is in the library. I’ll take you to him if you like. I thought perhaps you may want to clean up and put on fresh clothes.” She pointed to the table in the center of the room. “I brought food for you. Your friend wanted you to eat something.” She set the bucket down beside her and lifted another, continuing to fill the tub. Steam rose from the top, swirling in a graceful dance.

I bit my lower lip and looked around. I’d not taken the time to do so before. It was a colorless, drab space with no paintings, rugs, or tapestries. No personal items of any kind. A skeletal room long forgotten, stripped of splendor and beauty, sagging under the weight of neglect, dying slowly. A thick coating of dust blanketed the windows, preventing light from seeping through. Oil lamps placed strategically around the room did little to brighten the hopelessness.

“Your bath is ready if you would like to wash.”

My eyes flitted back to the woman. “I’m sorry? You are…?”

“My name is Arwyn.” She pointed to the chair Searly had vacated. “Your friend left a note beside the bed for you. He said you would worry if he wasn’t here when you woke.”

I picked up the parchment…

 

Elin,

 

Zeph said we were free to move about the keep. Arwyn showed me where the library was so that is where I’ll be. Meet me there after you’ve dressed and eaten.

 

Searly

 

I folded the parchment in half and placed it back on the table.

“I met Searly a few days ago while you were sleeping. He’s a very kind man. He hasn’t left your side once. This morning, I convinced him to let me take care of you so he could stretch his legs.” She gestured around the room. “He’s been in this one room for days. I thought it would do him good.” She looked down and toyed with her sleeves. “I hope you don’t mind.”

I stared at the lavender-haired lady in front of me, trying to detect malice or ill-intent. I sensed neither.

“You’ll take me to him after I’ve washed and dressed?”

“And eaten.” She grinned. “He was very clear he wanted you to eat.”

“Of course,” I said, fighting my own grin, knowing he would have insisted.

“Do you need help getting up?”

She started to move toward me but I held up my hand. “No.” She froze, her smile slipping from her pretty face. “I’m sorry, I–I think I can manage on my own.”

She nodded. “All right.”

Slowly, I let my feet touch the cold stone. The coolness of it was biting and I longed to curl back under the warmth of the furs. After one step, dizziness sprung forth, and I had to clutch the side of the bed.

“Please, miss. Let me help you.”

I was reluctant, but I had to believe Searly wouldn’t have left me alone if he thought she would do me harm.

“All right,” I said. “Thank you.”

As she approached, I noticed the dusting of freckles across her nose and cheeks, and how her dress shimmered as she moved, reaching the floor in swaths of golden silk. A tiny, delicate thing she was, but I found myself leaning into her as she guided me across the floor, because she radiated warmth and generated kindness and I was in need of both.

She helped me undress and then helped ease me into the tub.

“Now then,” she said, pulling at the canopy to close it, granting me a bit of privacy. “I’ll be right outside the door. When you’re ready to get out, call for me and I’ll be in to help. All right?” I nodded. “The soaps are on the stool by your head.”

“I see it. Thank you.”

“Right. I’ll leave you to it then.”

I leaned back and took a long, deep breath. Now that I was alone, I could think about my mother and how beautiful she looked, how wonderfully warm she’d felt. Then I remembered what she’d said to me.

You have to save him, Elin.

Who was I supposed to save? Searly? Lochlan?

I sighed and something inside my chest shifted. Lochlan. God, just speaking his name... My fingers trembled when I touched my lips, wanting more than anything to feel him there, where his name had just been and I couldn’t catch the sob from escaping. The look on his face the last time I’d seen him. The pain in his eyes, the worry, the grief. It was staggering.

I’m sorry I’m sorry I’m sorry.

“Elin?”

I opened my eyes, thinking my mind was playing tricks, however I said his name anyway. “Lochlan?”

“Elin?”

I sat up and saw his reflection in the water. “Lochlan? Can you see me?”

When he heard my voice, he fell back on his haunches. “Acushla,” he breathed. “Am I dreaming?”

Fat tears rolled down my cheeks. “No,” I said, gently touching his reflection with the tips of my fingers. “You’re not dreaming.”

“I don’t…” he swallowed. “How are you doing this? How am I seeing you?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. I have no idea.”

“Are you all right? Searly, is he with you?”

“Yes,” I said. He’s here. And he is fine. We’re both fine.” I looked up, afraid someone might come through the door. “Lochlan, we’re in Shadowland. I don’t think we can get out on our own.”

“I know where you are. I am in Faery. I’m coming to get you. Don’t do anything. Wait for me to find you.”

I nodded. “All right. Hurry, Lochlan. Please hurry.”

He reached out his hand like he wanted to touch my face, and then drew it back like all the times before. “I will.”

I stared up at the ceiling, trying to blink the tears away. I didn’t want him to see me upset. I needed to be strong for him.

“Elin?”

“Hmm?”

“Where are your clothes?”

“What?!” I brought my arms to my chest in a blur, water splashing over the side of the tub.

Arwyn opened the door. “Elin, are you all right?”

I gaped down at the water, Lochlan’s reflection was gone. My heart sank. I covered my face with my hands and quietly choked down the sobs. “Nothing is w-wrong. I’m fine.”

For a long moment, neither she nor I spoke. Then she peeled back the canopy. With sympathetic eyes, she held out a large drying cloth. “Let’s get you dried off and dressed. Then you can eat and I’ll take you to see Searly. How’s that sound?”

I nodded. “Thank you,” I said, my voice sounding thin and small.

A floor-length dress that widened at the waist with the same long, flowing sleeves as hers had been white when I stepped into it. However, after she helped tie the laces in the back, I glanced down to smooth it out and let out a gasp. The dress was now blue.

“What’s happening?” I asked, slightly hysterical.

Arwyn said with a twinkle in her eye, “The dress wants to be blue.”

“The dress wants to be blue?”

“Yes.”

Immediately I began removing the dress. I wasn’t comfortable with a dress that made decisions on its own.

Arwyn giggled and it sounded like the tinkling of wind chimes. “Don’t take it off.”

“Arwyn…”

“The dress wants to be blue. Haven’t you ever wanted to be blue?”

“No.”

“Relax,” she said, trying to abate her amusement. “It’s a dress, nothing more. I assure you. This is Faery,” she said like that explained everything. “You should expect the unexpected.”

“I have small memories of my time in Faery when I was a child,” I said, jutting my chin forward. “Most of it, admittedly, I still have trouble remembering. But I do not recall my dresses making their own decisions.”

Her blue eyes sparkled with mirth. “To be fair, this is Shadowland, and magic works differently here.”

“I see that.”

She pointed to the food by the window. “You should eat.”

No, I should find a different dress.

She gently touched my arm. “I promise the dress is just a dress.”

I continued to glare at it with suspicion.

“You’ll get used to it. You’ll get used to a lot of things while you’re here.”

“I’m not sure I want to.”

“Come on,” she nudged me forward. “Don’t think about it too much. Here, have some fruit.”

I walked toward the table like a petulant child. Assorted meats and fruit were aplenty and impossible for me to eat by myself. “Have you eaten?” I asked.

She waved her hand noncommittally. “I had a little something earlier.”

“Get over here,” I said in a voice that left no room for a squabble. “Help me eat this. It’s too much for only one.”

She shrugged. “I didn’t know what you liked so I brought a little of everything.”

I had started to take a bite of fruit and paused.

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “Something wrong?”

“No. I…” I stared at the abundance of food before me. “I haven’t known many people who would go through this much trouble for me.” Only four, I could count them on one hand: Mother, Father, Searly, and Lochlan. And two of them were dead. I bit into the melon and swallowed the tears.

She placed her hand over mine. “I have to admit to being a bit selfish. I know you are here against your will, and I am truly sorry for that, but I couldn’t help feeling glad to finally have someone to talk to.” She removed her hand. “Does that make me terrible?”

I shook my head. “No, that doesn’t make you terrible. Is there truly no one else here?”

Arwyn bit into a strawberry. “No one like you and Searly.”

“But you’re here.”

She dropped her head. “Yes. I am.” She looked up and stared into the gloomy dust covered window.

I lost my appetite then. There was such loneliness in her eyes. The sparkling blue had lost its luster and the only thing making them shine now was the sadness that threatened to spill.

I forced myself to eat a little more though, because Searly was right, I did need to eat. When we finished and had our fill, she said, “Ready to see your friend?”

“Yes,” I said, blotting at my mouth with a cloth.

Together, she and I walked down a hallway where shadows skulked along the edges of the walls on both sides, as if they were listening and following. I couldn’t help the shiver that scuttled down my spine. “What are those?”

She linked her arm through mine and said, “Creatures of darkness and gloom. Wars have been going on in Faery for eons. Dark and Light Fae battling each other, enlisting the courtless to fight in their wars, sometimes forcing them to choose sides, killing them if they refuse.” Arwyn’s eyes grew dark as she spoke, her jaw tightening and flexing.

“There was a battle some time ago not too far from here. The Light Fae had beaten the Dark Fae back so far into the Dark Fae’s territory that it was just a matter of time before the Light Fae would declare victory. The Dark Fae knew if they lost that battle it would be over for them, so they fought hard and they fought dirty.”

We turned left at the end of the hallway, and I noticed the shadows didn’t follow. Arwyn continued speaking, either not noticing or not caring. “The battle was so bloody, the clashing of swords so loud, the power of magic so ruthless, that Faery—cracked, and the layers between Faery and the Underworld ripped open. Thus, Shadowland and all that it is came to be, born of chaos, greed, and magic. Although Shadowland exists within the context of Faery, it is its own realm that neither court deigns to dabble in.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because the land here is…confused. Imbalanced, unpredictable.” She looked at me from the corner of her eye. “Your powers will be different here, Elin. What you could do before, you will no longer be able to. However, you’ll discover that you’ll be able to do other things.” Something devilish moved across her face. “Like this morning.”

“Wh-what do you mean?”

“I heard you talking to someone. Did you see a reflection in the water?”

I clamped my mouth shut, unsure if I should admit such.

She paused and turned to face me. “I’m not trying to get information. I want to explain why it happened, if it happened.” She winked and linked her arm through mine again to resume our walk. “It’s a communicative power by way of reflection. Any reflective surface will do. Still water, a pool of blood, a shiny blade. All you have to do is think about who you want to communicate with and as long as the recipient is near a reflective surface, the line of communication is open. However, they can choose to ignore or respond, of course.”

That would certainly explain what happened.

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s very helpful.”

She grinned playfully. “Yes, I thought perhaps it would be.”

When we made it to the top of the staircase, I stopped. “What does Zeph intend to do with me, Arwyn? Do you know?”

She frowned. “He still hasn’t told you.” It was a statement, not a question.

“No.”

“Elin, you are–”

“Arwyn!” Zeph said.

Arwyn and I whirled in surprise. Zeph’s expression was tight as he stalked toward us, his cold, hard eyes, boring into Arwyn’s. I didn’t miss the imperceptible shake of his head as he neared.

“His timing could use some work,” Arwyn mumbled under her breath. Then she plastered on a fake smile. “Zeph.” She bowed. “I was taking Elin to the library to see her friend.”

“Were you now?” he asked, his jaw twitching. He slid his eyes to mine. “I believe I’ll take it from here.” He attempted to smile, but it was as brittle as dry leaves.

I stared back, pretending to be unaffected, but his icy stare had chilled me to the bone.

Arwyn stiffened and raised her head. “Of course.” She turned to me. “Elin, let me know if you need anything.” She pulled me in for a hug and whispered, “We’ll talk later.” She shouldered past Zeph. “I guess I’ll see everyone at dinner?”

“Of course,” Zeph said, catching her by the arm in a bruising grip. “We will also talk later.” His tone was clipped, his body drawn as tight as a bow.

She glowered back, her nostrils flaring, and then her eyes flashed to the hand that held her arm. He let her go, something uneasy passing through his features. Without comment, she walked away, though not before I saw the sparkle of a tear in her eye.

When she rounded the corner, he turned his focus back to me. The shadows from before slithered along the edges of the wall and advanced toward us like mud-thick fog moving in from the sea.

“Let this be a warning to you,” Zeph said, creeping closer. “Do not ask questions you truly do not want the answers to. I assure you, Elin, you do not want to know the answer to that question.” The cruelty in his eyes, the hard set of his jaw, and the maliciousness in his tone made my heart thunder against my breast. I looked away, not wanting him to see my fear.

“Do not worry,” he said. “I will tell you at a time when it is I who wants you to know and not a moment sooner. However, here’s a secret I am willing to share, luv.” He bent to my ear and lowered his voice, his breath hot on my neck. “You are only alive because you are of use to me.” The blunt tip of his finger touched my cheek and moved down to the underside of my chin, tilting my face up toward his. “And the only reason your precious monk is still alive is because I have allowed it. Do not give me a reason to kill him.”

I swallowed thickly, the hairs on the back of my neck prickling.

“You weren’t afraid of me at our last gathering. How about now, luv? Do I frighten you now?”

I nodded.

“Good. Your fear will keep you alive.” He stepped back and I drew in a breath. “The library is down the steps, to the right, and behind the large oak doors at the end of the corridor.”

