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Chapter 1
 
Leith sat, proud and utterly still. He would not shrink away from his visitor, this human. Leith might be a prisoner of the Caledonian queen and a convicted traitor facing execution, but he was fae and would face his enemy with dignity.
“Do you know who I am?” 
 “Of course,” Leith said, raising his chin defiantly. Although hungry and unwashed, he shrugged with a bare movement, as though not at all troubled by his predicament. The human druid, Quinton Munro, was bonded to the queen. Every faerie in every kingdom recognised his face. Leith had seen him in person six moons before, on the day the queen had taken Prince Griogair as her mate. Griogair was a real traitor. He’d been the mate of the previous monarch, Cadhla, but hadn’t missed the opportunity to ally with the new queen. Some say he killed her, but Leith knew better.
The holding cell was more a small ruin of a house than a prison. The real imprisonment came from being cut off from the flows of magic. Two Watchers sat in an adjacent room, focusing their power on disconnecting Leith from his. In the early days of his imprisonment, Leith had felt panicky and trapped. Even in his sleep, he reached for the flows, and he’d wake with a start when he realised he couldn’t touch them. It took a moment every time for the truth to sink in, and when it did, the frustration turned to resignation.
“Then you know why I’m here,” Munro said.
“I can guess. Like the joint conclave, you believe I am part of some conspiracy against the queen, no doubt. All who observe report that she jumps at shadows.” His lip twitched into a momentary smile.
“I’m here about Cadhla. You know where she is.”
Leith thought quickly. How could this human know what few even dared to suspect? “Queen Cadhla lives?” he asked, feigning surprise. His heart pounded. What did this mean for the small group who worked in the shadows, searching for any opportunity to destabilise the current queen’s reign? 
“Eilidh is queen now.” The human’s tone held a warning.
The prisoner bowed his head. “So she is.” He paused, hardly daring to glance up. “But if Cadhla survived as you say…”
“Cadhla is dead. She must stay dead.”
Doubt played through Leith’s mind. He inched closer to the druid, meeting his blue eyes. Only fetid air separated the two. The human had nothing to fear; Leith’s magic was contained, and without it, he was weak, frail even. They both understood the truth, and Munro didn’t cringe as he might have done if Leith had access to the flows. Leith looked away first and licked his lips. “Do you wish me to pass her a message?” he asked, his gaze fixed on the soiled stone floor.
“I have a message, but it is not for Cadhla.” 
Leith looked up in time to see the human’s eyes flash strangely. His voice pitched upward as he muttered a few words in the ancient fae tongue. How could this human incant like a faerie?
 “I don’t understand.” Leith backed away from Munro. The Watchers in the next room had released their grip on his mind. This human now held the flows away. Leith glanced around the room, feeling more vulnerable and afraid than at any moment since his capture. “How can this be?”
 “Queen Eilidh must never learn Cadhla did not die on Skye six moons ago,” Munro said.
“The queen doesn’t know her predecessor lives? Then how do you…”
Munro smirked. “Because I was the one who freed her.” 
“What?” Leith no longer cared about his dignity. His hands shook. None of this made sense. He could feel power, previously masked, roiling from the human’s body. “What do you want from me?”
“Only one thing.” Darkness spread through Leith’s mind as Munro completed another enchantment. “I have no desire to be cruel. May you rest in the embrace of the Mother.”
The plain iron blade flashed as Munro slipped it from his pocket and held it up. With a smooth, practiced movement, he slashed Leith’s neck. Blood spurted over the human, and he frowned with distaste.
A strange fog in Leith’s thoughts made pain and worry slip from his mind as he slumped against the wall. His entire body had gone numb, and he understood he would die at any moment. Something told him this was right. His only regret was that his end had to come at the hands of a human. They were scarcely more intelligent than animals. Nothing about this made sense, but Leith no longer fought for understanding.
The druid loomed, his essence filling every dark corner of the small cell. With a bare touch of fire magic, Munro lifted his hand and carved a rune into the wall. Leith considered the mark with distant surprise. The rune itself was empty and meant nothing. But then, humans couldn’t possibly understand runes. 
Munro turned back to Leith and tutted. “Aren’t you dead yet?” he asked. His voice had a peculiar timbre. It sounded almost familiar. 
Leith slid to the floor, and his life drained away.
∞
Deep in the woods, a figure hurried away from the cottage. With another insignificant twist of the astral flows, the illusion faded. Quinton Munro’s face disappeared and the figure’s own angular features returned. The light hair reverted to the faerie’s natural shade. The rounded ears twisted at the top. The smooth but flawed skin of a human in his mid-thirties took on the barely wrinkled appearance of a faerie aged many hundreds of years. 
Although the faerie wasn’t certain, it seemed unlikely the Watchers would remember Munro’s face or that Queen Eilidh would be able to retrieve any memory from the dead prisoner. Still, the deception was worth the small effort required, on the off-chance the queen’s druid might be implicated. With luck, they would think Leith’s death an honour-suicide, thus not calling any attention to dangerous places. 
The trickery might cost Munro dearly, and that idea made the faerie smile. Queen Eilidh relied heavily on her druid, and some would say he even had her heart. The queen was responsible for Beniss’ death. Beniss had been a shining example of true beauty, a self-sacrificing embodiment of everything good in their race. For that loss, that crime, none would find redemption.
∞
Wearing a long, silk gown as she sat on her glass throne and listened to the droning pleas of her counsellors, Eilidh let her mind drift. She thought wistfully of the slouchy jeans she used to wear, of a time when she kept company with rats and hid her talents away. At least back then, she knew who to name as an enemy. 
In the six moons since Eilidh had ascended to the Caledonian throne, she’d had to adjust to a new existence among the fae. No one, not even she, had anticipated the transition would have required any effort because life in the Otherworld was natural. Her time as an exile had been brief, a mere twenty-five years, something everyone expected her to put behind her without another thought.
She might have, if not for Quinton Munro. She had inadvertently woken his druidic powers, and in turn set in motion an ancient bonding magic that connected them at their cores. They’d fallen in love, a fact that had to be hidden from faerie society, but she kept him close. Just seeing him reminded her of the good things in the human realm—the little comforts she’d never thought twice about, like hooded sweatshirts. The one habit she had refused to change was wearing her brilliant white hair in a practical, spiky cut. Several other fae, both men and women, had copied the style, much to Eilidh’s amusement.
“Griogair,” she said suddenly, cutting off the elder faerie in front of her mid-sentence. She turned, but her mate wasn’t standing behind her, as he usually did during court sessions.
The three faeries who stood on the dais below her exchanged looks. Galen, one of her most trusted advisors and the one she’d interrupted, spoke up, “His Highness is meeting with the Tvorskane ambassador. Your Majesty, the prisoner must be dealt with immediately. You must show your strength.”
Eilidh tilted her head. Galen regularly gave sound advice, but this situation gnawed at the young queen. “I wish to speak with Griogair before I make any final determinations.” She stood, silently cursing the constricting formal attire. 
Setir looked imploringly at Eilidh. “Allow me to send someone, Your Majesty. There’s no need to seek him out personally,” he added quietly.
Without responding, she walked down the aisle and past the three conclave elders, then exited the throne room by way of the large arch at the rear. It annoyed her that they expected her to act like someone she wasn’t. They followed her as she wound through the corridors toward the East Hall. Servants and Watchers scurried around them, some trying to get out of the way, some alert, as though her behaviour was so alarming, danger must be near. 
Eilidh bit back her frustration. Half a year she’d made her home here, and still they treated her as though she was Cadhla. The former queen had been a typical royal, cruel and distant, but surely it shouldn’t take six moons to realise Eilidh was neither of those things. She didn’t intend to be.
She made her way through the large, offset walls that served as the characteristic entryway in Canton Dreich. These offered some privacy but did not go as far as having doors, something Eilidh also missed from the human realm. As she approached, a Watcher stepped in front of her and announced to the chamber, “Queen Eilidh of Caledonia.”
With a glance, she muttered, “This is my own bloody house. You wouldn’t think I’d need an introduction when I walk into a room.”
Griogair rose from the white-draped table where he been sitting with at least a dozen officials. He grinned at her, looking amused, as usual, at her distinctly common manner. Everyone in the room bowed as she entered except him. That never ceased to cause consternation among those close to them. She’d made him promise not to, unless strict protocol had to be observed in public. 
Their personal arrangement was secret even from friends and advisors. Eilidh felt fortunate her mate was also her closest companion and confidant, other than Quinton Munro, her bonded druid and lover. While Munro didn’t understand faerie politics, Griogair navigated that world with ease. For hundreds of years he’d been mated to Cadhla and was a prince in his own right. His pairing with Eilidh had been arranged, as had his union with Cadhla—neither of them having much say in the matter— but Eilidh hoped his current situation proved to be more satisfactory than the last. At least she had never tried to kill him.
“Do pardon the interruption, Griogair. I wish to consult with you. Perhaps when you’re finished?” She turned to the officials from Tvorskane. “I apologise. I’ll only keep him a short while.” She caught the horrified expression on Setir’s face. Thinking he worried the conversation might take longer than she’d indicated, she added, “Or perhaps we can arrange a dinner before sunrise to make up for the inconvenience? Can you stay, or do you plan to head home soon?” She focused her attention on the one with the most formal clothing, assuming he must be the ambassador, although she didn’t recall meeting him before. She probably had, of course, but the previous moons passed in such a blur. She’d met more people since becoming queen than in her entire hundred and twenty-five years before.
“Accepting your invitation would be the deepest honour, Your Majesty. I’d not anticipated having the pleasure of encountering you on this trip.”
“Good,” she said. “We’ll arrange something then. I’m certain it will be no trouble.” It would, she knew, be a lot of trouble. Those who served her seemed to like to fret about her sudden changes in plans. She already saw a few servants scurrying as discretely as possible, off to organise whatever would need doing.
She said a polite goodbye to the ambassador and lingered in the corridor, waiting for Griogair to wrap up his business. Within moments, he fell into step with her and they headed to her private quarters.
When they arrived at the door, she said to the elders, “I require time alone with my mate.”
Setir and Qwe both looked frustrated, and even Galen showed a flicker of impatience in her eyes. “Your Majesty,” Setir began, “we cannot delay. The joint conclave expects us to advise you about the matter. His Highness is a trusted advisor. He is, I would remind you, neither a conclave member nor an elder. Certain protocols must be observed.”
“Nonsense, Setir,” Galen said, looking more regal, Eilidh thought, than she could ever hope to. “The queen has made her desires clear.” To Eilidh, she added, “Your Majesty,” with a deferential inclination of her head.
Gratitude washed over Eilidh. How many times had Galen created a subtle buffer for her, when the conclave became demanding or she needed a moment to think? Eilidh nodded to the elder faerie who had become an ally, despite the tragedy that had introduced them a year before. Eilidh glanced at the Watchers, who had taken positions on either side of the entrance to her private domain. “See that we aren’t disturbed.”
They saluted with hands over hearts, and Eilidh left them all standing in the corridor. She hated being rude to Setir and Qwe, but their chatter made her head ache.
Griogair draped himself across a plush lounge chair in her sitting room. She couldn’t help but smile. He was one of the few who treated her as he always had. His violet eyes swirled with earth magic, so different from her primarily azuri talents. In many ways, he a royal, she a commoner and once an outcast, were an unlikely couple, but as the moons passed, they’d adopted a pleasant and growing friendship.
She slipped off her shoes and took a chair beside him, curling her legs beneath her. “They want me to decide what to do about this prisoner, Leith, but they give me no options I can live with. Death or exile? What kind of choice is that? What has he done, truly?”
Griogair twined his fingers together over his chest. “I believe the charge was treason and conspiracy against the crown.”
“They should understand why I won’t exile him to Scotland. Our cast-off criminals can wreak unfathomable havoc on human society.”
“As you did?” he teased. 
She glared at him half-heartedly. “As Cridhe did by seeking out and killing human druids.” The memory made her shudder. Cridhe had been the only blood faerie she’d ever encountered, and his magic was as dark and corrupting as many once believed her own would be. “Even Tràth, although his intentions were not ill, caused damage when he lost control of his temporal abilities.”
Griogair stiffened at the mention of his son. The prince was still recovering from the trauma of the previous year, and he would need a long time yet to master his magic. He’d not spoken of his mother, Queen Cadhla, since her death, as far as Eilidh knew, but how could the loss not affect him?
Eilidh softened her tone. “I don’t blame him, my mate. No one does. The harm done was, in the end, minimal, although those humans he encountered will have strange stories to tell for the rest of their lives.” She glanced at a tapestry hanging on the wall, a gift from Queen Vinye of Andena, the kingdom whose borderlands touched Caledonia’s in the south. Something about the artwork’s soothing colours comforted her. “If visiting their realm were not crucial to the survival of our race, I’d close the Otherworld gates forever. How many ways do we touch their society without intending to?”
A tug in her awareness told her Quinton Munro approached. Their bond allowed them to sense each other’s emotions and proximity, and as time went on, they discovered new depths to their connection. Faerie society didn’t yet know what to make of the five human druids who had come to Caledonia, but they had begun to carve out their place in the Otherworld. That gave Eilidh some comfort. She had feared Quinton would feel as much a prisoner in this realm as she had in his.
Sending a quick thought message to the Watchers in the corridor, she instructed them to allow the druid to enter. She wished she could leave a standing order, saying he had permission to pass without challenge, but that command would give rise to rumours she could ill afford at this unsettled time.
Griogair didn’t even look up when Munro walked in. As her prince-consort, he had little say in what Eilidh did. More importantly, he understood her bond with Munro and had no intention of trying to come between them.
Eilidh rose when he entered, and she slipped her arms around his waist, giving him a quick kiss with her embrace. He looked more handsome every day. She’d quietly suggested he at least try some fae apparel, and he’d managed, over time, to make a few rather pleasing choices. Today, he wore a fine kidskin shirt in a dark shade that complimented his deep blue eyes. His hair had grown lighter and his skin glowed with a sheen she found alluring. Neither of them knew if the changes were caused by the druids’ exposure to Otherworld air, or if their awakening magical abilities made them appear more fae-like. Either way, Eilidh approved.
“What’s wrong?” he asked quietly.
Eilidh inched back from him and smiled. Although she still felt the weight of her decision, his presence comforted her. “Help me get out of this ridiculous dress.” She stepped through to an adjoining chamber, her dressing room.
Griogair raised his voice as the pair departed. “You have maids for that.”
“Hello, Griogair,” Munro called toward the next room. He signalled for Eilidh to turn. When she did, he expertly unbuttoned the gown, then helped her slip into the soft, flowing robe she often wore between public appearances.
When they returned to the sitting room, Griogair said, “I hate to admit it, Eilidh, but the elders are right. You must order this traitor’s death if you won’t exile him.”
Eilidh sighed. “I want to hear from him myself. I will question Leith this evening, before our dinner with the Tvorskane ambassador, and announce my decision in the morning.”
Griogair stiffened in his seat. “That isn’t wise,” he said.
“Shall I kill a man who’s had no chance to defend himself?”
“He was convicted by the conclave.”
“I find it strange,” she said, “the conclave didn’t invite me to witness the evidence. His crime was supposedly one against me.”
Griogair’s expression told her he was a hair away from telling her not to be stupid, but, as always, he restrained himself. “They have done what is proper under the law, and advised you as to their decision. To question this prisoner would indicate you don’t trust their judgement. You will undermine their authority and, at the same time, appear foolish.”
Eilidh shook her head. “I don’t care. I must hear the confession from his own mouth. I wish to give him a chance to convince me not to kill him.” She glanced at Munro, whose troubled blue eyes reflected the frown curving his lips. Through their bond, she could sense he too was restraining himself from speaking his mind. His disapproval bore down on her. Funny, she thought suddenly, how the fae had always considered humans barbaric, and yet he was disgusted at what she might be forced to do. If only she had a choice.
Griogair stood. “I will speak to Oron, then, and smooth the way as much as possible.” He straightened his tunic. “Unless you wish to put me under an illusion?”
His thoughtfulness gave her heart a pang. He’d accepted that although he was her life mate, she was in love with Munro and bound to him irrevocably. Without being asked, he would offer to let Eilidh to use her powers of illusion to give him Munro’s face. Then he would leave, allowing others to believe she was alone with her mate. This deception helped maintain the appearance of propriety, and they had so far avoided scandal. Griogair found his pleasures elsewhere, accepting his role as friend and confidant, never seeking anything more. Fae society gave little thought to monogamy, but the idea of a queen bedding a human, druid or not, would elicit ruthless gossip.
“No,” she replied, “but thank you. I need to be alone with my thoughts, and your suggestion to smooth the way was a good one.”
Munro appeared less than happy at being sent away, although he said nothing. He also seemed to understand the pressure bearing down on her.
She loved them both in very different ways, she realised as they departed together, leaving her alone with her impossible choice.