Zeph turned to go, disappearing into the shadows.
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Searly had been pawing at the slip of parchment in his hands for what seemed like an eternity. He read and reread the ink on the page, turning and twisting each line into something he could dissect. The longer he stared at it, the more his confusion grew.

He slapped his hand down on the scarred table, exhaled an exhausted breath, and shook his head. According to his note, Thaddeus had thought Lochlan’s curse was written within a cleverly disguised omen. Searly had never understood the entirety of the curse or why it was written in such a way. What did he know about writing curses? He thought perhaps it was to keep someone from being able to break it, which seemed logical since no one had been able to do so. If it was an omen, then what did it mean? And why hide it within the context of the curse?

Frustrated, he stood and paced the length of the long wooden table stationed at the center of the room. Rows and rows of shelves stretched from floor to ceiling. Ladders were fitted into the bookcases that could be rolled from one end to the other. However, he had yet to see what kind of books this library held. Admittedly, he was apprehensive. Zeph had been so gracious in granting him access that he had to suspect it was a ploy. Zeph had to be playing games. But what kind of games, and what were the stakes?

Searly pulled at his cowl, feeling suffocated by it, only to determine it wasn’t his cowl that made him feel like he was breathing sand. It was the library itself, like it had been shut up for centuries only to be opened again by his hand. Dust motes floated in the pale beams of light that managed to seep through the grime of unkempt windows. He could taste the staleness on his tongue, feel the grit of it on his skin, but if he concentrated, he could also smell the tangy scent of ink and leather. To him, it was the smell of knowledge and wonder. Or as he often called it, the breath of God.

If the breath of God can find me here then I am not alone.

He stopped pacing and set about wiping off tables and straightening chairs, opening windows and lighting lanterns. If he was going to be a prisoner within this keep, then he would make the most of it and let the breath of God whisper the secrets he wished to learn.

The sweeping sound of the thick oak door opening drew his attention toward the front of the library. Elin entered, and upon a quick inspection, she appeared well and rested. He breathed a sigh of relief. As she made her way toward him he couldn’t help smiling at the lass. Her blue dress twinkled as she walked and her ivory skin glimmered like the pale glow of the moon.

Radiant was what he thought of her.

However, as she neared, Searly’s smile slipped, for hers looked out of place. Maybe not in an obvious way, but for him, it was like a book placed on the wrong shelf.

“What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong?”

She didn’t stop walking until she walked right into his arms. She sighed against his chest, the tension releasing from her shoulders.

“I am so glad you’re here, Searly.”

“Aye,” he said, pulling back to look at her. “But I can see something else is troubling you. What is it?” A slight tremble ran through her. “Did Zeph do something, say something to upset you?”

She stepped out of his embrace. “I don’t want to talk about Zeph.” Her eyes flitted around the expansive space. “Every room in this place feels like a grave, doesn’t it? Like where hope comes to die.”

Searly had to laugh at that. “Aye. Let’s pray for a resurrection.”

Elin’s laugh was sudden, yet hopeful. “Yes…let’s.”

Just like that, Elin seemed to move past whatever had been troubling her.

“Would you like to help me?” He pointed to the table. “One of my fellow brothers had helped me with a bit of research on Lochlan’s curse.”

“Oh?”

Searly pulled out a chair and waited for her to take a seat. “Aye.” He settled in beside her, sliding the slip of parchment toward her. She picked it up and read aloud:

 

When what is blue turns red, your child will bring man to his knees in sorrow

For they will not see the light of tomorrow

Let it be so until the mountains move and the rivers shiver.

As soon as what’s been shrouded is revealed, all wicked souls will quiver

A refusal shall mark an age of tranquility

And the restoration of balance shall bring forth a remedy

 

“What is this?” she asked.

“It is Lochlan’s curse. It is also, we believe, an omen.”

“What does it mean?”

“That, my dear, is an excellent question. Since we are obviously confined to being here, I was hoping you wouldn’t mind helping me find the answer.” He gestured toward all the books. “Perhaps being in Faery we’ll discover something we weren’t privy to before. Yes?”

Elin sat up straighter. “Yes. I would love to help you. Thank you for asking.”

Searly patted her hand. “Time to find answers.”
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They had been poring over books for hours with little success. They weren’t even sure what they were looking for. What did one look for when searching for answers to a curse/omen in a magical land created by magical beings in a war that made Faery crack? When Searly put his thoughts into words he laughed out loud. Humorlessly, of course. There was certainly nothing funny about any of this.

“Having much luck?” Arwyn asked, stepping inside the library.

Elin and Searly looked at each other, scowls on their faces.

“No,” Elin said, defeated.

“You’ve only just begun,” Arwyn chirped optimistically. “Perhaps tomorrow will bring different results.”

For some reason that only irritated Searly further. He had been looking for years. Although, Arwyn was right. There was always hope in tomorrow. Sometimes, it was just incredibly hard to stay positive in light of how dire things seemed to be. Still, he would certainly try.

He put on a smile. “Indeed, Arwyn. Indeed.”

Her enthusiasm waned as she lowered her eyes and fidgeted with her dress.

“Something the matter?” Elin asked.

“I have been sent to–uh–bring you to the hall for dinner.”

Elin steeled her spine. “Zeph playing the part of a host, I presume? How ridiculous.”

Arwyn spoke with softness, avoiding commenting further other than to say, “Best we make haste. The longer we dawdle the longer we prolong the inevitable.”

Irritation flooded over Searly once more. “Very well, then. Lead the way.”

The journey to the hall where Zeph awaited them was dark and dreary, and Searly wondered why dark and dreary no longer affected him as it once had. Could one get used to dreariness? Or did one merely learn to live with it?

“May I ask you a question, Arwyn?” Elin asked.

“Certainly.”

Searly concentrated on the swishing of their silk skirts sliding along the floor while they walked, anything to keep his mind focused on what he could discern rather than on the oppressiveness that squeezed his chest like a fist around a piece of fruit. Even though the sconces were lit, the darkness grew thicker as they traveled down a new wing of the keep.

“Why are you here?” Elin asked, her tone careful, considerate, not wanting to prick any sensitive nerves.

“That, I’m afraid, is a bit of a long story. I’ll try to condense it, though, to the basic facts. My family and I are originally from the city of Arslan, and within the city there were small pockets of those who preferred not to dabble in the business of the courts, choosing to go about our own business. We were the courtless, and for eons our decision was respected. Before the Great War, the Unseelie moved in and tried to force us to join their court, fight their battles, and become a token for their greed. My family refused to comply, as many others did.

“The Unseelie broke into our home one evening. I had gone to my room and was getting ready for bed when I heard the front door fly open and a rush of Dark Fae entered, swords raised.” Arwyn stiffened, her tone growing more caustic. “They killed everyone in their path. I had hidden under my bed, terrified and shaking.” She shook her head. “I remember the screams and the wet gurgling sounds as they slit the throats of my family.”

“Arwyn,” Elin said, aghast. “I’m so sorry.”

Arwyn lifted her chin, “One of them entered my room. I saw their boots make their way around the bed. I held my breath. I literally stopped breathing. When one knee touched the floor, I knew I had been caught.”

Searly noticed how Arwyn’s hands shook. He reached out and took one hand while Elin held the other.

With much resolve, she continued. “I looked into the Fae’s eyes and he looked into mine. It was the most frightening moment of my life. Before that, I could hear my house being torn apart while the other Unseelie searched for members of my family, but in that moment, when our eyes locked, I could only hear the sound of my own heart thumping in my ears.”

Softly, Elin asked, “What happened?”

“He brought his finger up to his lips, gesturing for me to keep quiet. Then he got up and I heard him speak to the others. Soon after, I heard them all leave. I was too scared to move. I thought maybe they left one behind or something. I waited under my bed for hours. Then, I heard someone come back and I thought…this is it. He knows where I am. He’s going to kill me.”

“But he didn’t,” Elin said softly.

“No,” Arwyn said. “He got back down on one knee and held out his hand. He told me that he wouldn’t hurt me and he would take me someplace safe.” She stopped and spread out her arms. “He brought me here.”

Searly and Elin gaped at one another, and then Elin asked, “Zeph? He was the one who found you?”

Arwyn began walking again and Elin and Searly were quick to fall in step. “Yes. Zeph was the one who found me and he has kept me safe. That is why I am here.” She stopped once more before entering the hall and said, “Zeph is many things, I know. He is a contradiction. No one knows that better than I.” Searly got the feeling she had tried to smile, but he knew that some smiles carried with them a weight too burdensome to bother. “However…” She paused, searching for the right words.

“However what?” Searly prompted.

Arwyn made a sound of weariness. “Never mind. Come. The hall is right this way.”

They entered the hall, where a long table had been decorated with fine linens. Gothic candelabras of differing heights were thoughtfully placed as centerpieces. Varying assortments of breads, cheeses, and fruits were spilling over in towers on one end and roasted beef, mutton, pork, and fowl on the other. Fish and vegetables filled in the gaps. Although the table was large enough to seat a wedding party, there were only four place settings.

Searly was perplexed. Glancing around the hall, he navigated his way forward, taking in every detail. Sconces were lit to brighten the room, but they only served to cast slender shadowy figures on the walls.

A door on the far side of the hall swung open and Zeph entered, wearing his usual long white robes. He moved across the room with feline grace, his eyes clear, sharp, and piercing, like shards of broken glass.

He greeted them with a curt nod. “Pardon my lateness. I am afraid I got tangled up in some rather unpleasant business.” He spread his hands out in supplication. “Let us eat, shall we?”

Arwyn moved to take her seat while Elin remained frozen to the floor, keeping her eyes cast away from Zeph as though she were afraid to meet him eye to eye.

Zeph sat at the head of the table and reclined back, like an emperor, resting his elbows on the arms of the chair. His gaze found Elin and he watched her for nearly a minute before he ordered, “Sit.” Elin jumped at the suddenness of his voice. He waited for her to look up, and then he pointed to the chair on his left. “There.”

She approached the chair like it was capable of biting. Slowly, she eased down and beseeched Searly, “Will you sit next to me?”

“Of course,” Searly said. He slid in beside Elin. “I haven’t seen a gaggle of servants. Who prepared this feast?”

Zeph flashed his white teeth. “‘Tis magic,” he said, and reached for a piece of freshly baked bread, golden brown, dripping with butter. “Would you mind passing the yams?”

“Searly,” Arwyn said, interrupting, reaching for the fish, “if you would like I can help in your research.”

Zeph chimed in before he could answer. “Ah yes. Your little research. Are you finding everything you need?”

Searly shifted in his seat. “The library is satisfactory, yes.” Searly picked up his wine chalice and drank, then set it down without further comment. Progress was slow in the making and he had no inclination to discuss it with Zeph.

“Allow me,” said Zeph, standing and reaching over to refill Searly’s goblet.

“We are your prisoners,” Elin said in a low voice.

“Pardon?” Zeph said, returning to his seat.

Elin’s head shot up, leveling him with a withering look. “I said we are your prisoners. What is all this? Why are you treating us to a dinner fit for kings?”

“I prefer the term guests,” Zeph replied.

“Guests,” Elin hissed, “come of their own free will, invited, and can leave of their own free will. We are not guests.”

Zeph carefully laced his fingers in front of him, appearing like he was trying to untangle his thoughts so he could articulate his words. “I do not hold you in chains and I have not kept you locked in the dungeon. However, I can if I so choose. As for now, accept my hospitality.” His canny eyes slid to Elin, his lips compressing until his jaw twitched. “I insist.” Unlacing his fingers, Zeph’s shoulders relaxed. “Now…” he said to Searly, “…the yams?”

Searly reached for and passed the bowl of yams. After that, the scraping of plates, wine being poured into goblets, and the usual sounds of people having a meal together were all that could be heard, minus the conversation.

A few minutes into dinner, every door leading into the hall opened with a bang. The candles on the table flickered like a puff of breath had blown over them. Everyone jumped. Everyone except for Zeph. He sat in his chair like he hadn’t a care in the world.

A beautiful devil entered the hall. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark velvet clothing, a surcoat worn over a black tunic with a heraldic symbol across the chest, black gloves, and black boots, flanked by an army of Unseelie. A crown of jewels was perched on his head.

A bead of sweat trickled down Searly’s back as he reached for Elin’s hand and held it.

“Ah,” Zeph said. “Let the games begin.”
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Zeph’s face was stone, not a trace of emotion. “My king,” he said without standing. “So glad you came for a visit. Are you hungry?” He gestured to the bounty on the table. “We have plenty.”

King Savorin stood in the doorway. “You have disobeyed me, Zeph. I ordered the Faery of Light killed, yet she is sitting at your table?”

Zeph smiled, slow and oily, sliding along his features with a cruel, wicked grace. “I have decided to use her instead.”

“Oh?” King Savorin said. “Under whose direction?”

“Mine,” said Zeph, coming to a stand. “I’m changing the rules.”

“Then you have most assuredly sealed your fate. I do not tolerate disobedience within my ranks.”

“I have declared myself my own ruler.”

The Unseelie king laughed and Zeph felt the laughter curl around him like a sickness. “No one leaves the ranks of the Unseelie unless by death.”

“Yes, I am well aware of how you keep those underneath you in line. But you see, dear king, I have something you want, so that gives me the upper hand.”

“I do not negotiate. I will simply take what I want. Why do you think I am here?”

“Oh, by all means,” Zeph pointed to Elin. “Kill her then.”

Searly stood, throwing his chair back, and pulling Elin with him, protecting her as best as any human man could who was surrounded by Fae. “No!” Glaring at Zeph he shouted, “What are you doing?”

Zeph didn’t even spare him a glance.

But the king did. “And who is this?”

“A human. No one to concern yourself with,” Zeph answered. “Are you going to kill her or not?”

The king narrowed his eyes. “What game are you playing?”

“No game. You came barreling into my home, interrupting our meal and making your usual demands. Kill this, kill that.” Zeph waved his hands dismissively. “I am rather bored with your demands and I am no longer taking orders from you. If you want her dead then kill her yourself.”

“Zeph!” Searly shouted. “Don’t do this!”

King Savorin pushed forward, angry as a wild boar. He threw his arms out in front of him like he was wielding his magic. The surprised look that swept over his face when nothing happened was a boon.

Zeph laughed. “Oh, I may have forgotten to mention your magic doesn’t work here.” Finally, looking to his dinner companions he said to Searly, “Take her over there,” he pointed to a corner away from Savorin and his minions.

Elin’s hands began to glow, the tiniest of tremors moved beneath their feet, though it was hardly enough to do any damage. The tremors diminished as quickly as they’d started.

Zeph looked at her, almost sympathetically. “Don’t try to use them again. It will only serve to weaken you.”

He wasn’t lying. Elin slumped against Searly, her knees giving way.

“Move! Now!” Zeph demanded, causing Searly to jump. “Take her over there and do not let her go.”

Searly scrambled to get Elin and himself in the far corner of the room. Once there, the shadows moved in and surrounded them, hiding them from the Unseelie king and his court of merry men.

“You fool!” the king snapped. “I will destroy you!”

“All right,” Zeph said, clasping his hands behind his back and stepping away from the table. “I issue you a challenge, then.” Arwyn was eyeing him with speculation. He could feel her weighing his every word. “I propose we fight to the death. If you win, you can kill the Faery of Light, catapulting you to the King of Faery, not just the King of the Unseelie.”

Savorin shook his head, his smile gleaming like the sharp edge of a knife. “My army will destroy you.”

Zeph returned the smile, flashing all his teeth, his canines dropping down over his lower lip. “Your army will not interfere. Arwyn,” he said, “kindly show the king your impeccable skills at disarmament.”

Arwyn had been silent since the minute Savorin and his court of murderers entered the hall. She would continue to be, for she didn’t need to utter a sound to prove her worth. She simply stood, turned toward the Unseelie henchmen, and released her invisible arrows all at once, striking them with excellent precision. They fell to their knees, eyes rolling to the back of their heads before collapsing onto the floor in an ungraceful heap.

The king spun in shock. “What did you do to them?” he shouted, turning his fury onto Arwyn, lunging for her with the quickness of a Fae.

Zeph was faster, blocking Savorin’s path in a blink. “She simply leveled the playing field, king.” Zeph shoved Savorin hard enough that he went sailing into the wall behind him. “Don’t worry,” Zeph hissed. “They are not dead. They’re only sleeping.”

Savorin peeled away from the wall and brushed himself off. “What do you want?”

“A duel. You and me.”

“What are the terms?”

“As I said, should you win, you get everything you ever wanted—to be King of Faery. Should I win, that means you will be dead.” Zeph appeared rather pleased with the prospect. “I can’t think of a bigger boon than your head on a spike.”

King Savorin shook his head and scoffed. “You want me dead so badly that you’d risk dying for it?”

“Yes,” Zeph answered without hesitation. “It would be my second greatest joy.” He wouldn’t think about what his first greatest joy would be. Not yet. One revenge at a time.

The king laughed like he thought Zeph to be a misbehaving child. “You have the benefit of magic. And you have made it clear to me that I do not.” He snarled. “It was a mistake to allow you to spend so much time in this pit of waste! I would be a fool to agree to this duel.”

Zeph held out his arms. “I will not use a lick of magic. We fight like humans. May the best man win.”

“No magic?”

“None. We can use swords or other weaponry and we fight to the death.” Zeph tilted his head in consternation. “Are you worried you can’t win? Have you lost the skill to fight with your sword?”

“No!” the king shouted, red-faced. He removed the crown of jewels from his head and placed it aside. “Shall we start now?”

Zeph removed his robes, revealing what he wore underneath: a white velvet tabard with gold thread, belted at the waist, with breeches, stockings, and shoes armed with long metal points. A sword swayed from his left hip.

Zeph peeked over his shoulder to ensure that Arwyn was out of harm’s way. She stood close to where Elin and Sealy were shadowed in the corner. Satisfied, he moved toward the center of the room where there would be no obstacles and unsheathed his sword, gripping it with both hands. It glinted in the candlelight.

Savorin unsheathed his.

The two faced off, eyes narrowed, lips curled, both standing with knees slightly bent, swords pointed at the other.

Savorin advanced first. Zeph parried, catching the tip of Savorin’s blade and throwing him off balance.

The corners of Savorin’s mouth tilted up. “I taught you well, young Zeph.”

Zeph responded by rushing forward and thrusting his sword at Savorin’s chest.

Savorin blocked.

The sound of steel striking steel echoed around the hall. A cacophony of grunts, curses, and taunts rang out.

“You will not defeat me, Zeph. Yield while you still can.”

Zeph rushed at the king in a series of strikes, their swords sparking and hissing at a frenetic pace.

Savorin jumped back. Zeph thrust forward, his sword tearing through the king’s surcoat with a sharp ripping sound. Blood trickled down his left arm. Savorin grunted and lunged, catching Zeph’s tabard. Zeph spun free, hissing when he felt the sharp tip of the blade slice his side.

Savorin laughed. “Yield, and I will let you live.”

Zeph wiped the sweat from his brow and resumed the position. “I am done yielding to you.” Zeph rushed Savorin, leaped into the air, sword aimed at his enemy’s throat. He came down in a battle cry, knocking the king to the ground.

Savorin held his sword with both hands, blocking as Zeph pushed forward with all his might.

“It is over,” Zeph said, pushing Savorin’s own blade within an inch of his throat.

“Never,’ Savorin seethed. With a tilt of his hip he threw Zeph off and quickly righted himself.

Again, the two faced off, their swords catching the light of the flickering flames, making a swath of rainbow colors on the walls.

Savorin, in a wild and bitter rage, came at Zeph and just missed stabbing him in the thigh.

Zeph retreated. Savorin followed.

Moving in a blur, Savorin advanced and Zeph slipped in a puddle of blood, falling backward. He landed with a whoosh of breath.

The king bellowed his victory as he hovered over him, his sword pressed into Zeph’s neck. “You should have yielded while you had the chance.”

Zeph brought his left leg up, kicking between Savorin’s, using the metal point of his boot to slice his inner thigh. Savorin doubled over at the waist, stumbling away with a cursed grunt.

Zeph got back on his feet, pressing his hand to his side. The wet, sticky blood coated his palm. Every thrust and twist had ripped his wound open further.

Wiping the blood on his breeches, he watched the evil king stagger and that was when Zeph went in for the kill. Blade raised high over his head, he brought his sword down, only to have it met with a clang of steel.

Savorin swung his leg in a wide arcing sidekick. Zeph fell backward, his head smacking hard on the stone, his vision blurring around the edges. His sword skidded across the floor.

Savorin hovered over Zeph once more, sneering down at him. “Say goodbye, Zeph.”

Savorin held his sword in both hands and as he was about to pierce it into Zeph’s heart, the king’s eyes widened and blood spilled from his mouth. The hilt of a dagger jutted out of his neck.

Savorin fell to his knees and Arwyn’s face came into view, pale as a ghost.

Zeph shot to his feet, fearful Arwyn had put herself into harm’s way. Hastily, he retrieved his sword, and without hesitation, he cut off the head of the Unseelie king in one clean swipe.

The cloying scent of blood permeated Zeph’s senses, and for one brief moment he closed his eyes and took a steadying breath.

“He killed my family,” Arwyn whispered. “I couldn’t let him kill you too.”

Zeph opened his eyes and slowly turned around, feeling the gaping of his wound and the fuzziness in his head. Gritting his teeth, he said, “Get Elin and Searly back to their rooms. I’m going to throw these cretins you put to sleep in the dungeon.”

Arwyn nodded, staring off as if not truly present.

Something inside Zeph softened. Some secret, hidden part of him that had been hardened, he had thought, beyond repair. Until now. He touched Arwyn’s cheek. “Then I want you to meet me in my solar. We need to talk about what you did here.”
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Zeph sat in the chair next to the hearth, swirling his wine inside the goblet, thinking. The fire’s orange glow was all the light he needed, preferring the shadows.

He had moved all the Unseelie to the dungeon, where they would stay. Until he found a use for them, that was.

He hung his head when he thought about how wrong things could have gone this night if Arwyn hadn’t…

He brought the goblet to his lips, truly needing a drum of it if he wanted to put the night’s events to bed.

The Unseelie king was dead. He should feel free, or at least freer, yet he did not. He knew things were only beginning. Things he had put into play long before now and he had to see it through. However, Arwyn’s haunted eyes kept creeping to the fore.

He brought his bottom lip between his teeth, recalling the look of terror on her face after she had plunged the dagger into Savorin’s neck.

Her first kill. As tragic as it was for her, he couldn’t help feeling awed by how she had acted against her fears.

And grateful. Because she was the reason he was still alive. He felt the stone that was his heart crack. Just a little.

A light rapping sounded at his chamber door. Assuming it was Arwyn, he set down his goblet and got up to let her in. Opening the door, he stepped back in surprise, though he managed to keep his expression neutral, though it was difficult. Sometime between now and when he had last seen her, her human glamour had worn off. She looked more like the Fae girl he remembered. Hair the color of spun silver, eyes to match, and skin as translucent as his.

“Elin,” he said, “What brings you to my humble abode so late in the night?”

She crossed her arms around her middle. “I had a... I remembered something.”

“Oh? Why is this of importance to me?”

“May I come in?”

For a long minute, Zeph glared at the interloper before him, for he felt she was encroaching on his private space. He had given her access to the whole of the keep, save his quarters, and yet, here she was – interloping.

With an exasperated breath, he opened the door wider, allowing her entry. He realized it was irrational of him. He had, after all, interloped in her life and far more aggressively. Still. He had battled the Unseelie king and had nearly lost his life in doing so. He gave himself permission to be a bit irrational at this hour.

“What is this about? I was in the middle of licking my wounds. I am tired. So please do take your time.”

“My brother was killed,” she said, her voice wobbly.

The beating inside the wall of Zeph’s chest ceased. Even his breath caught on an exhale and he could not seem to inhale again.

She turned her face toward the fire and crisscrossed her arms over her chest like she was holding her fragile pieces together. “It wasn’t until tonight that I remembered. I was watching you do battle and a memory tugged, then pushed its way through.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “The Seelie queen had come to my parents and told them their son had been killed, that a group of eladrin found his body in the forest.” She chewed her bottom lip. “Carved into his skin was a message that I would be next. That was when my parents and I left and went into hiding.”

“You forgot you had a brother?” Zeph’s voice sounded harsher than he’d meant and Elin jumped at the roughness of it.

She shook her head frantically. “It was the elixir my parents made me drink. It blotted out everything I knew, everything I loved. I would have forgotten my parents as well had they stayed behind. They thought they were protecting me better that way.” Elin’s voice broke. “I n-never even got the chance to m-mourn him and now I feel like a part of me is dying.”

Zeph’s heart thumped once, twice, three times. “Why are telling me this?”

“I forgot my own brother, Zeph.” Her head snapped up and something inside her changed. Her entire constitution appeared to shift and rearrange right in front of him. She marched toward him, anger making her eyes glow. “You hate me because you said I took something from you. I don’t remember that! Maybe I had a good reason, maybe I didn’t. I do not know because I have no memory of it!” She held her arms out to her sides, her face stained with tears. “However much you hate me know that I hate myself more. Because my br-brother died– alone–and I left him!”

He scrubbed his hands over his face, trying to wrap his mind around this new information.

Forever went by before Zeph could speak. When he did, his tone was softer. “What was his name?” He needed to hear her say it. To say the name of the boy who had been forgotten.

Elin whispered, “Zuriel.” She looked away. “His name was Zuriel. I can remember his name. I just can’t remember his face.”

Zeph had not heard that name in so very long. After he had been taken (not killed), he’d changed it because his captors had demanded it of him. He could no longer be called by his given name. So he became Zeph.

Zuriel

Eliniana (his sister)

Pyric (his father)

Hiamoli (his mother)

Apparently he wasn’t the only one who had to change their name. All this time, he had thought they had simply abandoned him, left him to die, never looking back. What he believed was that Elin had taken his family away. That was what he had been told, that his family had made no effort to get him back, that his sister had begged to leave Faery behind. Leave him behind. He’d believed the lies. He knew she had been a child, but he had been a child too, and no amount of reason could have swayed his anger.

They had also been lied to, believing he had been killed. They had fled in order to protect Elin.

His sister.

Now he understood.

He hung his head in shame, his heart clawing at his chest.