Chapter 2
 
As the night’s darkest hour approached, Flùranach sped through the trees, heart pounding as she ran, brushing aside the tangles of hanging moss. There would be trouble. Such trouble. Her small feet easily found purchase as she rushed and tried to outpace the dread that followed.
It wasn’t her fault she was so much better at her lessons than every other faerie her age—and those children decades older. At eight years old, nearly nine, society still regarded her as an infant. Coddled, protected, and underestimated, only allowed out of the nursery because of her extraordinary abilities. The condescension infuriated her. The ninety-two years between her and adulthood may as well have been a millennium.
The wind whipped at her tear-streaked face. She’d mastered the nine circles of illusion, the sky voice, far-seeing, some things even her instructors didn’t understand. What she couldn’t do was hold herself in the aloof way faeries did, even faeries as young as twenty or thirty years. Her emotions ran riot. Perhaps that’s why she loved the human druids so, why she headed to the River Hai, where the druids had worked for over a moon on a secret project.
Breaking through the forest edge, she raced toward the wide stone terrace where she knew they’d be. She saw Rory’s shock of red hair before the others, and she made a beeline. His hair had grown long over the past moons, and his ears had developed an adorable point at the top. He stood with Aaron and Phillip, looking down at an immense stone wheel. Douglas sat with Tràth, Griogair’s son and the only temporal faerie known to exist in the kingdoms. The pair was always together. They’d bonded soon after they all came to Caledonia from the Skye colony, when Eilidh had been made queen.
Flùranach loved them all, even Tràth, but Rory was her favourite. He waved to her as she approached. Rather than scold her as the faerie adults would have done, he went to one knee and let her rush into his arms. As soon as she was safe in his embrace, he stood and swung her around until she laughed. Her strawberry-blonde hair flew in every direction.
“There’s my little giggle-goat,” he said. “Back from lessons already?”
“Obviously.” She neglected to mention that was only because she’d run away in the middle of class.
Aaron grinned. “Yeah, Rory. Obviously.” 
“What is it going to be?” she asked. The stone wheel lay flat on the ground
Rory still held her. She liked that. Faerie adults never held children once they were old enough to stop suckling. She felt safe and happy. “We aren’t sure yet,” he said.
“How can you make something if you don’t know what it is?”
Phillip answered with an open smile, “That’s part of the fun.” She liked Phillip. Of course, she liked them all, feeling drawn to them for different reasons: Aaron for the way he laughed and the funny songs he played in the mornings, Rory for the way he held her and made her feel loved, Douglas because he was as much of a rebel as she was. Something about Phillip was constant and solid. He always did what he said he would. Even though humans had a habit of telling the truth, Phillip had a raw honesty about him that Flùranach trusted without question.
She looked at the rock and wondered what they were up to. She’d seen a druid-made object of power before. The one absent druid, Quinton Munro, had created one just for her, a delicate rose she used to extend her far-seeing ability. As far as she knew, this was the first time the druids attempted to craft an object together.
Urging Rory to put her down, she walked over to the low, mossy wall, on which lay a variety of tools. “What are these?”
“To shape the stone,” Rory explained. “Munro can do it without them, but when he’s not here, we work the old-fashioned way.”
She nodded, sad that they had to rely on such crude methods. “If you would bond with me,” she said lightly, “I would gain earth powers, and I could mould it for you.”
He smiled at her, but she noticed something in his eyes. “I wish I could, duckling. Maybe when you’re older.” He’d explained the problem to her a hundred times. The magic didn’t let them choose which faerie to bond with. It called to them. He’d told her perhaps she had to grow up before her mind would be ready for bonding, but she suspected that he didn’t want to admit the truth.
Flùranach wondered if the druids could guide the magic. That’s what faeries did. It was a part of them but didn’t control them. Why should they not direct the bonding magic to choose her? If she had a druid, she’d be even more powerful and might at least learn something new, rather than repeating old lessons a hundred times over. Plus, she could be with her druid all the time instead of having to sneak away.
Munro got his own room at Canton Dreich near Queen Eilidh, and Douglas and Tràth lived together too, while the other druids shared a villa. If she had a druid, maybe she wouldn’t have to stay with her grandfather anymore.
“Come on, Douglas,” Aaron said. “Help us find the lines again.”
Flùranach didn’t understand what they were doing. They used earth magic, alien to her since her gifts came from the astral sphere, but even more importantly, theirs was druid magic. Earth faeries had tried working with them before, but none mirrored the humans’ abilities.
Douglas, the youngest of the group and only ten years older than Flùranach, went and knelt beside the stone. She thought it unfair everyone treated the humans as adults. The eldest of them was barely over thirty, yet they worked on whatever they liked and never went to lessons. Faeries lived under their tutors’ thumbs until they reached at least fifty.
She started to skip toward Tràth, stopping when she realised what she was doing. He wouldn’t scold her, but she’d forgotten his station for a moment. “Hello, Your Highness,” she said. 
She excelled at reading people, but something in Tràth challenged her. He seemed friendly enough, especially for a prince, but his temporal magic made him difficult. His mind didn’t work the same way as other faeries’.
He nodded to her, just as he would to an adult, which she appreciated. He never treated her like an ignorant child or tried to protect and hide her away, as the earth faeries did. “If I may?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.
“Of course,” she replied.
“Don’t be in such a rush. Enjoy your childhood while you can.”
Frustration bit at her. “My prison, you mean?”
He sighed. “I understand. I didn’t have the easiest youth myself.”
She had never met his mother, Queen Cadhla. Her grandfather and the other azuri on Skye had killed the queen when she invaded their colony. Flùranach was born in exile, and Tràth had been prince of an Otherworld kingdom all his life. “I can do my lessons better than my tutors, and yet they have me repeat them over and over, never teaching me more advanced magic. They always say, ‘you’re too young,’ or, ‘be patient,’ or, ‘you’ll understand when you’re older.’ Why should my age dictate what I can do? The magic cries out to me, but I can’t wield it the way I’m destined to. Why won’t they let me try?”
“You are eight years old, not even old enough to be out of the nursery, and yet you can touch magic even some of the elders cannot. Perhaps they are afraid.” He spoke softly, as though lost in memories. 
That was Tràth’s way. He often went silent for long periods, and she sensed his thoughts drifting beyond reach.
“They are afraid of you too,” she remarked, then glanced up quickly to make sure she hadn’t offended him.
“Yes,” he agreed. His dark hair contrasted with his pale skin, and he sometimes looked sick, even though she didn’t think he was. On the same day Queen Cadhla had died, he’d spent a lot of his magic trying to save the people of Skye from his mother. Some say it cost him dearly. Others say he’d had problems before that anyway.
“Is it lonely? Being the only one?” She’d wondered, but never before had the nerve to ask. As often as she saw him, she rarely spoke to him one-on-one like this. Usually, one or all of the druids were around. They loved her, she knew, but they sometimes ignored her if others were present. Was she so terrible to want to be noticed?
“I’m not lonely now that I have Douglas.” His eyes found the druid, watching him as he worked with his friends on the other side of the terrace. They’d decided to take the enormous wheel toward the water, discussing the best way to move it. They really should ask Tràth for help, Flùranach thought. When he bonded with Douglas, he gained access to the four spheres of earth magic, something that made every azuri faerie long to bond with one of druids. So much power.
“Rory said he may bond me when I’m older,” she said.
Tràth turned his eyes toward her. “I’m sure he will if he can, but the choice is not his to make.”
“Time will tell,” she said, certain Rory would choose her the moment her magic ripened.
Tràth chuckled as though she’d said something funny, then she realised she had. Time. None understood time the way Tràth did. He’d moved back and forth within it, hiding their entire colony in a time bubble when the azuri elders battled Tràth’s mother.
Flùranach had scarcely spoken to her own mother in years. She encountered her at festivals, but her mother seemed as any other of the fae women and had grown even more distant since they’d come to Caledonia.
“Tell me about time,” she asked.
Tràth looked into the sky, as though reading the stars. “Time is an ocean, and we driftwood, floating on its surface, eventually washing to shore.”
She longed to touch his mind, to see what he did, but even at her young age, she knew the idea was dangerous and ill-advised.
“I thought I might find you here,” said a familiar voice nearby. Grandfather. She’d expected her tutors to come after her themselves, as they often did, and drag her back to her lessons. If they had, she would have felt the spark of their mental touch as they searched for her. The idea her grandfather might simply walk had never occurred to her. She scolded herself. Of course he knew where the druids worked and that she would come straight here.
“Elder Oron.” Tràth stood and gave him a respectful nod.
“I’m sorry if my granddaughter has disturbed the druids’ important work.”
Flùranach hated the way he talked about her as though she was invisible. “They aren’t working,” she said. “They’re arguing with a rock.”
Oron looked down at Flùranach. “We who follow the Path of Stars do not understand the Ways of Earth, even less so the lost arts of druid magic.”
“Tràth will tell you. They are working against the stone, trying to pierce its defences,” she insisted, frustrated she couldn’t find the right words.
“Come, child,” her grandfather said. “Let us concentrate on the things we do understand, like why you have again defied your mentors.” He began to lead her away. “I suggest you spend your fifth hour of contemplation on empathy.”
Flùranach grumbled to herself and gave Tràth a wave as she left. The druids were so engrossed in their stone, she didn’t have a chance to tell them why their enchantment wouldn’t succeed. Tràth waved back, a small smile on his face that gave her comfort as her grandfather dragged her toward his house near Canton Dreich.