“There was a moment tonight when I thought you were going to die,” Elin said, turning to face him. “You killed my parents and I can never forgive you for that. But in that moment, I wanted you to live.” She moved toward him and stood before him. “I wanted you to live, Zeph. Because I wanted to kill you myself.” She stared at him long and hard. He said nothing for fear he’d confess it all, that he was her brother and he had not been killed. “I think death would be too easy for you, so I want you to live. I pray that one day you reap exactly what you have sown, and I hope I am around to witness it.”

Without another word, she left him standing there to choke on his own sins.

As soon as Elin left, Zeph knew she was there, in the corridor, behind the door to the solar. If she didn’t want him to know she was spying on him she would need to do a better job of it.

“Come in, Arwyn.” He heard a sharp intake of breath. Fae ears were an impeccable thing.

Arwyn emerged from behind the door. Zeph made sure to meet her eyes when she stepped through the solar entryway. “How much of that did you hear?”

She held his gaze, as if she were trying to conjure the nerve to face him.

Growing impatient, Zeph asked, “What were you doing out there? Listening?”

She lifted her chin. “Mostly I was practicing holding my tongue.”

One dark brow lifted. “Oh? Were you successful?”

The way she held herself, never slouching, always standing tall, was something Zeph respected more than she knew.

“I suppose that remains to be seen…” she bowed her head ever so slightly, rolling out the two words he knew was meant to be insulting, “my lord.”

Zeph sighed and took his seat by the fire. He looked away from her sharp eyes. “Don’t call me that.”

“Why?” she snapped. “Before the night’s events, I believe you made it perfectly clear I am your lowly servant, here to do as you say. I have the bruise to prove it.”

Zeph felt the sting of those last seven words. He shut his eyes, not wanting to feel the way they cut him. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, however, she couldn’t hear him. She was much too busy slapping her boots against the floor as she paced the width of the room, mumbling to herself about keeping her mouth shut.

His lips twitched. “Perhaps you need a bit more practice holding your tongue still. I have faith you will master it.”

The slapping sounds against the wide-planked floor ceased and the glaring commenced. He would have thought he would be used to the way Arwyn’s eyes looked through him by now. Surprisingly enough he was not. Each and every time felt like the first. It made him feel vulnerable and that, well, that just wouldn’t do. He retrieved his goblet, threw back his head, finishing the wine, and concentrated on how it felt as it slid down his throat.

“You will never do it, so stop trying,” he said, his words lashing out like a whip.

“Never do what?” she whipped back.

“Figure me out. So stop.”

“Oh,” she said coolly. “You are right about that. I gave up that quest many moons ago. Currently, I’m only trying to figure out how long it will be before someone exacts their own revenge. On you this time.”

Zeph chuffed. “Maybe that would be best.” He forced himself to look at her, and then quickly looked away. “For everyone.”

He stood and walked over to a small table and refilled his goblet, his wound an aching throb. He had yet to tend to it properly, making it worse when he had moved the Unseelie down into the dungeon. He eased off his blood-soaked tabard, hissing an expletive.

A breath of irritation escaped through Arwyn’s lips. “Let me see your wound.”

“No.”

She loped in his direction. “You stubborn ox, let me see your wound.” She pushed away his hand and gasped when she saw how deep the blade had gone. “Why haven’t you healed yourself?”

“I can only heal others. I cannot heal myself. Funny that.”

“Why?”

“This bloody cursed land we inhabit would be my guess.” He winced as he tried to move away.

“Take off your tunic,” Arwyn ordered.

“I’m fine.”

“I didn’t ask if you were fine. I said take off your tunic.”

“I don’t need a nursemaid.”

“No, you need a swift kick in the arse.”

Zeph threw his head back in a boisterous laugh. “Would you like to be the one to do it?”

He waited for her to punch back with words and when she did not, his laughter died. Suddenly, he couldn’t help noticing how beautiful she was. Rosebud lips, a slightly turned-up nose, hair that fell down her back in thick spirals. How had he never noticed before? He shook his head, not ready to have those kinds of thoughts. If ever.

Because he couldn’t stand the thought of disappointing her further, he did as she requested and removed his tunic. The skin around the gash stretched and pulled as he lifted it over his head. “By God’s bones!” he grunted, sucking in a breath.

Arwyn stepped closer and he could smell the vanilla in her hair. He swallowed. “What are you going to do? Finish me off?”

She kept her eyes locked on his injury and placed her hand over it. “Be quiet or I just may.”

His skin prickled with heat, starting out warm, then turning hot. For a moment, he thought he might pass out, then the heat subsided and she stepped back.

“There,” she said, her eyes flicking up to meet his. They held each other’s gaze for a quiet moment. He could hear her heart rate accelerate to an excitable rhythm. Or maybe it was his own heartbeat he heard.

“Why did you save me tonight?” he asked. “I haven’t earned any loyalty from you.”

Her eyes fell to his lips. “You needed saving.”

“I have been a right fool,” he said, raspy and unsure of his own voice.

She nodded. “Are you going to tell her?”

“I don’t know.”

“She deserves to know the truth.”

“Truth,” he said, sounding weary, “is sometimes too ugly to share.”

She tilted her head thoughtfully. “Why did you save me all those years ago, Zeph? Why didn’t you let them kill me too?”

He watched in fascination when her tongue snaked out across her lips, making them glisten under the pale firelight. “You needed saving,” he said, gifting her words back. “I didn’t want to be with that band of murderers. I was forced to be there. Saving at least one life was better than saving none. Saving yours was the only good thing I’ve ever done.”

Her eyebrows drew taut. “Then you killed your own parents.”

He stepped away from her then, remembering he deserved no kindness. He was in a war and he no longer knew which side he was on. “You should go.”

“Zeph.”

“I cannot be saved, Arwyn. I’d like for you leave now.”

“You’re unbelievable,” she muttered. “You can stop this at any time. Stop this…” she furiously waved her hands around the room “…this madness any time you want.”

“While that may have been true at one time, it is no longer the case. It has to play out now.”

“Why?”

“Because it does.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Stop acting as though–”

“No, you stop!” Zeph interrupted. He noticed the deep bruise on her arm where he had gripped her earlier. He closed his eyes to keep from seeing it, but it had imprinted in his mind, and his heart cracked a little more. “You don’t know everything. So just…” he pointed toward the door, “leave.”

He turned his back on her and headed for the bathing tub. “Now. Unless you want to watch me undress.” When she didn’t move, he turned to stare like he was undressing her. He quirked an eyebrow. “Staying then?”

Her cheeks flaming red she picked up her skirts and headed toward the door. “You’re a reprehensible arse. And you’re going to get yourself killed.”

His coldness had crept back in and that was how it had to be. He didn’t deserve a shred of happiness. Elin was right; he would reap what he sowed. He had one final act of revenge and he would see it through. Right or wrong, it didn’t matter anymore. Because the truth was, Zuriel had died and he no longer knew the young lad who loved and adored his family. All he knew now was hate. And pain.

“I am most indeed,” he quietly admitted to himself as the door slammed shut.
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The seam was made entirely of trees that stood like warriors as tall and thick as redwoods. A mystical, gate-like structure of limbs and branches extended in long, thin, complex patterns of curls and swirls that connected one tree to the next.

In the center was an arched opening as high as a castle wall.

The doorway to Faery.

When Lochlan and the owl/woman (he still didn’t know what to call her) slipped through the seam, he hadn’t known what to expect. He’d never been on the other side of the waterfall and had gaped at what was before him, finding himself incapable of a coherent thought.

She had gone through the doorway first, the seam rippling like a finger touching still water when she passed through and then disappeared. Lochlan had taken a deep breath and marched through it immediately after, opting not to give too much thought about entering a realm that had been forbidden to him.

She was waiting for him when he emerged and had thoughtfully given him a minute to adjust to his new surroundings. Faery had always been a mystery to him, and now that he was in Faery, it was even more so. To his left, a narrow stream flowed through a series of lichen covered rocks with shimmering beams of light bending and warping around low hanging trees. Through the beams, pollen glowed and floated as if suspended in a thick liquid. Butterflies drunkenly flitted around the glistening water while fireflies buzzed to and fro.

It was so very dreamlike. Like nothing was real. Yet, it felt more real than anything he had ever seen before. All light and shadows, from the green grass beneath his feet to the purple sky above his head.

He barely had time to take it all in when he had his first confrontation with one of Faery’s creatures.

“Invitation?” a tiny man with a rounded body and spindly legs asked, shuffling out of the brush. An odd pointy hat sat askew on top of his large, pointed ears, tufts of wild hair sticking out from underneath, and a beard that stretched to his belly.

“Pardon?” Lochlan asked.

“Haven’t yer invitation? Ye must have it before I permit ye to pass. No invitation, no permission to enter.”

“He’s a gnome,” the owl/woman explained. “He must have been enlisted by the Seelie queen to guard the seam.”

“He is guarding the seam?” Lochlan queried, nearly laughing out loud. It was preposterous. What was he going to do? Bite someone in the kneecap?

“Perhaps if you tell him you lost it, he’ll go easy on you.” she said with a snicker.

“Sir, who’er yer talkin’ to?” The gnome looked behind Lochlan, waddling from side to side, his face pinched in confusion. “Are ye daft, lad?”

Lochlan looked at the tiny man like he’d grown another set of ears.

“He cannot see me,” the owl/woman said. “He doesn’t have permission.” She laughed exuberantly, her eyes crinkling around the edges. “Oh, I do love the irony.”

“What are you talking about?” Lochlan asked, feeling a bit too much out of his element.

“Exactly what I said. He needs permission to see me. He doesn’t have it.”

He gave the owl/woman a reproving look and blew out a huff of exasperation. “My companion is apparently invisible to you,” he mumbled. Of course, she was. Why would she try to make things easy for him? He turned to the odd man in front of him who spoke with a singsong accent. “I don’t have an invitation. I am here to save the Faery of Light, who was captured by the Unseelie inside the human realm where she was supposed to be safe!” He pointed behind him. “Did they have an invitation before crossing into my realm?”

“The Faery of Light was taken, was she?”

“Yes. Have seen her? Did she come through here?”

“They would not have brought her through here, lad. They have secret tunnels and passages, so they do. I ne’er go near them.” The gnome began to pace, nervously. “Aye. This is my first day, so it is. I wasn’t given instructions for this.”

Lochlan stated calmly, “You are going to let us pass. There, I have given you instructions. Good day to you.” Lochlan walked around the gnome doggedly, the owl/woman closely on his heels.

“Wait, wait,” the gnome called out. “Ye must go see the queen.”

“We’re not going to see the queen,” the owl/woman said rather insistently under her breath.

Of course, they weren’t. Lochlan wasn’t there to gallivant around Faery, making nice with the royals, and he doubted the queen would appreciate him being there without an invitation.

“Do you know where we’re going?” the owl/woman asked.

“We’re going through Guhl Woodland, over Voiceless Summit through Dark Grove until we get to Nevarf,” Lochlan said, his tone flat and remote. “I was told Shadowland is north of there on top of Dront Mountain.”

“And your plan is to, what? Plunder through Faery in the hopes no one sees you? The Unseelie will be hunting you. Do you know how many battles you’ll have to fight? It’ll take too long.”

“You have a better plan?”

“Of course I do.”

“Ah, and what kind of talents can you lend me? You plan to make me invisible like you then?” The very idea unsettled Lochlan, though he didn’t know why. Perhaps because he had felt invisible his whole life. Hidden away, a blight on the world. A stain on humanity.

As if the owl/woman knew what thoughts plagued his mind, she frowned. “No. But do try to trust me, if you can.”

Lochlan’s shoulders moved with a silent sigh. “You have yet to tell me your name.” His inquisitive eyes cut to hers. “What am I supposed to call you?”

Her lips curled upward. “What would you like to call me?”

He glared, shaking his head. His cape billowed around him in the warm breeze. “Pain in my arse.”

“Well, that’s quite a mouthful.”

Why was she so difficult? “Do you badger me for sport?”

“Badger means to harass, pester, nag.” She cocked her head to the side, fighting a smirk, wisps of golden and silvery hair blowing across her face. “Do I nag you?”

“Fine. Do you irritate me for sport?”

Her smirk broke free. “Sport would imply there is a challenge to be had. Irritating you seems rather easy. I would hardly call it a sport.”

Bloody hell. He wanted to strangle her. He clamped his mouth shut and counted off in his head. Anything to keep his frustration from besting him.

They walked a little further in stubborn silence when a thick mist moved in, darkening the wooded land. Lochlan and the owl/woman stopped abruptly when catlike creatures the size of dogs stepped out of the mist and stood on hind legs before them, shoulder to shoulder like a living wall.

“So, the rumor is true,” the creature in the middle said with a rumble in its voice. “We had hoped it was not.”

“Rumor?” Lochlan echoed, noting how the black-furred creatures were all long-limbed and thin-bodied with white spots across their chests. Agile in a fight he deduced, and Lochlan found himself angling his body to protect his companion.

“Can they see you?” he whispered, trying not to move his lips.

“No,” she whispered back.

“The rumor that the cursed son of Princess Kalia lives and is coming to save the Faery of Light.”