Chapter 3
 
Munro had slowly grown accustomed to the nocturnal ways of the fae, so during the night he often ate with Prince Griogair if the prince’s duties allowed. It surprised Munro how much he liked Eilidh’s husband. Only a year ago, Munro had been PC Quinton Munro, a Scottish beat cop with no clue about his own dormant magical powers. Never in a million years would he have imagined leaving his home to live in the Otherworld, bound by love and magic to a faerie queen. That she’d married someone else only complicated things further.
The three of them kept their arrangement secret. No one, not even the elders, Eilidh’s personal attendants, or the other druids knew. Munro didn’t like keeping secrets, especially from his friends, but he understood why it had to be that way. Some of the fae still thought of humans as barely a step above animals. Only recently had the mentality begun to change, as word spread of the druids and how they enhanced the magical capacity of the faeries they bonded with. It also helped that they could create objects of power. Still, their abilities made some think of them as sources to be used, mere servants with a purpose. If anyone knew Munro was Eilidh’s lover, the gossip would undermine her position, and not only within her own kingdom. Things were hard enough for her. Munro had no desire to give fuel to her detractors, even if he had to stand in the background, watching Griogair by her side. 
“What’s up with this prisoner everyone’s talking about?” Munro asked, biting into a large strawberry as they lounged on the terrace.
Griogair shrugged. “A Caledonian traitor. He was involved in a conspiracy to assassinate the queen.”
Munro sat up. “What?” he asked. His gaze moved in the direction of her presence, which stayed with him night and day since they bonded. “Is Eilidh in danger?”
“She’s a queen. Of course she is. Discontented elements will always plot against her from within and without.” Then, as though just noticing Munro’s distress, he added, “She is well protected and not defenceless even on her own. Her substantial powers grow with each passing moon. Soon, she will be stronger even than Cadhla, and that’s saying something.” He put down the slim, curved eating utensils. “In one respect, her hesitation to order his death will prove useful. She shows a certain thoughtful independence. In the end, however, she will do what she must.”
Munro nodded. Eilidh always found the strength to do what she had to. He just wished he could do more to help her.
“I’m curious,” Griogair said. “I understand you druids have been trying to meld your powers in one large talisman. Any luck?”
“I should go down today,” Munro said, “to find out how they’re getting on. The other four have an easier time combining because they’re all water druids. My stone talents disrupt their flow. We’ll keep trying though.”
“The star you gave me is still an object of fascination to many. I haven’t forgotten its use also saved my son’s life last year. Your work with the others has added greatly to our kingdom.”
Munro chuckled. “So far, we’ve managed to roll a rock around. We’re still missing something. We can’t just go to the library and check out a manual.”
“Why not?”
Munro glanced at him. “You have books about druids?”
Griogair shrugged again, repeating the flawless and economical movement. “Perhaps not books as you would recognise them. We have rune stones and stories going back thousands of years. But you would need a lifetime of research to glean a sliver of what you want to know, even if you could read, which of course, you can’t.”
“What makes you think I can’t read?”
“Our writings do not work the same way as yours. Even if you understood the ancient fae tongue, you wouldn’t be able to decipher the magic of the runes.”
“Would you teach me?” he asked. He’d not even tried to learn the language of the Otherworld. Most of the fae spoke English well enough, some with only a shadow of an accent. It seemed almost disrespectful to attempt their native tongue, like attempting to play an instrument in the presence of a virtuoso.
Griogair opened his mouth to respond, but a sharp flash of anger seared Munro’s mind, anger like he’d rarely sensed from Eilidh before. Munro cut Griogair off with a clenching of his fist and a muffled cry of surprise. 
Without having to be told, Griogair stood and rushed to the door, Munro close on his heels. “What did she say?” the prince-consort asked.
“Not words,” Munro choked out, still reeling from the force of Eilidh’s emotion. Griogair had one thing right: she was getting stronger. “Something terrible has happened—” He corrected himself, “is happening.”
∞
Eilidh glared. “I demand to see the body.” She glanced around the assembled elders who’d descended, uninvited, into her personal quarters. As soon as she received word of their arrival, she’d known something was wrong. Although she was friendly and lacking the ruthless confidence some royals seemed born with, no one dared invade her private sanctum until tonight.
Attendants appeared from nowhere and followed Eilidh into her dressing room. She chose wool trousers and a capelet, black—to match her mood. One of the maids tried to suggest a gown, since Eilidh intended to leave the castle, but Eilidh brushed her aside. “I’m going to a prison, not a ballroom.”
Her power swelled when she thundered back into her main sitting room. A faerie elder would never cower, but they had the good sense to take a step back when she returned. “Where is Elder Oron?” she asked sharply.
“I haven’t spoken to him,” Galen replied. Of all the elders on the conclave, besides Oron, Eilidh’s one-time mentor and current advisor, Galen had done the most to try to ease Eilidh’s transition. She treated the queen almost as a friend, rather than merely as a powerful person to be used and influenced. “Your Majesty, although unexpected, Leith’s death was inevitable. The conclave expected you to order his execution this very night anyway.”
Meet me at the prison. Now. Eilidh sent the thought message to Oron, and although the stinging mental snap accompanying the words was unintentional, she didn’t regret it. 
“I planned to sentence Leith after I questioned him. Curious that he died shortly after my intentions were made clear.”
Galen shrugged. “Obviously he chose to protect his co-conspirators rather than submit to further questioning.”
Eilidh stopped cold. “Are you suggesting he killed himself?”
“How else?” Setir said. “The Watchers report no intruders.” 
“You will show me the prison, and you’d best pray to the Mother no one has interfered with so much as a speck of dust before I arrive.” If she hadn’t been so furious, Eilidh would have been shocked at the force in her voice. Although she perceived it, her frustrations ran so high, she barely contained her anger, much less worried what anyone would think.
Setir, the head of the joint conclave, walked in front. Eilidh and Galen followed. Her normal protective entourage followed along with the remaining elders. The group encountered Griogair and Munro in the corridors, and they took their places just a half step behind Eilidh and Galen. 
“What has happened?” Griogair asked.
“The traitor is dead,” Eilidh said from between clenched teeth. “Killed before I had the opportunity to question him.”
“If I may, Prince Griogair,” another one of the elders said from behind her. “We believe he committed an honour-suicide when he learned the queen would question him herself.”
“Had he not been thoroughly questioned by the joint conclave, by both earth and azuri members?” the prince asked.
“Of course, Your Highness,” Galen replied. “He admitted little, but the evidence against him was overwhelming.” She shrugged gracefully.
Eilidh halted and met Galen’s eyes. “He did not confess?”
Setir also stopped and looked back at the queen. For the first time since she’d known him, he appeared worried. “No, Your Majesty.”
“Why was a confession not extracted? Are not the conclave the most gifted azuri fae, able to wield the astral flows well enough to do a simple questioning?”
“It is forbidden,” Galen said, her gaze cast toward the ground.
“Faith,” Eilidh swore. “By whom?”
Setir seemed confused. “The law has been thus for many centuries.”
“For centuries when everyone with the talent to break that law was killed as soon as their talents manifested?”
The elder of the earth conclave averted his eyes. He knew better than to argue with the azuri queen about the history of executing everyone with her own abilities.
Eilidh glanced at Griogair. She appreciated his presence. Sometimes she believed him to be the only faerie unequivocally on her side. Without him and Munro, she would feel trapped and surrounded all the time.
“Continue,” she snapped. She sensed Galen watching her as they departed, and Eilidh regretted being disagreeable. She was tired of so many things going wrong, not to mention being frustrated by, and suspicious of, Leith’s untimely death.
The so-called prison was, in truth, a small house in the wooded area outside Canton Driech. Eilidh noted the Watchers as she entered; their faces registered their surprise at the queen’s arrival. They gave stiff salutes and awaited orders.
Eilidh signalled Setir to stand aside. She spoke to the Watcher who wore the higher rank on his armband. “Show me.”
He bowed his head sharply and led her down a short passage before opening a small door and stepping back.
The body lay sprawled on the ground, a dark blood stain around it. She crouched beside the dead faerie, ignoring the stench. Glancing up at Munro she asked, “Can you tell if he did this himself?” She pointed to the gaping neck wound.
“A medical examiner would, but the technical details are beyond me. Looks like a clean cut with a sharp knife. One even stroke. That’s tough to do. Would take some strength and a decent blade.” He turned to the Watcher who stood at the door. “Was the weapon found?”
“No,” he said. “We notified our wen-lei as soon as we realised the prisoner’s mind presence was gone. We sealed the room, as commanded.”
Eilidh nodded. They had followed the correct protocol in informing their immediate superior. “Why did he order the room sealed?” she asked, standing.
“Because of that,” the Watcher said and pointed at the wall. 
The dim lighting made it impossible to see. Eilidh wordlessly formed a ball of light in her palm, then expanded it until they could make out a rune burned into the wall. It looked like a trident within a tear. Eilidh frowned, recognising one of the fae runic characters that assumed many meanings, depending on how the creators inscribed and positioned them.
“What does it mean?” Munro asked.
Eilidh shook her head slowly.
“Nothing. It’s empty.” Griogair responded. “Curious.”
“How can it mean nothing?” Munro pressed.
“As I tried to explain earlier, our written language…”
“Save the lessons for later,” Eilidh snapped. Pausing, she tried not to sigh. She was far too tired, and neither her mate nor her druid deserved to be spoken to so harshly. She turned back to the Watcher. “You detected no disturbance in his aura as you held him?”
“None, Your Majesty.”
“No one came or went?”
He shook his head. “No one. I swear.”
She looked deep into his eyes, letting her mind relax and melt into the stream of his thoughts. “What did you do when you realised something was amiss?”
“First, I noticed the…lack. His presence had disappeared. I asked Jetrim, and he couldn’t detect the prisoner’s mind either.”
Eilidh pressed her power, and he continued, perhaps saying more than he would have without her gentle persuasion, allowing her to examine the complex patterns of his memories. “What next?”
“I felt strange when I stood up, as though I’d been asleep, but I swear I hadn’t. We went in together, and he was lying like this. We lit the room and saw that.” The Watcher gestured to the wall. “So we sent word to our wen-lei.”
Eilidh nodded and extended her senses from the Watchers to encompass the entire room and beyond. The only magic flows she detected nearby created a light illusion around Galen, but that was nothing new. The elder often used her power to enhance her appearance. It was a small vanity, and one Eilidh occasionally employed herself.
Munro frowned. “Was the blood wet?”
The Watcher glanced at him, then back to Eilidh.
“Answer him,” she said.
“We didn’t touch it.”
“Was it bright and red,” Munro pushed. “Glossy? Still seeping? Or dry and dark brown, like now?”
“Like now,” the Watcher replied.
Munro leaned toward Eilidh, carefully maintaining a proper distance. “He’s been dead a little while,” he said. “It would take hours for a blood puddle this large to dry. Another thing. When you cut a throat, blood sprays out. Arteries in the neck spurt when severed, because the heart is a strong muscle and pumps for just a second after death.” He met her eyes, waiting to see if she followed his reasoning.
She understood some of what he said, but not all. “What does that mean?”
Munro gestured at the walls. “There’s hardly any blood spray on the walls or ceiling, or even on the floor, where it might be if he was kneeling.” He glanced at her and spoke in a whisper. “My first instinct would be to wonder if someone else was in here with him, someone who got splashed pretty good. You might send a tracker to search for a blood trail leading away from here. If anyone was here, it might show you where they headed.”
Eilidh nodded, disturbed at what Munro suggested, even though he only confirmed what she suspected. “Thank you,” she said.
On the way out, she instructed the Watchers to have the body removed by a priest, but to otherwise seal the building and keep the regular watch rotations until instructed. “Make certain at least one of every watch team is azuri,” she added.
One Watcher glanced at her questioningly, then quickly saluted. “Yes, Your Majesty. We have few azuri in our command, but we will make do.”
“Tell your commander to request what he needs, even if that means transfers or changing schedules. I don’t care what he has to do. Make sure at least one azuri is present at all times,” she repeated.
It wasn’t until they were preparing to return to the castle that Oron finally approached. He made no apology for his lateness, but simply gave Eilidh a small bow. 
He began to speak, but she cut him off. “Speak to the elders about what we discovered here, and discuss our findings with no one outside the joint conclave. Leith was clearly murdered. I want to know why and by whom.”
Oron raised his eyebrows and glanced at the other elders.
“Surely it was an outsider,” Setir said. “Perhaps a co-conspirator who wished to keep him from divulging what he knew.”
“We will base our conclusions on facts, not guesses,” Eilidh snapped, then took a moment to breathe, lest the strain show on her features. She turned, followed by Griogair and Munro and their personal guards while the elders stayed behind. The group moved in silence until they returned to the wing where the royal couple had their quarters and where Munro also had his own private room. “I wish to be alone with my thoughts today, my mate,” she said to Griogair. “Please do attend dinner with the Tvorskane ambassador and explain my absence as seems appropriate.”
“Of course, my love,” he said quietly, as he would sometimes do in front of servants and Watchers. “Are you sure? Solitude might only compound worrying thoughts.”
She glanced at Munro. “I’m sure. Thank you for your concern.”
Griogair kissed her hand lightly. “As you wish. I would like to make a request, if it please you?”
Eilidh nodded tiredly. “Ask anything.”
“Your druid wishes to study some texts we hope may help with the project the druids have undertaken. I think now would be a good time for him to begin. I know of an Andenan translator who will likely agree to work with him at the library in the Halls of Mist, with your permission.”
The question startled Eilidh. Even though she did want to be alone to think during the day’s rest period, she didn’t want Munro too far away. His knowledge and experience might prove useful in finding out who killed the traitor. Griogair must know this, she thought. Something in the way he held her gaze told her he was trying to communicate something more than his words. “The timing is awkward.”
“I’m sure he can return in the mornings when it’s time for rest. I see no reason for him to be separated from you.” Griogair paused. “The druids’ work may prove vital to us.”
She trusted Griogair’s judgement. He understood the undercurrents of every level of politics. “Do what you need to arrange it,” she said. She couldn’t help but worry. Already she regretted not having Griogair and Munro follow so she could cast the illusions that allowed Munro to join her during the daylight hours. As always, she had to concern herself with how it would appear to those watching from the shadows. Should she trust them, she wondered. 