Kalia. Lochlan remembered the stories of his father, how he’d tried to keep his mother’s memory alive by telling him little things about her whenever he would visit. It was one of the few things he looked forward to as a child. Lochlan wanted to growl at the creature for uttering his mother’s name. It was sacred. He felt like someone had pinched his heart.

“Which part did you hope wasn’t true?” Lochlan bit out tersely. “That I live, or that I was coming to save–”

“My apologies,” the creature cut in with a paw in the air. “Allow me to rephrase. We had heard rumors the Faery of Light had been taken by the Unseelie. That part we had hoped wasn’t true. You being alive was simply unexpected and we believed unlikely.” The creature took stock of Lochlan like he was being vetted. “You appear strong and capable, but alone you are. You will need help.” He gestured to the other creatures. “We can be of service to you.”

“Cait Sidhe,” the owl/woman whispered to Lochlan. “They are a secretive Fae race, very rare, private creatures, and make temporary or personal alliances only. Caits hold no allegiance to either Court, although they would have a vested interest in the wellbeing of the Faery of Light and her safety.”

With his hands behind his back, Lochlan struck a casual pose, hoping to dispense his unease. “How could you help exactly?”

The one in the middle was obviously the leader since he was the only one to speak. “The queen has sent out her retinues in hopes of obtaining information about the rumor. I assure you the gnome will tell the queen of your arrival if she hasn’t already sensed your presence. We have retinues of our own, and what we have learned is that the queen is not keen on the idea of you being in Faery, regardless of the reason. We…” he gestured to the other three Caits, “…are of the mist. We can travel places no other Fae can go.”

“Can you get me inside Shadowland?”

“We travel the shadow roads.” The Cait Sidhe’s black lips kicked up, showing its teeth, all sharp points. “We can travel anywhere.”

A deep, prolonged howl sounded somewhere in the distance. The Caits’ ears twitched and their fur prickled. Feline eyes bore into Lochlan.

“If you want our help we must go, now.”

“What is that?” Lochlan asked.

“Cù-Sìth,” another deep howl reverberated, closer this time. “The queen’s Faery dogs. You are being hunted.” The mist thickened around them, creating a shroud of cover, and the gleam in the Cait Sidhe’s eyes began to look feral. “You must decide.”

Lochlan looked to his companion.

A half-smile pulled at her mouth.

“What?” Lochlan whispered impatiently.

“Now that you have been formally introduced to my better plan, we should hurry.”

He fought the irritation she stirred in him. “Ye gods, woman. You could have told me,” he murmured so only she could hear. “Very well,” he said to the Cait Sidhe. “Lead the way.”
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Lochlan glanced over his shoulder. The owl/woman appeared perfectly well, save for her concerned expression. He mouthed to her, “I’ll be right back.”

She nodded and turned to find a rock on which to perch herself to wait.

Lochlan felt his companion to be safe since no one could see her. It only niggled at him slightly that he didn’t know why no one else could see her, but he would have to delve into the reason for that some other time because currently, he sat in stunned silence at the edge of a tiny lake.

It was only by chance they had stopped there when they had. The shadow roads were icy, airless swaths of nothingness, and after the third shadow road they’d taken, Lochlan had to beg off if only to right his equilibrium before taking another.

“I need a minute,” Lochlan had told them, holding his head in his hands, trying to stave off the feeling of nausea. He had spotted the lake and stumbled in its direction.

“Of course,” one of the Cait Sidhe said. “We should have mentioned the shadow roads might be disorienting if you’ve never traveled them.”

“It’s quite all right,” Lochlan managed to say, feeling green.

He had gone down to the bank to splash cool water on his face when Elin appeared. He’d thought he was hallucinating at first until he said her name and she responded. He’d fallen back on his haunches, unable to fully take in a breath of air at his first real glimpse of her. There he remained, still staring at the still water long after she’d disappeared, only now all he saw was his own reflection.

He lowered his hood and moved a little closer. He wanted to see what Elin saw when she looked at him. Lochlan touched his cheeks, his jaw, and his lips. His pale skin was a startling contrast to his dark hair that fell haphazardly over his forehead. His eyes were…he blinked and moved closer. He likened his eyes to the color of what one might see on the inside of a seashell. He’d never really studied himself that closely before. Never needed to. Never cared.

“They’re beautiful.”

Lochlan startled and jerked himself away from his reflection. “What?”

“Your eyes,” the owl/woman said. “They’re quite beautiful. It’s ironic really.”

“What is?”

“Perhaps it isn’t ironic. Maybe it is symbolic.”

Frustration feathered over his frayed nerves. “What are you talking about?”

“Your eyes. They’re like pearls with the tiniest hint of green. White suggests purity. Green suggests hope. How appropriate is that? Here you are, a man who has never been touched, yet there is hope under the surface.” She gestured toward the water. “Was she well?”

He didn’t bother to ask how she knew. She seemed to know everything and nothing at the same time, all the time. He nodded, moving his hand over his breastbone, hoping to ease the rapid tattoo of his heart. “For now.”

“Talking to yourself?” One of the Cait Sidhe approached at a reluctant pace, as if he thought Lochlan was balmy on the crumpet. He certainly wouldn’t blame him if he thought him insane.

That familiar irritation that was becoming a constant companion, otherwise known as the owl/woman, gave Lochlan a beguiling grin while shrugging her shoulders.

Lochlan merely stared at her. He should find a way to out her if for no other reason than for being a thorn in his side and making him look a fool.

“Oh keep your hair on,” she said. “Riling you up is too easy.” She picked up her skirts and left him to his newest friend. Or foe. He wasn’t entirely sure yet.

Lochlan’s eyes slid to the Cait Sidhe and he gave him a magnanimous nod.

“My apologies for the intrusion. I was coming down to see if all was well with you. You’ve been sitting here a while.”

Helplessness was an emotion Lochlan detested, and yet he was feeling helpless quite regularly. Would he get to Elin and Searly in time? She’d told him to hurry and he had promised her he would, but would he be too late? Grinding his teeth together, he tried not to growl his answer.

“I am fine,” he said, coming to a stand, though he kept his eyes on the still water.

They had made it halfway through Faery rather quickly with the Cait Sidhe’s help. Without them and the shadow roads, it would have taken them much longer.

“Tabris,” the Cait Sidhe said.

“Pardon?”

“My name is Tabris.”

Lochlan turned to face him. “I’d shake your hand but…”

Tabris smiled. Maybe. It was difficult to tell with the face of a cat, though there was friendliness in his feline eyes. “I would shake yours, my prince.”

Lochlan lifted a brow at that. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“You are the son of a princess, are you not? The son of a king? I believe that makes you a prince.”

Lochlan laughed caustically, drawing the attention of the others who were hanging back, waiting. The owl/woman sat off to the side of the other Caits, watching Lochlan confer with Tabris with unwavering eyes.

“What I am is cursed,” Lochlan said with self-deprecation.

“Be that as it may,” Tabris went on, “you have royal blood from both sides of the realm. That sets you apart from all the rest. Not everyone in Faery shares the opinions of the Seelie Court, nor do we agree with what they did to you. It was a despicable act, cursing a babe in the womb such as they did. Despicable I say.”

“It matters little at this point.” Emptiness pressed upon Lochlan when he thought about how he would never…

He swallowed with difficulty. Fatigue settled over him, pulling at his eyelids until he felt the need to close them. “I need to find her, Tabris. My friend Searly is with her too. I pray we get to them in time.”

“We’ll find them. You have my word.”

The two said little else after that. An agreeable silence settled between them, heavy as a stone. There was an impending battle on the horizon and it hung in the air like a pungent odor. Lochlan returned his focus to the water, making one last quiet appeal for Elin to appear to him. When she did not, he pivoted on his heels and headed back toward the others.

“I’m ready now.”
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Zeph had his fist poised to knock at Arwyn’s chamber door. He hadn’t spoken with her since the evening before when he had unceremoniously told her to leave. He had the night and most of the day to think of what he had to do, and now that the hour was nigh he longed to see Arwyn one last time. If only to tell her—

The door swung open and Zeph jumped back in surprise.

Arwyn’s eyes widened, her hand going to her breast as though she was trying to keep her heart steady. “Zeph, I wasn’t expecting…” She paused, her eyes taking in the whole of him. Realization flashed behind her blue irises. “You have never sought me out before.” Then her eyes began to shine and her chin quivered slightly. “Why have you come?”

Thick silence built between them because Zeph couldn’t find the words he’d wanted to say. He pressed his palm against his tabard and wondered if he had been given another life, one where if he hadn’t been ruined, if he and Arwyn could have been something. Why these thoughts plagued his mind now he couldn’t say. Perhaps death had a way of making saps out of men.

Pushing aside his reckless ruminations, he tried to answer nonchalantly. “I wanted to tell you goodbye.” He heard the quiver in his own voice and internally winced. So much for nonchalance.

“Where are you going?” she whispered.

To my death.

Though he couldn’t bring himself to tell her. However, he did manage to make one final demand of her. “I need you to promise me something, Arwyn.”

A tear slipped down her cheek. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “Don’t ask it of me. I cannot.”

Zeph took a step forward and cupped her cheek. “You don’t even know what it is.”

“I do. I had a vision. That’s where I was going, to find you. Zeph, don’t do this.”

“I have to.”

“No, please, don’t do this.”

“Why now? Hmm?” He stroked her cheek with his thumb. “What has changed about me? I am still the monster I always was, Arwyn.”

She wrenched her head to the side. “What you are is a fool.” A tear slid down her cheek.

“A right fool indeed.”

“Zeph…”

“Promise me that whatever happens this night, do not come out of your room.”

“No,” she said, bringing her hand up to cradle his. “No.”

“Yes,” he insisted. “Promise me this. If you ever cared about me at all, give me this one thing.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Perhaps not,” he whispered. “I’m asking anyway.”

“No. I will not. Why must you–”

He pressed his lips to hers, and for the tiniest, briefest moment, Zeph felt alive. Because for the tiniest, briefest moment, Arwyn had kissed him back. Until the sleeping potion on his lips took effect and Arwyn went limp in his arms. At first all Zeph could do was stare, taking in his fill of her, committing all of her to memory. He was surprised the potion had worked at all, a potion he’d created for her, knowing she wouldn’t comply with his request. He had wanted to give her the choice anyway. However, he had to ensure that Arwyn would live through the war he had begun, so he did the only thing he knew to do. Even if it meant when she woke, which would be soon, she would hate his very soul for stealing the one and only kiss they would ever share.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly. “But I needed to save you one last time.” He laid her gently on the bed and stroked her cheek. “Don’t mourn me. I was never worth your tears.”

It was pathetic that the only way for Zeph to ever tell Arwyn the words he had longed to say was by making it so she would never hear them.

“If my heart hadn’t been so foul and I could have…I would have loved you.”
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“Something is wrong,” Elin said worriedly.

Searly looked up from his books and saw the fear in her eyes. “What do you mean? What’s wrong, lass?”

She plucked Searly out of his seat like an insolent child, nearly dragging him across the library, out the door, and down one dimly lit corridor after the next. She kept peering over her shoulder with trepidation, as though someone might be following them. Rather insistently she asked, “Have you seen Arwyn?”

“No, not for some time.” Searly dug in his heels and refused to go another step. “Tell me what the matter is.”

“We have to find her. Searly, we…” Her eyes widened. “Do you hear that?”

Searly stilled and listened. “I don’t hear anything.”

“It’s a hum. Like a buzzing sound.”

He listened again, even closing his eyes to broaden his senses. Still, he heard nothing of the sort, though he felt an odd chill at his back. He turned, finding there was nothing there.

“You don’t hear it, but you feel it, don’t you?” She gripped his hand tighter. “We need to get out of here.”

Doors began to rattle, lanterns flickered, and eerie sounds echoed up and down the halls.

“Aye,” said Searly. This time he was the one dragging Elin along through twisted corridors until they made it outside. They were halfway across the courtyard when all the windows blew out, spraying them with glass. “Saints in Heaven,” Searly muttered. “What is happening?”

“I am happening,” a delicate voice said behind them.

Searly instinctively turned, pushing Elin behind him, shielding her with his body. A woman with raven hair and eyes black as night stood before them, wearing a long purple gown made of velvet and silk, embellished with lace and gems. She was utterly beautiful.

Searly felt a compelling need to reach out and touch her, to feel her. A rueful smile tickled the corners of her lips as she angled her body toward his. She had beguiled a monk and she took pleasure in knowing that she could turn any man’s head, human or Fae.

It all happened so quickly. One minute, Searly was clutching Elin’s arm in an attempt to escape, and the next he was enamored by a woman so lovely his bones turned to liquid. He was nothing more than a puddle at her feet. Somewhere in the distance he could hear Elin vie for his attention, her voice panicked and demanding, yet he could not look away from the woman before him. Even when a worm crawled out of her left nostril and fell to the ground. Even when the worm grew and wrapped itself around Searly’s boots. Even when it crawled up his legs, squeezing him, slithered up, and wrapped itself around Searly’s torso, binding his arms to his sides.

“ENOUGH!”

The menacing baritone of Zeph’s voice pulled Searly from his stupor. Elin was at his side, tears glistening as she pulled and tugged on the giant worm that held him prisoner.