Chapter 4
 
The crime scene at the so-called prison troubled Munro. Only the fae would call an ivy-covered cottage in the woods a jail. Eilidh’s snappish temperament stunned him too. She’d been under pressure and struggled these past six months. Rumours, battling invisible enemies, talk of betrayal…too many important exchanges took place in the shadows.
Then this killing. What he wouldn’t give to be able to call for SOCO, scenes-of-crime officers, as he’d done when he was a cop. They’d make a solid interpretation of the blood spatter, check for fingerprints and shoeprints, hairs and fibres. He felt like he’d been thrown into the Dark Ages. Strangely, he hadn’t missed technology since coming to the Otherworld. This place teemed with magic, which gave him more entertainment than any Xbox game or reality TV show. Today though he wished for a mobile telephone and a hundred years of forensic science research and technology.
To make matters worse, Eilidh didn’t want him around right now, just when he felt the familiar itch of wanting answers, needing everything to make sense. Something troubled her deeply. The thoughts swirled in her mind, and he had more difficulty than usual reading her. Then Griogair had suggested getting Munro even further out of the way. The whole episode struck him as odd, but he knew the prince well enough to believe there was a reason for sending Munro to the Halls of Mist. He hadn’t yet puzzled out what it was.
The pale sun had begun to rise and cast a faint glow over the horizon. He continued to ponder as he made his way to the villa, where he expected to find the other druids. They all had been changed by their magic and the Otherworld air. Improved eyesight allowed them night vision, their strength and endurance matched many of the fae now, and he and Rory had developed small points on the tops of their once-rounded ears. Munro hardly recognised himself anymore. Despite having become acclimatised to the Otherworld, the druids found joy in the sunrise. During the day, the forests of the Otherworld could almost, but not quite, be mistaken for the humans’ Scottish homeland.
Inside the villa, Munro made his way to the back. He heard laughter and what must have been Aaron plucking out a tune on his old guitar. 
The atmosphere was comfortable and provided them plenty of space. Every appointment was luxurious, from the marble floors covered with hand-made tapestries to the imposing artwork. It was a home the azuri deemed worthy of important people. The furniture was fae, but the men had incorporated human touches everywhere, things brought from home: photographs, stacks of paperbacks, a basket of seashells and rocks Douglas had gotten from a holiday to Florida, a throw Phillip’s nan had made him, everyday objects the fae found exotic and strange but served to remind the druids of home.
As usual, Flùranach and Tràth were there too. The girl smiled at Munro when he came in, and the prince gave him a nod. Aaron’s song was far too bawdy for an eight year-old to hear, so he changed a few words, just enough so she wouldn’t quite understand them. Phillip had a slightly disapproving expression on his face, Tràth looked confused but amused, and the others howled with laughter.
“Special treat tonight,” Phillip said to Munro as he sat. “Me and Aaron went through earlier. Grabbed a few things.” That’s what they called their trips to the human side of the Otherworld gates: going through. Aaron and Phillip, who had changed the least and simply appeared to have good skin and perfect hair, tended to make the most frequent jaunts, while Douglas, Rory, and Munro rarely visited the human realm anymore.
“Oh yeah?” Munro asked. “Getting bored with your current batch of skin mags?”
“What’s a skin mag?” Flùranach asked.
Phillip tossed a cushion across the room at Munro and, if the former copper hadn’t ducked, would have nailed him with it.
“I believe,” Tràth explained, “we can infer it to be a collection of images of naked human women.”
Damn, Munro thought as the girl’s eyes went wide. The prince’s grasp of the English colloquial had improved.
“Just for that, no Yorkie bar for you, Munro,” Phillip said with a laugh. He plucked a candy bar from a plastic grocery-store carrier bag and handed it to Flùranach. 
She squealed with delight. “I love chocolate!”
Munro didn’t remember when the child had started to seem like part of this hodgepodge family. She’d been curious, like all the azuri fae, when the druids had come to Skye, but she had a special connection with them no one questioned. It wasn’t like the deep, personal bond he shared with Eilidh. At the same time, he felt linked to the girl. He was just glad the fae didn’t think anything of her hanging around when she wasn’t obligated by her demanding study schedule. The way her mentors worked the girl so hard shocked him, but fae culture wasn’t something he fully understood yet.
“What’ve you been up to?” Munro asked the druids. He wanted to avoid talking about the murder until he knew more, and he hoped none of them had heard about it yet.
Aaron continued to strum as the druids chatted about the properties of the stone, how they were thinking of trying wood instead. All of them, apart from Munro, were water druids, so they wondered if they might find wood easier to work with. They’d used stone because they wanted something that would last, but the dense rock resisted their flows. They began to discuss whether or not they could find a way to reinforce or even petrify the wood during the process.
Munro told them about Griogair’s idea of him studying in the Great Library to search for clues as to druidic lore, and that Eilidh had agreed to have him provided with a translator.
“My father has bestowed quite an honour,” Tràth said. “The runes in the Halls of Mist are the most ancient, the most sacred. We once had a store of knowledge here in Caledonia, but Queen Cadhla had the dubious artefacts destroyed.”
Munro noticed Tràth never called her mother. On the rare occasions he talked about the former queen, he always referred to her by name.
“You’re welcome to come along,” Munro said to the prince on impulse. “Perhaps we’ll find information on temporal magic as well.”
Much to Munro’s surprise, the prince shuddered. “Not yet,” he said. “I’m not ready for more. But thank you.”
Munro nodded. Tràth had suffered quite a trauma last year. When he’d inadvertently trapped himself and part of a Scottish village in a time bubble, he had swept them seemingly out of existence. Since then, he’d attempted to learn to control and subdue his abilities, unlike most, who wanted to expand them.
“Not sure what you can find in a book,” Rory said, “but any help at all would be good. Sometimes it feels like we’re working in circles.”
The idea was simple: to combine their abilities to create one large object of power. They’d found other ways to blend their powers before, but all their recent efforts had proved ineffective. They kept at it because being druids was all anyone required of them, and the magic flows felt so good to work with. Some deep-seated need drove them to keep trying.
∞
Flùranach sighed loudly. Her eyes grew heavy as sunlight streamed into the windows. She didn’t want to miss anything, not a single word. If she fell asleep, next thing she knew, she’d have to go to lessons when she woke at dusk. It required every ounce of stubborn will to stay awake.
From the corner of her eye, she caught Tràth watching her with a tiny grin on his face. “Come on,” he said. “Let me escort you back to your grandfather’s. Save him from having to look for you again.”
“Just a little longer,” she pled.
The prince chuckled. “They’ll be at this for hours,” he said, indicating the druids. “With their teeth in this debate, they won’t even remember we’re here. You won’t miss a thing. I promise.”
She decided to try a different tack. “Remember what you said to me earlier?” she asked. “About the ocean?”
He pulled his dark brow over his intense blue eyes and frowned. “The ocean…” he muttered, as though teasing the idea with his mind.
“You said time is the ocean and we are driftwood.”
His eyes lost focus as he remembered. “Yes,” he whispered to himself.
“Can you swim in it?” she asked. “The waterfae live deep in the ocean but swim all over.”
“They do, don’t they?” he muttered.
“Is that how time works?” With her astral abilities, she skimmed the surface of his mind, feeling him float in his own thoughts.
“What are you doing?” he asked her. 
She looked at him and realised his gaze had grown sharp. “I want to see what you do. Can you show me?”
“You want me to show you time?” He frowned again.
“I’ll use my far-seeing ability while you guide me. Or maybe if you get the picture and let me in, I could see for myself.”
“I don’t see time exactly,” he began. “Not with my eyes.”
“Perhaps I can show you.” She waited as he considered. When he nodded, her skin tingled with excitement.
The prince closed his eyes and reached out to her. She rose and put her much smaller hand into his, then sat next to him. With easy, practiced motions, she released the sights and sounds around her and travelled inward. She needed no words to find Tràth. He opened himself to her mind completely. His trust delighted her. 
“Your talents are astounding,” he said. The voice echoed strangely in her mind. “I have never experienced anything like this. Are we in your mind or mine?”
Flùranach considered. “I don’t know. Somewhere between, I think.” Her mentors considered this magic too advanced for her. Most of the time, they would never let her engage so deeply with someone else, unless that person was a master of astral flows. Even still, they required her to surrender complete control to them. 
Suddenly they stood in the centre of the same place in the villa. The room was empty except for her and Tràth. They still held hands. Somehow, she knew not to let go.
She glanced around. “Is this the same place but a different time, or a different place?”
“A different place, I think. We aren’t really speaking,” he reminded her. “Notice how quiet it is?”
He was right. She didn’t hear so much as a creak of the floorboards or chirp of morning birds from the open window.
“So where is time?” She didn’t want to admit she didn’t understand what he’d explained earlier.
“We are outside the flows,” he said. When she tensed, he added, “Don’t worry. We haven’t disappeared. We’re using your ability as much as mine. The druids will still see us sitting together. For now, our minds are in a place where we can observe.” He pointed to the window.
Together they walked toward it, but instead of seeing the morning sun outside, the curtains drifted aside to reveal a distant, whirring storm of blackness and stardust. “What is that?” she whispered.
“Everything that was, or could have been. Everything that is, or might someday be.”
“I can’t see anything. It’s too far away.”
“Not too close,” he warned her. “Time is bigger than you can imagine.”
“How do you use the flows from so far away?” she asked.
“Notice the points?” He gestured toward the edge of the storm. “Each one is a point in time. I can move within them, but that isn’t a safe place for you. I dare not travel much myself since…” His voice trailed off.
“They’re moving,” she said, focusing on the tiny specks of light. They seemed to be infinite in number. As soon as she caught one in her sights, the light would flicker. Whether another took its place or the twinkle reappeared an instant later, she wasn’t sure.
“When a moment passes, it changes from the future into the past, from a possibility into a certainty.”
“A little closer?” she asked, fascinated.
They took a step toward the window. When they did, the storm approached fast with a roar, filling the entire sky. Tràth tensed. “It’s too much,” he shouted over the winds. “I’m losing control.”
Flùranach couldn’t pull her eyes away from the cosmic dance. What had been pinpricks became deep, glowing balls, each one a universe of possibilities. “Which one is ours?” she asked, curious if they might discover themselves and their possible futures. She reached out just as the music started, a tinkling of a thousand tiny bells.
“They’re all ours,” he said. “Child, we must go back. We’re too close.”
“Can you change them?” she persisted. Would it be possible to take the future she wanted, dimming the lights of ones she didn’t?
“No!” he called out, the wind whipping at his black hair. “They all exist until only one remains, and that one creates others.”
The orbs gleamed, and Flùranach saw herself reflected in each one. She wanted to find one, the right one, the one that would give her Rory and let her grow up. If she could only pull it closer, turn the maybe someday into right now.
She reached further and didn’t realise she had climbed to the window ledge. Tràth shouted her name and begged her to step back. She wanted to listen to him. Somewhere in her mind, she understood she must. But a gleam caught her eye and drew her in deep. She leaned forward. 
Tràth gripped her hand with both of his own, the roaring storm drowning out his voice. The moment her fingers slipped from his grasp, everything changed. The world went from a dance of beautiful lights to a maw of blackness, sucking her into the endless well of its cold heart.



Chapter 5
 
Munro and the others stayed awake the entire next day answering questions about what had happened to Flùranach. By nightfall, he was exhausted. Tràth said little anyone could understand, and Griogair descended immediately and sent for healers. He moved his son and Douglas to the castle, as a precaution in case whatever ailed the girl had affected the prince too. Munro hadn’t seen either of them since.
But without them, nobody could tell Flùranach’s family much of anything. The druids had been hanging out, talking and screwing around like they did most mornings. The girl had wandered over to chat with Tràth. Suddenly she was screaming her head off, and Tràth looked like he’d seen a ghost. She flailed on the couch, and Munro had immediately gone to hold her so she wouldn’t hurt herself. He shouted for someone to get help. By the time a healer arrived, she’d gone still, her skin burning hot to the touch.
Although it appeared she’d simply fallen ill, because of the murder the previous night, Oron and Griogair were both on edge. Oron had the healer give the druids the once-over too, but none of them seemed to be affected. Judging by Oron’s questions, the elder wasn’t convinced there wasn’t magic at play. Oron made them all repeat the story several times, asking if they’d been mucking about with power objects or testing flows. He even inspected Aaron’s guitar, as though music had made the little girl have a seizure.
After a long day of worry and questions, Munro crashed at the villa, hoping to catch a few hours’ sleep before Eilidh called for him. At least he hoped she would. Munro usually woke with her around sunset, and Griogair would arrive in the early evenings, wearing Munro’s face, looking pleased with himself for having been up to god-only-knows-what all day. Eilidh would drop the illusion so Griogair once again looked like himself, and the three of them would eat together and talk about the night ahead. 
This time, instead of the expected summons, a visitor arrived while he was eating a quick meal and discussing the previous night with Aaron, Phillip, and Rory. Like most faeries, she looked like a young woman, by human standards. Her green eyes were set a little too far apart and she had a slight gap between her front teeth. In a world where everyone appeared nearly perfect, the minor flaws made her even more attractive.
Although most faeries had a dubious sense of privacy at best, they all treated the villa with near reverence. They did their best to accommodate the strange human habit of keeping doors closed, only entering with permission. This faerie, however, walked right in. The four druids stopped cold. Aaron stood up, staring. “Hi,” he said. “Looking for us?” His voice had a hopeful note.
“I am Ríona. I have come for the one called Munro,” she said.
Rory rolled his eyes. “Of course you have.” Then he muttered, “They always bloody do.”
A cloud of confusion passed over her face, but before she could ask what he meant, Munro put down his plate and greeted her. “I’m Munro. Does Eilidh need me?” He looked out the window to gauge the time. “It’s still early.”
She blinked, as though shocked at his casual reference to the queen. Must be new, Munro thought.
“Prince Griogair appointed me to accompany you to the Halls of Mist and assist you in any way I can.”
Phillip coughed, and Munro ignored him. They all thought he and Eilidh had split up when she got married, and the assumption was that Munro consoled himself by having sex with anyone and everyone who would consent. Griogair’s daytime activities, performed while wearing Munro’s face, didn’t do anything to put a damper on that reputation. Many faeries considered humans a lesser race, but Eilidh and Prince Tràth, both having bonded druids who were part of the queen’s inner circle, made inroads. 
“Sure,” he said. “I didn’t expect you so soon, or here. I need to stop by my apartment in Canton Dreich first.”
She followed him to the castle, staying a respectful and silent step or two behind. He grabbed a few things from the room he spent little time in, to cover that he’d come to talk to Eilidh. Not that he needed an excuse. Most had gotten used to him being frequently in the queen’s company because of the magic binding them together. Still, he wanted to be careful in front of Ríona. 
He heard her gasp when she realised he’d led her straight into the queen’s personal quarters. Eilidh was in the adjoining room, being helped to dress by a bevy of attendants. Griogair leaned in a doorway.
“Hey,” Munro said to the prince. “How’s Tràth?”
“Resting,” Griogair said quietly.
“And Flùranach?”
“The same, I understand.”
“Damn. If there’s anything I can do, say the word,” Munro said.
“Thank you.” Griogair glanced at Ríona, who hovered in the entryway. She bowed in response but said nothing.
“She’s quiet,” Munro whispered.
Griogair gave a quick smile. “Pretty, though, don’t you think? And don’t worry. She’ll do her job well.”
“Who is pretty, my mate?” Eilidh asked as she walked in, trailed by a young faerie woman who tried to adjust a sash on the queen’s dress as she moved. 
As soon as Eilidh stepped over the threshold, Ríona dipped into a low curtsy, while Eilidh shooed away the attendant.
“Morning, Eilidh. This is Ríona,” Munro said. “She’s the Andenan translator Griogair found to help me with my research.” He was surprised at the pang of jealousy rumbling through his connection to Eilidh. She was the bloody queen and the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. What could anyone have that she didn’t?
“You’ll be back by morning?” she said lightly, but the bond told him something weighed on her mind.
“I don’t have to leave if you need me. I can put this off.”
She glanced at Griogair. A flicker passed between them that Munro couldn’t interpret. “My mate spoke truly when he said your work may be vital to our kingdom. You must go.” 
Why was she speaking so formally? “I wanted to talk to you about the search…” Munro began.
No, Eilidh cut him off, her words echoing through his mind. Speak to no one of the murder.
She sounded angry, and everything about her aura felt tense. He wanted so much to get rid of Griogair and Ríona and take Eilidh into his arms, hold her, and ask what was bothering her. Perhaps she needed to confide her worries and fears.
He was stuck. What option did he have but to go? He couldn’t argue with her or be alone with her, so he had to do what she obviously wanted him to. “You’ll send me a message if you need me?”
“Of course.” 
With his back to the door, he met Eilidh’s eyes, placed his hand over his heart, and gave a quick bow. I love you, he mouthed.
Her manner softened. I will miss you, she sent to him.
Munro and Ríona left on foot. On the way, Munro lost himself in silence as he probed his bond with Eilidh. She was troubled and didn’t send him further mind-speaking messages. She seemed occupied. Between a murdered traitor and her step-son possibly involved with a mysterious illness that had so deeply affected Flùranach, who happened to be the favourite granddaughter of Eilidh’s most trusted advisor, well, things were complicated. The only thing he didn’t understand was why Griogair and Eilidh wanted him out of Caledonia.
Finally approaching the portal that connected Caledonia to the Halls of Mist, they slowed their pace. “You have your token?” Ríona asked.
Munro nodded. Eilidh had given each of the human druids a small disc imbued with her personal magic. The Watchers who surrounded the portal would not stop travellers leaving Caledonia, but anyone might be challenged when they returned. Munro doubted he’d have any difficulty even without the token. Despite being a lowly human, as the bonded druid of the queen, he was pretty famous.
They walked up the steps of the immense round dais toward the blue sphere of light and stepped through. Pleasant tingling brought goose-bumps on Munro’s skin. He no longer had the strong physical reaction to the shift he’d experienced the first time he’d made the journey, but found the ethereal beauty no less a wonder. The Halls of Mist were as different from Caledonia as London was to Munro’s hometown of Perth, Scotland. The faeries here held as much variety as the human races did—even more so, since faeries’ skin sometimes had tinges of blue, green, pink, or brown. Each kingdom had fashions and some customs that varied as well, although most faeries were the typical aloof and quiet types. Just once, Munro wanted to meet a raucous and bawdy faerie. 
He smiled as he imagined what that would look like, but then froze. His connection with Eilidh had dulled to an unexpected and uncomfortable degree. She felt like a memory nestled in his thoughts. It was possible she’d shut the connection voluntarily, but that he’d just passed through the portal was too much a coincidence for him to think she’d done this. He realised they’d always been together when passing through the portal before, so neither of them had anticipated the disruption.
“What’s wrong?” Ríona asked.
He shook his head. He didn’t want to let on. “It’s always a bit of a shock. The magic is thicker here,” he said. “Humans feel it strongly.”
“Have you been to the Halls of Mist before?”
“Eilidh and I have visited three or four times since she became queen and once before.”
“You should call her by her title,” Ríona said and glanced up, looking worried. “If I’m presuming too much, forgive me, druid, but the fae expect queens to be spoken of with more reverence.”
Munro chuckled. “The fae can stick it up their arses.”
“Stick…”
“I met Eilidh as an outcast. I found her on the streets.” 
“But…”
“Ríona, I understand what you’re saying, and I appreciate your good intentions, but Eilidh knows how much I respect her. So does Griogair. So does everyone who matters to me. I go along with the formalities when it’s required, but this is just you and me. If you’re going to help me, you need to accept one fact. Do that, and we’ll get along just fine.”
“What fact is that?” she asked, eyeing him.
“I’m human.”
“I know.”
“Yeah, you know, but you don’t understand yet.”
“Apparently, it means you’re strong willed,” she said, finally allowing herself a small smile.
“Don’t worry. You’ll get used to it.” He looked around the immense courtyard. Dozens of bridges extended outward in perfect alignment. At the end of each bridge, a huge, clear dome contained a Hall for a different faerie kingdom. He glanced toward the Caledonian Hall, then back at Ríona. “So where’s this library?”
“Come. This way.”