“Let him go!” Elin cried. “Let him go!”

The woman’s cackle forced Searly to shut his eyes. Humiliation seeped into his veins like poison and he couldn’t look Elin in the eye. Searly, a man who had made promises to God, had been seconds away from breaking every one of them. How had he been seduced so thoroughly, so quickly, and so easily?

He felt sick when he should have been terrified. Had he been tested and failed? Condemnation pierced his heart. He blocked everyone and everything else out. Or tried to. Elin wouldn’t allow it. She still frantically pulled and tugged at the hideous creature that had him bound.

“Release him!” Zeph demanded.

Twice now, Zeph had intervened on Searly’s behalf, and he forced himself to look into Zeph’s eyes, finding Zeph staring at him with sympathy before slamming a wall of indifference between them.

Zeph slid his gaze to the woman. “The human is not a toy for you to play with. Release him.”

Something within Searly’s soul gave rise and once again he found himself praying for strength, only this time, he didn’t just pray for himself. He prayed for Elin too, as well as Zeph, for he felt like Zeph needed the power of prayer as much as they.

The woman waved an indolent hand. “I don’t see why I cannot have my fun.” She grabbed Elin by the arm, pulling her, and positioning Elin in front of her. “You were supposed to kill her, yet I find her still whole, without a single mark.” She cocked her head seductively. “Have you not toyed with her, giving her false hope that you will not harm her?” Zeph glared at the hand on Elin’s arm. “We agreed,” the woman hissed.

“What did we agree?” Zeph asked, stalking toward her, his gait graceful, like a lion’s. The indifference he wore only moments before fell away like armor too heavy to wear.

Elin whimpered as the woman gripped her harder, clamping her fingers into Elin’s tender flesh. Zeph’s eyes flashed with anger.

“Oh, how delicious is this?” the woman sniped. “You’ve grown feelings for her.”

“The only feelings that have grown, Lolith, is my disgust for you.”

“Disgust? Since when?” she purred.

“Since always,” Zeph answered. He moved in a blur, grabbing Lolith by the neck while simultaneously pushing Elin aside, releasing her from the evil woman’s hold.

Elin stumbled, then scurried toward Searly, trembling against him. He longed to comfort her, to protect her, but he had succumbed to the woman’s will and he had paid for it. He could do nothing now except pray this did not end badly for them.

“I am going to end you,” Zeph seethed.

A clattering sound of metal rang out in the quiet of Shadowland. Unseelie emerged from hidden trenches, unsheathing their swords while archers nocked their arrows.

Lolith’s high-pitched laughter rent the air. “Funny story,” she teased in a rasp, licking her lips. “There I was, coming to pay you a visit when I decided to do some snooping beforehand. Why did I find Unseelie chained in your dungeon?”

“I see now I should have killed them.”

“Yes, you should have.” She grinned, even as tears welled in her eyes from Zeph’s forceful grip. “Look behind you.”

Cautiously, Zeph looked over his shoulder, never taking his hands off Lolith’s neck. An Unseelie held a sleeping Arwyn in his clutches on top of a parapet.

“Let her go!” Zeph seethed.

“You thought me a fool. You could not hide her from me forever.”

Fangs descended from Zeph’s mouth as he squeezed tighter, lifting Lolith off the ground, her feet dangling. “Let. Her. Go!”

“Let me go, and I will order her release.”

“Arwyn,” Elin breathed, fear cresting over her face. “Don’t hurt her,” she begged the woman. “Please.”
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A ripple of disquiet wafted across my skin as the woman known as Lolith considered me with murderous eyes.

“Don’t look at her, Elin,” Zeph warned.

Her cold stare leveled me with contempt. “She is quite stunning now that she looks more like a Fae, isn’t she, my sweets?”

Zeph’s jaw twitched. “Don’t call me that.” His fangs bit into his bottom lip and he dipped his head closer to Lolith’s. “I am not your sweets.”

My stomach contracted, not knowing what to expect or what was happening. Fear crippled me, locking my joints, paralyzing me where I stood. A thick mist rolled in and catlike growls echoed in the distance. The wind blew across my face, and with it, a fetid smell of doom wafted in the air.

“You bastard! I made you what you are! How dare you!”

“That you did. Forgive me if I don’t thank you for it.”

“I made you powerful, you ungrateful child!”

Zeph laughed, cold and biting. “Now you think of me as a child?! Why didn’t you think of me as a child when I actually was one? You made me do things no child should ever have to do! You ruined me!”

“I rescued you,” Lolith hissed. “I gave you love. Not even your family loved you.”

“You mean the family you lied to? You told them I was dead!”

The ground beneath my feet began to tremble, and the sky cracked with thunder. Hairs on my arms and neck rose, scattered pieces clicking into place with quick precision, the scene before me becoming a blur.

“What?” I whispered.

“I-I did not,” said Lolith, her voice but a croak.

“Stop. Stop your incessant lying.” In a low, matter-of-fact voice, Zeph said, “You are a blight on this world. A disease. I killed my own parents because of you.” Her face turned purple as Zeph squeezed her neck harder and harder. “Before I kill you, I’m going to tell them what you really are.”

“Don’t,” Lolith wheezed.

“Don’t what? Tell them you have been impersonating the Seelie queen for eons? That you glamour yourself to look like her and have every day since you killed her? That you are responsible for Elin and…” His teeth flashed, rage coloring his face.

“Responsible for your parents going into hiding?” Lolith managed to finish for him. “Yes. I lied. I’d do it again, because I will rule all of Faery once and for all.”

“Why didn’t you just kill me?”

Something evil lit her eyes, making them glow a fiery orange. “I wanted a toy.”

Time stood still while my mind tried to organize the information into something I could accept.

No, this isn’t true. It can’t be true.

It was then Searly found his voice. “Elin, luv, look at me.”

“No, it isn’t true. It isn’t true. He’s…he’s not…” My voice trailed off when I looked at Zeph. The monster who stole me. The monster who stole Searly. The monster who held us here, not allowing us to leave. The monster who hurt the other monks and killed my parents. “He’s not my brother. My brother is dead. He died. The Unseelie killed him.”

“She lied to me,” Zeph said. “I didn’t know you thought I was dead. I didn’t know.”

I shook my head, not believing him. “Stop the lies, Zeph. Stop. Why are you doing this?”

“I’m not lying.”

“I told you. I came to you and told you about my brother. You said nothing. YOU SAID NOTHING!”

“What was I supposed to say?” he snapped, his expression all hard lines and sharp angles. “Oh, my apologies, my dear sister, I’m sorry I killed our parents. It was all a misunderstanding?”

His words slashed like a whip across my skin. I flinched. “I hate you.”

Hurt flashed behind his eyes. “As well you should.” He pulled the sword from its sheath. “But I will right one wrong before I leave this world.” He let go of Lolith’s throat and stepped back, holding the sword with both hands at an angle meant for slicing off heads.

“Have you forgotten?” She clutched at her neck, gasping for air. “If you kill me, your little friend…” her eyes drifted to the parapet, “…will die as well.”

Somewhere beyond a grove of shrunken trees where the mist was the thickest, a roar rang out, an unholy cacophony of growls and snarls. Four creatures emerged like warriors on a warpath, bent on destruction. And Lochlan stood in the center, a dark, avenging angel.

I wept at the sight of him.

Zeph’s angered expression did not let on he was surprised Lochlan had found him. “Look what the cats drug in,” he quipped, angling his head in their direction.

“I’m coming for you, Zeph!”

“I’m a bit busy, half-breed. You’ll have to wait your turn.”

Teeth, claws, and blades flashed in a blinding frenzy as the cat-creatures wasted no time battling Unseelie.

A scream shrilled from behind. I looked over my shoulder and saw Arwyn’s panic-stricken face. And then…the Unseelie let go of her.

“ARWYN!” Zeph shouted, pure terror in his voice.

My head snapped back in Zeph’s direction and a cruel glint of steel behind Zeph’s right shoulder caught my eye. My mother’s words rang through my head like an angry bell. Save him, Elin! You have to save him!

I didn’t think or plan. I didn’t weigh my options. I merely leaped into action at my mother’s behest. I advanced, pulling Zeph down just as the blade sliced the air. He stole a morsel of a second to ensure he’d survived the attack, then he bedimmed past me in a whirl of shadows. Zeph caught Arwyn in his arms mere seconds before she hit the hard, unforgiving Earth.

Relief cascaded over me, rolled and tumbled. It was short lived because I’d made a ghastly mistake. I’d turned my back on Lolith. A stabbing pain was accompanied by the metallic taste of blood filling my mouth. I looked down and saw a blood-soaked blade burst through my chest.

“ELIN!” Lochlan roared.

His eyes wide and wild, Zeph shouted, “NO!” before the world went black.
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“Let me heal her,” Zeph pleaded with Lochlan. “Then you can kill me.”

Lochlan barreled through the melee toward him, unforgiving, but Searly stepped in front of him.

“Let him try! He has the power to heal. Let him try!”

Lochlan came to a halt, his eyes raking Zeph with freezing contempt.

“Let him try,” Searly begged.

Lochlan’s entire body shook with fear and rage as he struggled to pull back the reins of his madness, his nails digging into his clenched palms. His lips thinned into a grim line, but he nodded at Zeph to do what he could to save Elin.

Zeph held Elin’s head in his lap as blood rain fell from the sky. He pulled the sword from her chest and applied pressure to her gaping wound, his heart thrumming a frightening rhythm. He closed his eyes and concentrated on his healing powers.

Heal! By God’s bones, heal!

Searly quietly prayed. Arwyn, still shaking from almost dying herself, slid in next to Zeph to assist with the healing. Lochlan stood guard over her body while they worked at fixing her.

No one spoke.
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Lochlan’s gaze roamed over the courtyard that had been anointed with bowels and a putrefying stench, because if he looked at his beloved Elin, he would shatter in a million ways.

The Cait-Sidhe had defeated the rest of the Unseelie and Lochlan had destroyed Lolith. He had seen the woman drive the sword through Elin’s back and his whole world had tilted sideways. His fear of getting to her too late had come to fruition. Caught up in a tunnel of unspeakable rage, it was only after he held the woman’s head in his hands that he realized what he had done. Somehow he had twisted Lolith’s head clean off her shoulders, and he had no memory of doing it.

The worm that had been holding Searly captive shriveled to ash, freed by the death of who Lochlan now knew had been the Seelie queen, or rather, who had convinced an entire realm that she was their queen. A moment later, the sky had split open and blood rained from the Heavens for several minutes, eventually tapering off.

Lochlan cared about none of that. He only cared about the girl who he now rocked in his arms. He forced his eyes away from the carnage and stared at her lovely face. He nuzzled his nose into her hair, whispering things he wanted only her to hear, and cried like a man who had lost his soul. Because Elin had died in Zeph’s arms.

Of all the times he had dreamt of holding Elin, it had not been like this.

He was vaguely aware of his surroundings. He heard the murmurings of quiet words of sorrow, but he pushed everyone out of his mind and held onto Elin, stroking her hair, letting his tears fall on her skin. He stared at her face, knowing that he should recognize the changes from human to Fae, though thinking she looked the same. Because in his eyes, she had always looked like an angel.

A sob broke from somewhere deep and he shook with so much sorrow his bones rattled.

When the owl/woman sat down beside him he barely spared her a glance. He wanted everyone gone to let him grieve in peace. The Cait-Sidhe must have sensed this need in him because they gave him the space he needed and were quietly keeping a watchful eye out from some distance away.

Zeph had tried to heal her, pulling the sword from her body, though all he accomplished was staining his hands crimson. Then a girl, Arwyn he’d learned, also tried healing her to no avail.

“They cannot heal the dead,” the owl/woman said.

Lochlan’s nostrils flared. “Stop. Leave me be, woman. Just…leave me be.”

“You will heal her. The curse is broken,” she said, softness underscoring her words. “She will wake up in your arms. Believe me. Please. Your despair is breaking my heart.”

He shook his head, her face a blur when he tried to look at her. “How do you know the curse is broken?”

“Because…” she pointed to Arwyn and Searly, “they can see me.”

“Aye,” Searly said, his brows drawn together. “What does that mean?”

“That’s why they sent me. The minute anyone other than Lochlan could see me, it would mean the curse was broken once and for all.”

Arwyn looked puzzled. “How?”

“The omen came to pass.”

“What omen?” Lochlan asked, impatient, agitated.

“Aye, the omen hidden within the curse.” Searly recited it out loud, having studied the curse for so long, he had it memorized.

 

When what is blue turns red, your child will bring man to his knees in sorrow

For they will not see the light of tomorrow

Let it be so until the mountains move and the rivers shiver

As soon as what’s been shrouded is revealed, all wicked souls will quiver

A refusal shall mark an age of tranquility

And the restoration of balance shall bring forth a remedy

 

The owl/woman smiled that secretive smile of hers. “As soon as what’s been shrouded is revealed... The Faery of Light learned of her brother, the deception, and lies spun by Lolith, the Seelie queen who was never the true and rightful heir to the throne. She was also the one who issued the curse, and when Lochlan killed her the curse was broken. Part of the…all wicked souls will quiver bit. Also… a refusal shall mark an age of tranquility…” She looked at Arwyn then. “Zeph refused to kill his sister. He set everything in motion the moment he made that decision.”