Chapter 6
 
On none of his previous visits had Munro even noticed the small, unassuming structure in the far side of the courtyard. It was scarcely larger than a neighbourhood quick-stop shop, not that the Otherworld had such things. As they approached, he saw runes carved into the smooth grey stone on either side of the entrance. 
The blue moonlight in the courtyard reflected on the fog hanging under the Hall bridges. Licks of mist crept inward at the edges. “What do these say?” Munro asked, gesturing to the supports.
“Fae runes are difficult to explain to someone who doesn’t listen,” she said.
“When have I not listened to you?” he asked, perturbed at the assumption he couldn’t possibly learn something as complicated as reading.
Ríona paused, as though gathering herself. “Forgive me. You misunderstood. I didn’t intend to suggest you haven’t listened to me. I meant you cannot listen to the runes. The understanding comes in the magic of our blood, not the memorisation of lines and shapes. Come. I will explain as we work.”
Inside the entry, Munro followed Ríona down a flight of narrow, steep, stone steps. He flushed with vertigo as they turned corners. They were now completely surrounded by fog. Somehow, it stayed back from the steps, allowing him to find his footing, and the azure moonlight filtered through enough to reveal the step below.
“Where have you seen runes before?” she asked.
Munro had to think. “On the Otherworld gates,” he said. “Eilidh has a small box with a single rune on the lid.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out the token Eilidh had given him to identify himself. “This,” he said, and held it up for Ríona. He realised for the first time he rarely saw runes. “I saw a stone relic once with runes carved into it.” He shuddered as he thought about the object of power which had nearly been the cause of his death. A blood faerie had discovered how to feed its magic with the preserved hearts of druids. Three druids had died because of it, including his cousin Frankie.
The pair stopped at a platform deep below the courtyard. Huge double doors towered over them. Ríona gestured at Munro’s pocket. “Show me the token again?”
He held it up. 
“Do you understand what the rune says?”
He placed the coin-like object in his left palm and traced a finger over the rune. “No. It seems familiar, if you get what I mean, but maybe that’s just because I’ve seen it so many times.”
Ríona raised an angular eyebrow. “The rune means this,” she said, and held out her hand, letting a ball of light fill her palm, golden sparks shimmering from within. “It means eilidh, in the word’s oldest form.”
“Her name means light?” he asked.
“No. Light can be anything, a candle, a sunrise, a reflection. Eilidh is this.” She moved her fingers and let the light grow. 
“So fae language is complex, is what you’re saying.”
Ríona chuckled and shook her head, letting the glow in her palm disappear. She pushed on the large doors, which opened easily. “No. Fae runes are simple, but you have to know them. How can you identify the rune for eilidh if you’ve never seen such a light? You asked what the runes on the doors meant. They translate as knowledge, but to imply their significance as simply knowledge is for me to describe what is in my mind with the word thoughts.”
“How do you learn to read, then?”
“We don’t,” she said with a smile. “Come. Let us meet the keepers.”
Munro was disappointed in the library itself. He had expected what any human would: stack after stack of books. He thought he would browse the shelves, which would be separated by topic, catalogued, filed, and organised. Instead, the bare room contained smooth waist-high black pillars with flat, round stones on them. On each stone was carved a rune. In the back of the room seemed to be a row of dark archways. “Can I poke around?” he asked.
Ríona shrugged. “The keepers will be with us shortly.”
He couldn’t see or hear anyone else in the crypt-like chamber. He stepped up and peered at a display. “How many runes are there?” he asked.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I can translate around fifty thousand, the keepers a hundred thousand or more. We discover new ones the deeper we go into the vaults.”
“You mean there are books here no one has read before?”
“Books, yes, but mostly other things.” She smiled, her wide-set eyes settling on him as they might a child, but even a fae child would understand. “Runes are sometimes discovered all over the world. After the scholars of a kingdom have studied the artefact, they bring it here if they believe doing so will add to the knowledge of the race. Usually, if they cannot decipher the meaning, they present the object to the keepers. Most ancient runic artefacts will come to the library at one time or another. The most relevant are kept here so they can be made available to all scholars.”
Munro turned when a door opened in the shadows on the far side of the room. A bent elder faerie shuffled out. He had to be the oldest faerie Munro had ever seen. Oron, who was over a thousand years old and one of the eldest in Caledonia, looked like a teenager compared to this elder. When the keeper finally came and stood with Ríona and Munro, he straightened his back and looked Munro in the eyes. 
Ríona said, “This is Keeper Oszlár.”
A strange scent wafted into the chamber. Munro felt light-headed. “Have we met?” he asked. 
“No,” the keeper replied. “I would remember if we had.” He inclined his head to Munro. “You are the bonded druid of the Caledonian queen?”
“Quinton Munro,” he said, trying to shake off the strange giddiness.
“Her request was unusual,” Oszlár muttered.
Munro chuckled. “This isn’t run-of-the-mill for me either. I’m confused though. I sort of expected books.”
The keeper’s laugh sounded like the scratch of pen against paper. “Oh, we possess books, but they will hold little of interest.” He turned to Ríona. “Druidic lore?”
She nodded in reply. “Yes, I thought perhaps we’d start in the five hundred range.”
The keeper shook his head. “Further, I’d say. Twelve.”
Ríona frowned, and Munro noticed again how pretty she was when she did so. “So deep? To begin?”
The keeper shrugged. “That’s where I would go first.”
She gave a slight bow. “Thank you, keeper.”
She led Munro through a rear door, and they left the keeper behind. Even as they walked away, Munro could feel the old faerie’s eyes following them.
∞
Ten minutes later, they were still walking. Ríona’s soft footfalls barely made a whish against the smooth floor, but Munro’s clomping steps echoed. They’d passed many open archways, and Munro peered into the rooms as they continued. The early rooms had more rune stones on pillars. The stones came in different shapes and sizes, and as they went on, he noticed groupings of stones or an arrangement of runes on a larger surface. Occasionally, he’d see a faerie in one of the small chambers with a rune stone, studying in rapt silence.
They had taken several turns, and Munro decided he’d never be able to find his way out alone. He liked to think he had a good sense of direction, which had certainly improved with the physical changes he’d undergone since bonding with Eilidh. But this maze had no discernible markings in it. At first he tried to remember the passageway turns, mark the way by the different types of runes inside the chambers, but after a while, he gave up.
He did notice that the further they went, the larger the rooms were and the more complex the configurations of rune stones inside. Some time later, Ríona stopped in front of an entrance. Inside stood a tall monolith of familiar grey stone. This piece had certainly been outside a long time; the elements had smoothed it.
Ríona approached the tall stone with reverence. She circled the arrangement and ran her hand along the surface, caressing the carved runes. 
“Wouldn’t you find it easier to copy the runes onto paper and store them in a book? We must have passed hundreds of rooms that only had one stone inside.”
“You think we’re wasting space?”
He crossed his arms and gestured toward the immense, upright slab. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “I don’t mean you should get rid of them. I just wonder if this is an efficient way to store information.”
“Let me show you something,” she said and ran her fingers delicately over the stone until she found one particular rune. “Recognise the shape?”
He did. The lines were the same as those on his token. “Eilidh,” he said softly. 
Ríona shook her head. “No. This is teinntreach. It means this.” She raised a finger toward the ceiling and tiny sparks flew out of her hand. “But bigger,” she added with a smile.
“How can one rune mean two different things?”
“One rune can mean a dozen different things, or a hundred.” She tapped the carved symbols above teinntreach, below, and on either side. “These change the meaning of the rune, as does the stone itself. But most important is the intent of the one who created it and the magic he imbued into the heart of the object. If a rune creator copied this configuration onto paper,” she said, gesturing to the five runes, “they may mean something closer to your words burn or tinder. We may use many subtly different phrases to describe various types of burning, and teinntreach would be only one. Some creators are more gifted than others, naturally.”
“So inscribing runes has nothing to do with the fae language?”
“Not really, no. This stone contains power of its own, a message bestowed by the rune’s creator.”
“But could you write down the language of the fae without these runes? Do you ever make a written translation?”
“Of course we have script. But why would we transcribe the meaning when we can come touch the stone’s magic for ourselves?”
“Can you teach me?”
She shook her head. “I could show you individual runes. With much time and patience, I might instruct you in the influences and strengths of each one and how they push their meaning onto those around them. Sadly, I can’t teach you to hear the creator’s voice through the stone. Every fae child learns this before they learn to recognise even one symbol. I’m sorry.” 
Munro tried to shrug it off, but he felt a sense of loss. Somewhere in his mind, he’d started to entertain the idea of a new pursuit. Thanks to the bonding magic, he would live hundreds of years, or so he’d been told. He had time to learn. “So what’s this story about? Sparks?” he asked lightly, trying to cover his disappointment.
“I know this tale well,” Ríona said. “It gives an account of a battle.” She touched the teinntreach rune. “An ancient battle fought against human swords of iron.” Her fingers glanced the surrounding runes, then moved outward from each of them. “A borderlands battle between a group of slaves and the fae of Andena. The Andenan queen died that day.”
Munro raised his eyebrows but said nothing. He was surprised to learn the fae had ever dabbled in slavery. The practice seemed such a contrast to their seemingly noble ideals. On the other hand, humans had many barbaric events in their comparatively short history.
The faerie woman became lost in the story. She described the cuts made with cold iron and the rumbling of earth magic as both slaves and their fae masters dealt killing blows. Sometimes, she would backtrack and go a different direction, following the runes around the slab as though following a path through the woods.
Munro was fascinated by the process. He listened intently as she worked, watching her circle the stone, feverishly relaying the story as though it was happening at that very moment. She became animated, excited, and unlike any faerie he’d ever met. When she finished the story, her eyes danced, as though she’d been caught up in the battle. She frowned when the tale ended, appearing reluctant to finish. For some long minutes, she walked around the stone, touching each of the runes, searching for any last scrap of meaning.
“Nothing about druids then?” he asked.