Although Lochlan wanted to believe, he was fearful of doing so. Believing Elin would rise from the dead was too fanciful to accept, too outrageous to comprehend.

“How do you know this?” Lochlan choked.

The owl/woman placed her hand on Lochlan’s cheek. He quickly arched back, his heart stuttering in his chest. “What are you doing?” He was only touching Elin now because her heart had stopped beating. When she had taken her last breath in Zeph’s arms, he had gotten up without a word and left. No one knew where he went. Lochlan couldn’t be bothered to care. But the owl/woman touching him? He couldn’t risk killing an innocent. “I’m proving to you that the curse is broken. That you can now heal her. Only you.”

“How?”

“It is your destiny.”

Lochlan scoffed. “How could you possibly know my destiny?”

The owl/woman reached out a gentle hand once again. This time, Lochlan tried not to flinch. She touched his cheek, and Lochlan stopped breathing. No one lived after touching him. No one.

Yet nothing happened. The owl/woman remained, her hand on his face. Lochlan closed his eyes, relishing the feel of a warm touch on his skin. “It was prophesized that if I forfeit my life for my son’s that he would save the Faery of Light.” She bent her head and kissed Lochlan’s cheek. “It is written. And so it shall be.”
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Lochlan’s mother had indeed forfeited her own life for her son’s. She had only gotten to hold him one time. Once. Immediately following his birth. He was a mess of dark hair and eyes like she’d never seen. It had been love at first sight.

She had held on to that memory in the afterlife. And now, she couldn’t believe she was touching him. She wanted to wrap him in her arms and hold him for as long as he would allow, but she pushed away her own wants and encouraged him to have faith in the path he was born to follow.

“I know you have questions about me,” she said, softly. “Let’s save her first, shall we?”

He nodded stoically and asked, “What do I do?”

She couldn’t help the bubble of excitement. “Yours,” she said, “is the kiss of life.”

“My what?”

“Your gift.”

“I have a gift?”

“Yes. The kiss of life.”

Arwyn moved toward Searly. He lifted his arm, tucking her securely against him. Her eyes were red and puffy, as were Searly’s. They comforted one another and Lochlan realized a new friendship had been forged. He would have smiled had his eyes not strayed back to Elin lying limp in his arms.

His mother knew this. She sensed it. She may have only gotten to hold him once, but she was his mother, and mothers had instinctual knowledge about their children.

“What if it doesn’t work?” Lochlan asked.

His mother wanted to comfort him, to embrace him, put away all his fears. With a careful hand, she gently touched his back. He flinched, and then he relaxed. Touch would be something he would have to get used to.

“It will work,” she promised.

He gazed at Elin’s angelic face, gently tucked her hair behind an ear that had grown pointed, and let his fingers glide over her jaw. Taking a deep breath, he let it out slowly. Without further ado, he bent his head and gently pressed his lips to hers.

He did not breathe. He did not move. He hovered over her mouth and waited. And waited. And waited.

When Elin opened her eyes, eyes the color of spun silver, he smiled a watery smile and whispered, “Acushla.”
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Lochlan fiddled with the wooden owl he kept inside his pocket, his attention split between listening to the hushed voices of Elin and Arwyn, and gazing at the moon that, even now, called to him like a siren.

They had left Shadowland behind, left Faery behind. For now, at least. He had brought everyone back to Mirova, including Arwyn, who had to be persuaded to come. She hadn’t wanted to leave because…well, because she was worried. When Zeph left them after believing Elin had well and truly died, he hadn’t come back, and they didn’t know where to find him. Lochlan hadn’t quite known how to feel about that. For now, he would push that worry aside and concentrate on things he did know about.

Like how he felt for Elin.

They hadn’t had any time alone. He may have brought her back to life, but it had taken some time for her to fully regain consciousness. She had slept throughout their journey to the human realm, Lochlan carrying her the whole way while the Cait Sidhe led them through the shadow roads. After they’d arrived, Lochlan had brought her to the manor, where she continued to sleep. For two days, seven hours, and twenty-six minutes. Lochlan had stayed by her side, afraid to look away for even a moment. Once again, life had proven to be fragile, and Lochlan had to fight to stay upright, to not crumble. She would need him whole when she woke, so he vowed to be solid as a fortress for her, even if he felt as brittle as old bones.

Searly, his mother, and Arwyn had stayed by her side as well until she had awoken, and when she finally roused, Elin had many questions. They filled her in on the events that took place, how Lochlan (and Zeph) broke the curse, how he’d saved her, how she had saved Zeph, how Zeph had saved Arwyn, and all the parts thereafter.

Now, Arwyn and Elin were saying their goodbyes, though not the forever kind. Searly was merely taking Arwyn back to the monastery with him. Lochlan didn’t know much about the Elf girl, but he sensed she needed a quiet place to reflect and figure out where to go from here. He couldn’t think of a better place to gain a bit of equilibrium than with Searly. He had told her as much, in fact, when Arwyn had put up resistance to the idea, fearing she would be a bother. Searly and the other monks lived to care for others. There could be no better place for her. Admittedly, Lochlan had been relieved when Arwyn reluctantly agreed. She had been a friend to the two people he cared most about. If she hadn’t gone with Searly, Lochlan would have insisted she stay at the manor. Either way, the Elf would be looked after.

“Does the moon still shine red for you, my friend?”

When Searly walked up behind him, Lochlan had still been staring up at the tenebrous, starless sky, at the moon that hung high overhead.

He frowned and forced his eyes away from the seductive mistress that had always beckoned him. “I had hoped…” Lochlan paused. “I had always wanted to see the moon glow like a pearl against Heaven’s breast. It doesn’t. It still shines red, like the eye of the devil.” Lochlan turned toward his friend, his cloak pulled over his head as if he were hiding from the beast in the sky. “Why? The curse is broken. Why does it still shine red?”

Searly took his time to consider the question. The night was quiet, and if Lochlan listened intently enough, he might have heard Searly’s thoughts. Prickles of unease danced over skin that felt too tight. Why must the moon continue to taunt him?

“Moses spoke to a burning bush,” Searly said, his voice soft, almost a whisper.

“Pardon?” Lochlan asked.

Searly’s eyes skirted the tops of trees until they came to rest on the moon. Lochlan followed Searly’s gaze and they watched the moon weave in and out of ribbons of black clouds.

“People would think me mad if I said I had spoken to a burning bush,” Searly continued. “Yet it is written that God spoke to Moses in this manner. Who is to say that God hasn’t been speaking to you through the moon all this time?”

Lochlan dared to look at his friend. “Pardon?” he said again.

A tiny smile toyed with Searly’s mouth. “I cannot count the number of times I’ve caught you gazing upon it. You’ve admitted it calls to you, lures you.” Searly tilted his head in thought. “What if the moon is your burning bush?”

Lochlan fought the urge to laugh. “You cannot honestly believe that.”

Searly looked at Lochlan pointedly. “Stranger things have happened. You see a moon no one else sees. It is more than a moon to you. We both thought the red glow of the moon was a sign of your curse. Your curse is no more, yet the moon hasn’t changed. Therefore, we have to think the moon is a sign of something more. Something significantly more.”

“Like what?”

“In light of all that I have seen and witnessed,” Searly grinned, “it would not be too far out of reach to think, perhaps, instead of the eye of the devil, what you have been seeing is the heart of our Lord.” Searly pinned Lochlan with his rich brown eyes. “Maybe our Lord has been telling you all these years that He is present, that He has not forgotten you, and that all you need to do is look up, for He is always watching over you.”

Searly nodded to himself. “That is why you have always been lured by it…why you can never seem to take your eyes from it. The moon speaks to you.” Searly’s eyes drifted upward again, as though he too was now lured by the red glow. “Whether you choose to believe that is up to you, but it is what I choose to believe.” Searly stretched his hand out between them and instinct had Lochlan shrinking back. Stepping toward him, Searly said, “Do me this honor, Lochlan, and shake my hand, because I have always wanted to shake yours.”

Lochlan tentatively reached out and let his hand slip into Searly’s palm. For the first time in all their years of friendship, Lochlan felt Searly’s skin, his calluses, and yes, he even felt his love, in a handshake.

Overwhelmed at the sensation, Lochlan trembled. “I never thanked you,” he said, feeling warmth suffuse the whole of his hand. “For always being there for me. I never said thank you.”

Searly, never taking his eyes off his friend said, “You never had to.”

Light footfalls fell behind them, bringing the two men’s attention to the lilting voice who said, “It is time for me to go.”

Searly looked at Lochlan with understanding, knowing how painful this moment would be for him. “I’ll retrieve Arwyn so you two can talk and then we’ll be on our way.”

Lochlan turned his eyes back to the owl/wom–his mother–and had to keep himself planted where he stood, for he felt the urge to grab the hem of her skirts and plead like a little boy for her to stay. He had only just gotten her back. He wasn’t ready for her to leave.

“Go?” he asked. “Go where?” He tilted his head toward the manor. “This is your home too.”

She moved toward him, floating like silk on a breeze. “I cannot stay.” Her mouth dipped into a frown and then she carefully lifted it back into place. Hurt and sadness shadowed the corners of her golden eyes. “It was an agreement I made to allow me to come.” She smiled softly. “To be your guide.”

Lochlan closed his eyes, his throat swelling, making it hard to swallow. “I don’t want you to go.” He felt the gentle press of her hand against his shoulder. Such an innocuous thing, touch, but for Lochlan it felt dangerous. He’d spent his life avoiding it like most people avoided fire. It almost burned the way her fingers warmed his skin through the fabric of his clothing. He took a fortifying breath and steeled himself from flinching, and in a tremulous voice, he repeated, “I don’t want you to go.”

“I know. Seems a bit unfair, doesn’t it? I had hoped…” She paused, her voice a cadence of highs and lows, of sad and happy, “…I had hoped for more time. However, I am eternally grateful for the time we had. It has been a gift. A beautiful and tragic gift, but a gift all the same.”

Something sharp pierced Lochlan’s heart, and the oozing of loss ran through his veins. Again, he wanted to clutch at her skirts and beg for her to remain with him. He nodded, more to himself than to her. He couldn’t argue. Her time with him had been a beautiful gift, though he was feeling the tragedy of it now.

He couldn’t face her, couldn’t let her see how he was rolling in deep, treacherous waters, being tossed about like a tiny boat on a swelling, angry sea.

“Don’t do that,” his mother said.

“Do what?” he asked.

“Hide your pain from me. Do you know how I yearn to see all the many facets that make up the man you are? Pain is a complex dynamic of living. Without it, we could not possibly appreciate all the joys of what makes living precious. We have to take the good with the bad, for we are all a complex dynamic of both.” She eased closer to him, finding his cheek with the soft skin of her hand. “Do not hide your pain from me, and I will not hide mine from you,” she said, her chin trembling ever so slightly.

Lochlan nodded, finding it hard to speak.

“I love you,” she said. “More than my own life, I love you.”

A cry broke from somewhere deep within his soul, the wounded, lost boy inside him demanding the affections of a mother he’d only dreamt about. “I love you too.” He turned in a rush and hugged her, holding on as tightly as he could before feeling like he held her too tightly. He loosened his arms, but only just. The need to hug her overwhelmed him, so he held on as long as he was allowed. “Will I ever see you again?”

“Yes. This is not goodbye. It is a mere farewell until we meet again. I promise.” She pulled back enough to see his face, so he could see hers. “I always keep my promises.”

He managed to swallow the burn in his throat. “Thank you.”

For everything.

She kissed his cheek, her eyes glistening. “You were worth every sacrifice I ever made. I have no regrets. Not one.” Her smile wobbled and she let him see it, the pain her sacrifice caused her. Pain she would willingly suffer again and again, for him.

A tear slipped down his cheek. “No regrets.”

She stepped away, her golden eyes wet with tears. “Now go to her, my precious boy. And be happy. I cannot think of anyone more deserving.”

On a pair of beautiful white wings, she flew away, kicking up a light breeze that fluttered across his face. He thought he heard the words, “And be well, my darling. Be well.”
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She was sitting on a felled tree by the creek’s bed. The same felled tree where she and Lochlan had once sat together. He inched his way toward her, one step at a time, feeling heavily burdened, grief clinging to him like a second skin, already missing his mum. Everyone had gone, and he’d discovered he rather liked having the company of others. So much of his life had been spent alone and now his heart ached for family. However, he couldn’t deny the jubilation he felt the closer he drew to Elin, alongside the nervousness that rattled around inside of him.

Sensing his approach, she turned his way. Their eyes met and his feet swayed beneath him, his breath catching on an exhale. She straightened; he stilled. For a long moment they stared, caught up in the other’s unwavering hold.

Dathúil was the word his mind conjured. A pleasure to the eyes.

Before, her hair had been bronze silk, her eyes gray. Now her hair was silky metallic, though her eyes still reminded him of silvery probes that pierced his soul, cutting like knives, wounding him from the inside out.

Her soft pink lips curved upward, slowly, and curled prettily into a smile. His heart thudded in his chest, his blood rushed to his ears, and this time his heart pounded a rhythm he recognized.

He seated himself beside her and they listened to the sounds of the trickling water, and the crackle of the fire she had made.