She looked at him for a long moment, then glanced away. “It surprises me there is nothing helpful here, considering how our people were once tied together. I had thought if I listened to this particular story again with bonding magic in mind, I may hear something new.”
“There will be more runes,” he said, wanting to soothe her disappointment and cover for his own.
She nodded. “This library contains thousands more. Tens of thousands. We have a lifetime of runes to interpret. After you and I have listened to them, another scholar may give you new insights to the same stories. Do not despair. This was our first night. Come. Let us go to the Caledonian Hall. Prince Griogair kindly arranged for quarters where we can eat and rest a while. Listening to runes can be tiring. After the darkest hour, we will return and find another story, if you like.”
When he’d arrived tonight, he’d thought this project would take days, or maybe weeks. It wasn’t until this moment he realised they may need years to learn much of use. Why would Griogair be in such a rush to get him started, saying the druids’ work was so important? He must realise they had no hope of finding anything critical right away. 
“Ríona,” he began, thinking back to what Griogair said about the rune on the prison wall. “When does a rune mean nothing?”
“When it is empty,” she said.
“I’ve heard this phrase before, but I don’t understand.” He followed her out and along the maze-like corridors. Then suddenly the realisation hit. “When there’s no magic imbued in the creation.”
“Correct. The intent, the voice, any contextual runes, and the surface carry most of the meaning for any text.”
“Could it carry a message anyway? Infer some subtle communication from the subtext?”
She considered, then shook her head. “I’d have to see the rune to know for certain, but it’s not our way. Without the magic, a rune is a shell. It has potential but tells no story, like a skeleton with no meat, no pulse, no mind or face.” She led him to the exit, and Munro started to recognise some of the early rooms he’d seen on the way in. “Have you seen such a rune somewhere?” she asked.
Eilidh had forbidden him from speaking about the murder, but she hadn’t needed to. He had been a cop, and he knew the value of keeping his trap shut. “Just wondering,” he said. “Griogair said something once, and I didn’t know what he meant.”
“We have a saying, as cold as an empty rune. Was that the expression he used?”
Munro nodded. “Something like that, yeah.”
Ríona chuckled softly. “Who would have thought?” she muttered to herself.
He opened his mouth to ask what she meant, but they arrived at the library entrance. She turned and cut him off before he could speak. “Can you find your way from here?” she asked. “I wish to confer with the keepers about our next text. I will meet you at the Hall when the boar bites the goat.”
“I’m sorry,” he said, “When?” He still hadn’t learned to tell time by the stars.
“I am the one who should apologise. Eat. Rest. I will find you soon.” She bowed slightly, then added with a low voice, “I’m finding it strangely easy to forget you are not fae.”
He nodded and thanked her for her help, then turned and began his ascent up the winding stairs. He heard that a lot from faeries. They were surprised at how much he’d started to look like them. His skin, his eyes, even the small points on his ears. He’d have thought that as soon as he opened his mouth, they’d have trouble forgetting what he was. He supposed it went to show that humans and faeries might have some cultural differences, but once they got past them, they weren’t that different.
When he arrived at the gates to the Caledonian Hall, a steward informed him he had a message from Eilidh. The queen, the messenger said, would be visiting several small Caledonian cities with her consort and would not require his presence until they returned.
He glanced in the direction of the portal. How long would he be without her, without feeling much beyond her presence or hearing her voice? Why would she do this? He went over their recent conversations in his mind. They hadn’t had an argument. Besides Leith’s murder, nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He debated returning to the courtyard and passing through the portal. He wouldn’t have to follow her. Their bond would tell him where she was and how she felt the instant he set foot in the kingdom. He wanted some reassurance she was all right.
With a shake of his head, he thanked the messenger and entered the Hall. Of course she would be fine. She travelled with Griogair and was surrounded by Watchers, elders, and advisors. 
For some reason, those reassurances didn’t quiet his doubts.



Chapter 7
 
Flùranach’s head blazed with pain. Distant voices beckoned, but exhaustion kept her from trying to understand them. Her neck ached and shards of bright light filtered through her eyelids, piercing her eyes. How many days had passed?
She opened her mouth but only managed a croaking whisper. 
“Here,” a woman’s voice said soothingly. “Some nectar will help.”
The woman slipped her hand behind Flùranach’s head and tilted it. Drops of silky, sweet liquid spread warmth as they dribbled past her lips.
The whispers returned, coming from another place, another time. Flùranach wanted to shut them out, but they wouldn’t relent. What were they saying?
Blackness enveloped her again, and the dark places teemed.
∞
For two weeks, Munro and Ríona returned to the library every night and worked until nearly dawn, taking breaks during the night only to eat. After two nights, he’d begun using the Watchers at the Hall to relay messages to Eilidh, to ask if she had returned and wanted him back in Caledonia. He received quick replies telling him she was travelling, busy with matters of state, and suggested he continue his studies. After five nights, a steward brought a sealed message. He opened it in his private room in the Caledonian Hall. Immediately, he recognised her light, flowing handwriting. 
I too find it difficult to be parted, my druid, especially since the portal has dampened our connection, but these are difficult times. My current travels will keep me away from Canton Dreich for at least another quarter moon. I will send for you when the time is right. Please do not relay any more messages until then, unless your need is urgent. You must understand.


Do not try too hard to interpret my words, as I know is your way.


She signed the letter with the same rune that appeared on her token. He stared at the glyph. Something stirred within him. Even though it took the same form as her name, he discerned immediately this signature didn’t mean eilidh, but he wasn’t certain how he knew. He read the note again, this time noticing a smudge under the phrase interpret my words. Was this Eilidh’s way of sending him a coded message?
He couldn’t ask Ríona. His instincts told him the message was for him alone. But Eilidh knew he couldn’t hear the magic in runes, so how could she expect him to translate it? He considered folding the paper in half and showing Ríona only the signature, but she likely would ask where the message came from and who wrote it.
The image of the rune danced in his head and pulled at his heart. Something lived in the marks on the page, but he couldn’t complete the puzzle. 
He continued going to the library every night with Ríona. They listened to thirty-seven more rune groups, each an earlier part of history than the one before. Fascinating stuff, but so far their work hadn’t brought them any closer to learning about druidic magic. When he was alone, Munro would pull Eilidh’s letter out of his pocket and stare at her signature. Why did it call to him? The rune seemed to burn on the page, kindling an image of the passion he and Eilidh shared.
Trying to keep focused on his work, he couldn’t help but wonder what they were actually looking for, night after night. So when he next met Ríona in the library, he asked her, “What is the rune for bonding?” 
She glanced at him with a slight frown he couldn’t interpret. “We have many,” she said cautiously. “Every union has a story. I would need to know the tale.”
He nodded but didn’t answer. He wanted to tell her about the ancient words he and Eilidh had said to one another, but something told him to wait. Many faeries reacted strongly when they realised the level of commitment he and Eilidh had forced upon them with the ritual. He didn’t want to distract from the purpose at hand.
“What about the symbol for druid?”
“Come,” she said. “Let me take you to the room where we introduce fae students to listening.”
Instead of going to the back rooms as usual, she took him behind the stairs to a long corridor. It appeared much like chambers on the far side. Within each, groups of faeries gathered around rune pillars. 
“These are teaching stones,” Ríona explained. “They do not tell stories. Tutors and mentors use them to illustrate how runes work together.”
She guided him to an empty side room. They sat at a low, smooth table covered with blank slates of many varieties: wood, grey stone, sandstone, even glass. A neat tray held tools like small, straight wands the size of a pencil, each with a differently shaped tip.
“I must confess, I’m not a gifted creator. Few fae are anymore. The talent has grown thin in our bloodlines. All the more reason we treasure the ancient stones.” She chose a stone tablet and a stylus with a wide nib. Her hand floated over the stone, and she pressed. “I can show you the markings at least.” The hard surface gave way under her fingers like putty. A series of lines began to take shape. For long minutes, she fully formed the one symbol. When she completed it, Ríona held the tablet up to show him. “Druid. Sglàbhadh,” she said.
“No,” Munro said, reaching for the stone.
She blinked slowly. “No?” Her lips curved into a smile. “I think you will find…”
“Show me the rune for passion,” he said, cutting her off. When she moved to take a new stone slab, he shook his head. “Wood, or paper if you have it.”
With a slight shrug, she indicated a wooden sheet. “This one?”
He ran his fingers over the various pieces and selected a thin and delicate one just thick enough to bear the pressure. As soon as the stylus touched the surface, he knew she had it wrong. “Passion,” he said again.
“That’s what I’m writing.”
He stared into her eyes. “Love that envelops you to the point of obsession.” He put his hand over his heart, covering Eilidh’s letter, hidden in his inside pocket. He thought about her signature and all the intent he could muster.
Ríona flushed as she chose a different stylus. Munro’s frustration grew. She worked too slowly, and was still off the mark.
“Better,” he said, “but not quite right.” He heard footfalls behind him and recognised the keeper’s voice, but he was too enraptured to respond. He was onto something important but couldn’t quite put a finger on it. He feared if he stopped, it would fade like a dream upon waking.
He chose another small piece of wood and took up a tapered-end stylus. He knew this rune well, but instead of trying to recreate the symbol, he felt for the flows. Stone was his native element, so working with wood felt awkward, but this was the right medium for this thought. He pressed the tool against the surface. “Not a crush or an infatuation,” he explained as he closed his eyes and worked, “but a passion that burns, smoulders, and consumes.” He didn’t think about the character he embossed into the wood; his hand formed the lines on its own. He lost himself the same way as when he shaped a talisman. “What you wrote merely meant affection,” he chided. “I mean searing fire.”
When he looked down, he saw he had indeed written the character used to write Eilidh’s name, the one with which she’d signed her letter. He showed his work to Ríona, afraid for a moment he was making an incredible fool out of himself.
Ríona glanced into his eyes as she took the small piece of wood. Was she blushing?