“So your mother…” she said softly. “She was the owl in the forest that day. The one who saved me from touching you.”

It was more of an acknowledgment than a question.

“My mother apparently likes to make an impression.”

Elin laughed, sounding like a choir of angels. “That she does.” Her laugh faded and gentleness caressed her face. She knew better than anyone what it was like to have to say goodbye to your mother. “Are you all right?” she asked.

He looked away from her sympathetic eyes and stood, shoving his hands deep into his pockets, toying with the wooden owl he kept there. “I will be.”

The moment stretched into an uncomfortable silence, neither one knowing quite what to say. The fire hissed while shadows danced in the firelight. Elin had been torn emotionally over her brother and Lochlan didn’t have the words to comfort her. His feelings about Zeph were largely unsettled, as were hers. Understandably so. Still, she grieved him, mourned him, nevertheless, and Lochlan ached to ease her troubles, wishing he had thought to ask his mother what he should say on the subject.

“Do you think he’ll come back?” she asked, breaking the silence.

Lochlan shook his head, knowing who she meant. “I wish I knew, for your sake.” He glanced over his shoulder, finding her staring off into the fire. “Do you want him to?”

Her face was a warm glow and he couldn’t help staring. Love was like that, he now knew. Once you found it, it was impossible to look anywhere else.

Still eyeing the dancing flames, she said, “I think I need him to. I have no closure. We never had the chance to–”

“I understand,” Lochlan said.

“And Arwyn,” Elin continued. “She needs…” Her fists curled in her lap. “I feel so badly for her. Whatever Zeph was to me, he was something else to her.”

Lochlan did not know the entirety of Zeph and Arwyn’s story. He doubted anyone did. Yet the Elf must have seen something worthy in Zeph. How else could her pain, obvious to anyone paying attention, be explained?

Lochlan angled his head toward the moon, that constant pull tugging him like they were connected by an invisible thread. Recalling Searly’s words, he tried to see its lure in a different light.

The moon speaks to you.

Closing his eyes, he tried to listen, although the only thing he could hear was Elin’s soft sniffles. He sighed and bowed his head.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

“For what?”

“If I knew where to find him, I would go hunt him down and drag his arse back here and let you and Arwyn do and say whatever you needed to.”

Elin chuckled, wiping a stray tear from her cheek. “I bet you would.”

He winked. “Indeed I would.”

The silence between them descended once more, only this time they didn’t look away from each other. She held up one hand and placed it over her heart. His hands trembled inside his pockets. She inhaled; he exhaled. She lowered her hand, stood, and walked toward him. He placed his hand around the wooden owl and pulled it out to give to her.

“I kept it,” he said. “Waiting for the day I could give it back to you.”

He wasn’t touching her, yet, but he could feel her. Deep in his bones, he could feel her. He ached so passionately to touch her, though he would wait. He wouldn’t rush.

“Thank you.” She held out an open palm. A slight breeze played with her hair like ghostly children, gently moving it around her face.

He placed the owl figurine in her hand, carefully, out of habit. She closed her fingers around it, staring up at him with eyes that told all her secrets. He captured every one of them. In return, he gave her all of his. Their hearts spoke in whispers, quiet stories meant for no other. It occurred to him that five hundred years had not prepared him for this. For her.

“I’m in love with you,” she breathed.

He very nearly fell to his knees.

“I have no idea how I feel about anything else. I can’t even comprehend most of what has happened. The only thing that has remained constant, that I know for sure, is that I’m in love with you. That is all I know.”

Lochlan held still, her words a balm to his aching, lonely heart.

“I don’t know what I want more,” she said. “For you to touch me or for me to touch you.”

“Isn’t it the same thing?” he asked, his voice uneven and unusually high.

“Is it?”

“I don’t know.”

She stepped closer, a handbreadth between them, creating miniature sparks that made his body sing.

“Show me,” she said.

“Show you what?” he asked, watching the pulse in her neck thump. Slowly, his right hand began to rise. She followed it with glittering eyes. His thumb pressed against her thumping pulse, and carefully caressed it as his fingers found passage around the nape of her neck. She gasped. Again, he asked thickly, his own pulse thumping erratically, “Show you what?”

Her breathing ratcheted inside her corset and Lochlan’s eyes dropped to the rise and fall of her breasts. He had to close his eyes against the tumult of desire that lit his veins like a blazing wildfire.

“How…how you would kiss me.”

Lochlan’s eyes snapped open at her words and a smile formed. With his other hand, he removed the hood of his cloak. Locks of dark hair fell over his forehead. Unease sidled up beside him and his smile slipped.

“What’s wrong?” Elin asked.

He swallowed. “I don’t know how to kiss, Elin. I’m–”

She pressed a finger to his lips and Lochlan tried not to tense. “Shhh. We can teach each other.”

His eyes fell to her mouth. That beautiful pink mouth. He had pressed his lips to hers only once before, but it had been different. He was saving her life. Now she was saving his.

“Show me, Lochlan.”

The softness in her voice melted a bit of his unease. He palmed one smooth cheek and then the other. “I would hold you like this.” His legs moved into the folds of her skirts, wanting to get as close as humanly possible. His eyes grew heavy with want. Her eyes fluttered with anticipation.

Lowering his head, his mouth hovered over hers, sharing each other’s breaths. It was torture not to do something rash, like slam his lips down on hers, but he had waited five hundred years. He could wait five more minutes to get this right.

His pulse thrummed at the base of his neck. He swallowed, and then licked his lips. “I would think…I will never be the same after this.”

The tip of his nose brushed hers when his lips touched the corner of her mouth. For an eternity he held still, trembling, knowing that once their lips melded he would be indelibly marked.

He felt Elin’s breaths against his and then her tongue slipped out between her parted lips. Lochlan answered in kind. A choked cry tore from her throat when Lochlan’s tongue brushed hers. He moaned like a man in pain. It was agony for him not to take what he wanted. Still, he did not rush. Their tongues met and retreated, their mouths never fully melding. It was a dance of nipping and tasting, like sampling fine wine.

“Acushla,” he murmured against her lips. “I’m in love with you too.” Now, now he would truly kiss her. Their breathing became pants as he grabbed her hair and she clutched his cloak. She moaned when his tongue slipped deeper, invading her mouth, and finally, finally, their lips sealed in union.

Their worries and troubles dissipated in that kiss. The world faded to black and all that remained was two hearts that beat as one. When their lips became swollen and bruised, Lochlan broke the kiss and pressed her head to his chest, their breathing still heavy, though his heart no longer felt burdened. For the first time in his life, he was well and truly happy.

His eyes drifted up at that siren he called the moon. It still shined red, but no longer would he look upon it with fear and trepidation. He had no need. Maybe it was the heart of the Lord. Maybe it wasn’t. Perhaps the moon was only a moon. Either way, he would make his peace with it.

“Aut vincere, aut mori,” Searly had once said. Either conquer or die.

Lochlan endeavored to always conquer.

“Lochlan?”

“Yes?” he whispered, stroking Elin’s hair, reveling in the feel of it.

“I can see your happiest memory now.” She pulled back and stared into his mint-pearl eyes.

Lochlan blinked. “You can?” She nodded. “Tell me.”

“It’s…me,” she marveled. “How…why couldn’t I see–”

He hushed her with a kiss. “Because before you, I did not have any.”
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I was speaking with my good friend Christie one day and told her I wanted to try my hand at fantasy. I wanted to write something different. And she said, “Oh this makes me happy. Write about Faes! Please! They’re my favorite to read about.” I said, “Okay. Sure. Yeah. I can do that.”

 

Confession: I had never read a single book about Faes. Not one. Soooo, yeah, I was like…uhh…I guess I need to do some research and figure out what I don’t know. I did a lot of reading, both fiction and Irish mythology and then I went to my nineteen year old son, Tyler, because he has a pretty wild imagination and told him that I was going to write a fantasy novel about Faes and asked if he wanted to brainstorm with me. One evening we knocked around ideas, and through that brainstorming session a curse was written.

 

From there the story developed, growing and evolving throughout the writing process. One suggestion and one idea at a time (with a kernel of self-doubt thrown into the mix for good measure) is how The Moon Shines Red came to be. So thank you Tyler and Christie.

 

There’s also a beautiful message within the context of this story, as there are with all of my stories. It came to be during that brainstorming session. And it is in essence: We all have burdens to bear and crosses to carry, and we all have to learn to live with them. Not every problem has a solution and that’s okay. Because it is in the way we live with our burdens that shape who we are, who we want to be, and who we eventually become.

 

And that is so true. No matter who you are or what you believe in. It is the same for us all.

There are, of course, other meaningful messages weaved throughout the story. But I’ll leave you, the reader, to decide what they are because they may be different for all of us.

 

Anyway, I hope you enjoyed reading The Moon Shines Red. And I hope you consider leaving a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads. It is the best way to support an author and share your love of their stories. And I would be forever grateful.

 

I thank you for reading!
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My beta readers and my family are closest to my heart and without them I couldn’t write the books I write. But there are also so many people behind the scenes that make publishing a book possible. So, let me begin my thanks…

 

To my son, Tyler: Thank you for brainstorming with me and helping me figure out the last lines of the curse. Now, you said if I wrote a fantasy book you would read it. Well, kiddo, I wrote one. I’ll be waiting over there > for your verdict.

 

Christie Parker: I love you. What else is there to say? I love you. You are my rock. My cheerleader. My person. You are partly responsible for this book. Faes was your suggestion and I went with it, even though I had no idea what the heck I was doing. But I think I figured it out. Remember when I said, “I know how this book ends.” And you were like, “Really?” And I said, “Yep. I just have no idea how it begins.” < Oh yeah, it’s funny now. At the time, though, I was pulling my hair out. You helped keep me sane. Always encouraging, always punching me in the arm, saying, “You got this.” So, thank you. A million times, thank you. I know I couldn’t have finished it without you. Or even started it. I am beyond grateful to know you and call you my friend. You’re my soul sister.

 

Anne Woodall: Beta and proofreader. As always, you truly make me smile with your excitement and encouraging words. Every time I would read your feedback my smile would be huge! Your enthusiasm for this story was contagious. You always make me feel like I can soar – like I can do anything. And on days when I couldn’t feel the words – I would go back and re-read your feedback and something within me would spark and the words would eventually come. Thank you for that, Anne. Thank you for taking these long journeys with me. You are dear to me and I love you.

 

Author Melyssa Winchester: Thank you for all the reading you do and have done for me. I appreciate you more than you know. Your play by play reactions always crack me up and I never know what you’re gonna say but I always look forward to whatever it is. You have my back and I have yours. *fist bump* I love your face, lady!

 

Trisha Rai: You’ve been on this ride with me for a while now. Thank you so much for your sweet friendship and for being such an amazing person. You’ll never know how much I truly adore, love, and appreciate you. Thank you for your kindness and all the warmth you bring into my life. You always make me laugh and smile. And I love that you love what I do. Thank you.

 

Maayan Nahmani: Thank you for always talking about my books and spreading the love of them. I’m happy for the journeys we’ve shared and I wish you much success in your own endeavors. May you always find what speaks to your heart and never be afraid of where it may lead you. Courage and passion is the hallmark of success. Be fearless.

 

Sharon Hanson: You, my dear, feed my soul. You lift me up with your praise and endless supply of support. Thank you so much for believing in me. I can’t tell you how much that matters. I am honored to call you my friend and I can’t wait for our next journey to begin.

 

To my dad: Thank you for believing in me. That alone is priceless. But I also thank you for the time you’ve given and for the love you’ve shown me. It’s invaluable and I love you from the bottom of my heart.

 

To my daughter, Katelyn: Thank you for being you! For being a great mom and a loving wife. You make me proud. Thank you for always supporting me and cheering me on. How you see me matters more than you’ll ever know. I hope I always make you proud. Always.

 

To my cover artist, Letitia Hasser with RBA Designs: Thank you for your amazing cover art. I absolutely love working with you. You are positively the sweetest and I adore you. Thank you for making my covers beautiful.

 

E.M.Tippetts Book Design: Thank you for always making the interior of my books beautiful.

 

To my editor, Felicia Sullivan: Thank you for all the hard work you do to help me whip my words into shape. You are a gem. And I appreciate you more than you realize.

 

And finally, to my husband: Your unfailing support and undying devotion is EVERYTHING. Your reminders for me to eat while I’m writing may make some people laugh, but it makes me smile. Thank you for eating pizza too many nights a week because I’m locked away in the writing cave to finish a story. You never complain. Never. Not once. Thank you for that and so much more. I love you more than words can say.

 

And to my readers and all the bloggers out there: THANK YOU ALL. I do this for you and you make all the hours I spend doing it worth it. Without you, I’m just putting words on paper. It is your reaction to those words that make all the blood, sweat, and tears mean something. Thank you for your time and for choosing to read ‘my’ words and letting them sink into your hearts. Here’s to you!
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Pamela Sparkman grew up in Alabama. She became an avid reader at a young age. The written word has always fascinated her and she wrote her first short story while still in elementary school. Inspiration for her stories always begins with a song. She believes music is the pulse of life and books are the heart of it.

 

When she isn’t writing, however, she’s spending time with her family and taking one day at a time.
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