“Do I have it?” he asked.
Oszlár answered from behind them. “Yes. You most certainly do,” the ancient faerie said quietly. “Remarkable.” He turned to Ríona. “You taught him this?”
“I…no. I can offer no explanation.”
Munro waved their conversation aside and pointed to the stone where she’d inscribed the rune for druid. “This is wrong,” he said.
Ríona shook her head, but she was less haughty in her denial than she had been the first time. “Passion. Yes. On that one, you were correct. We have many words. Many types of passion. But for druid, we write only one.”
Munro backed down. How could he explain his instincts? He said only, “It doesn’t feel right.”
“This rune also means bondsman,” she explained.
“You mean slave?”
She opened her mouth to answer, but Oszlár interrupted. “Show us the right one,” he said.
“I don’t know if I can.”
“Of course you can,” the elder faerie said. “You have great untapped talent within you. As with the first one, do not worry about lines and shapes. Trust us to hear your intent.” He pointed to the stack of tablets. “Choose.”
Munro dug through until he found a thin piece of black shale. He closed his eyes and felt for his stone flows. This medium proved much easier, responding quickly to his touch. The flows responded to his tool like wet clay. He focused not on his bond to Eilidh, which was the seat of the word Ríona had written, but instead on the magic in his blood. He thought of the way the stone responded, and he gave back to it, listening and speaking, as though they told each other a story.
He heard more murmurs as people gathered to watch him work. Their voices reminded him of raindrops splatting against a rock.
He opened his eyes, and exhaustion pulled his shoulders into a slump. He could barely lift the shale. Intricate braid-work had been magically worked around the edge of the now flawlessly smooth surface, and he stared at his own work, barely recognising it. Into the braids were woven tiny leaves with curling twigs. When he tested them with his fingers, they didn’t seem fragile. They were as solid as though the rock had been sliced out of the hillside that way. In the centre was one single rune. He had carved it deep, so only the thinnest filament of rock covered the back of the piece. When he looked at the rune, he knew it like his own name.
Ríona stared at him as though she couldn’t peel her eyes away. “Draoidh,” she said.
Another chorus of murmurs went up around him, and Munro turned to see them surrounded by at least a dozen faeries. “What does this mean?”
Oszlár whispered, “Sorcerer.” He said the word with reverence.
She inclined her head to Munro with respect. “Forgive me.”
Something had changed in a deep and significant way, but Munro was too tired to question the faeries further. For now, he needed sleep. 
“Come, druid,” Oszlár said. “The keepers would have a word with you.”
“I’m exhausted,” Munro said, scrubbing his hand through his short hair. “Can it wait? I’ll be back at dusk.”
“Certainly,” the keeper replied.
Munro stood. “Thank you, elder,” he said with a slight bow. “Ríona?”
She shook her head, looking shame-faced and embarrassed. “No. I have work to do. I…” she reached toward the rune Munro had created but pulled her hand back as though the stone might burn her. “I’m sorry.”
Munro wanted to offer some comfort, but he didn’t understand what he’d done to distress her so much. Not for the first time, he wished Eilidh was here. She would have been able to explain.
Munro picked up his rune-slate and headed for the Caledonian Hall and what he hoped would be dreamless, restful sleep.



Chapter 8
 
For what may have been the second—or perhaps the dozenth—time, Flùranach woke. Her eyes opened easily this time, and she felt more clear-headed. 
A cool hand rested on her forehead. “Thank the Mother. Her fever has broken,” a woman muttered, sounding relieved. “Fetch Elder Oron at once.”
“Yes, Muime,” replied a much younger voice.
Flùranach opened her eyes and turned toward the soft moonlight shining pale blue through the window. The shapes around her blurred as she tried to see. “You are worried,” she murmured to her nurse.
“You have been so sick, child.” The face began to come into focus. The faerie woman sat in a hanging chair beside the swing-bed.
Liar. Flùranach squinted, as though crinkling her eyes would guide her to the truth. She couldn’t help but laugh softly. How foolish I am. It’s not my eyes.
She moved to sit up, and the soft, white blanket fell back. Flùranach stared at her body. Her breasts had grown round and full. How long… she stopped herself, and concentrated on speaking aloud. “How long have I been unconscious?” She ran her fingers over her features and down her body. A long lock of red hair fell beside her face. Her hair had been blonde. Reddish blonde, yes, but blonde. I’ve always wanted red hair.
“More than a fortnight,” the woman replied.
Flùranach ignored the thoughts swirling in her head and pulled back the blanket. She was taller, her hips curved and her legs long and supple. A thatch of curly hair covered the cleft between her legs. A smile curled her lips. A miracle. She had wished for it and something happened. What, she didn’t know.
“I know it’s difficult to understand,” the woman said. “The change has been a shock to us all. They’re trying to find a way to reverse the process. Now that you’re awake, maybe Prince Tràth will be more helpful.”
“Don’t be stupid,” Flùranach snapped. “Why would I want to become a child again?” She stood and noticed with surprise that her earlier pain had faded. She did remember the pain: the dull, cloudy darkness that had filled her mind.
Ungrateful child. The woman’s thought came to Flùranach’s awareness like an echo. Anger flooded her.
“I know why you’re worried,” Flùranach said. “And it’s not for my sake. The child you carry will be fine. My fever was not contagious. You were a fool to take the risk though. Yes, why would you endanger the life of a fae child? To impress Elder Oron with your loyalty? Idiot.” She put her feet on the floor and ignored the nurse’s gasp. Sitting upright felt strange. Flùranach had the sense she’d spent most of her life floating. 
The nurse stared at Flùranach with her mouth agape, annoying Flùranach. “Go away,” the girl snapped. 
“I can’t,” the nurse said. She was hardly worthy of the name faerie with the way she whimpered. What was wrong with her? “Please. You should lie down until your grandfather arrives.”
“I need to relieve myself,” Flùranach growled and stood. The weight of her breasts, the several inches added to her height—the changes disrupted her balance. She teetered as she made her way to the small washroom.
When she’d finished and returned, she was disappointed to find the woman still sat in the same exact position. But as Flùranach gazed at her, she saw the nurse as a child, then as an elderly woman, then as a younger woman. Her baby died before reaching adulthood, she miscarried, her baby grew old. The past and the future intertwined. Possibilities, fates, all lies. 
Flùranach felt sick. Hands grabbed at her, but she shrank back from the nurse’s fingers. The contact only made it worse. “Don’t touch me,” she snarled.
She needed Rory. She cast her mind about, seeking him out. Her astral powers warped inside the flows of time. He was everywhere he’d ever been, ever would be. Magic could not serve her now. Shaking her head sharply, she went to her wardrobe. Rory was human. He wouldn’t like her to show up naked. Such a spectacle would embarrass him. He might not want to share her body with the eyes of other men. How silly she’d been as a child, less than a moon before. How much she understood now which had been hidden from her before.
None of her clothes would fit. The best she could find was a silk robe. It had once glanced her calves, but the hem now rested mid-thigh. Her new curves made it gap, revealing the roundness of her breasts, and it barely closed at her hips, no matter how she cinched the belt. 
The nurse continued speaking, but what the woman actually said, Flùranach had no idea. She went out her door and proceeded out of her grandfather’s house with purpose. She would find Rory.
She stumbled, rushing toward the druids’ villa like a colt first learning to walk. A roar sounded in the distance. Time followed her, trying to pull her back into its embrace, but she refused to look. Only chance and luck had protected her from being lost forever, from waking to find herself ten thousand years old. She stopped in her tracks as the thought floated around in her head. Her consciousness drifted back…ten years, a hundred, a thousand. The further she moved from now, the louder the roar became.
“Flùranach?” Rory’s call pulled her into the present moment. She heard him run toward her and knew he would save her. His arms enveloped her and lifted her from the ground. When had she fallen?
Thank god. His thought seeped into her awareness and thrilled her to the core. He was as happy to see her as she to see him.
Rory carried her into the house then helped her stand. 
“Whoa,” Phillip said when he saw them. Flùranach met his eyes. As soon as they locked gazes, she sensed his deep earth powers. He could do so much more than he realised. 
“One day, you will be able to walk on the surface of the water as though it was solid ground,” Flùranach said distantly. She sensed a small bud at his centre, and knew instinctively it was the cord with which he could someday bond a faerie. A shadow passed over his face. “If you live long enough.”
He stared at her. “If I live?” He glanced at Rory, then back to Flùranach. “What happened to you?” 
“Flùranach?” Rory said quietly. “When did you wake up?”
She turned to him, and her heart crumpled. His bond was not a natural fit with hers. “No,” she whispered. “I can’t allow it.”
“What’s wrong?” Rory said. He pulled Flùranach close. “I won’t let anything happen to you,” he said. “Don’t you worry.” To Phillip, he added, “Get Oron. Quick.”



Chapter 9
 
Munro took charge of the library research, with Ríona teaching him at a feverish rate. He used his newly emerging ability to interpret the runes on dozens of stone monoliths. She instructed him how to touch the runes without changing them with his stone magic, to sense the runes around the original, feel their sway without being overcome by their own meaning and the runes influencing them.
Munro listened to the runes himself, needing only the guidance of someone more experienced. Now that they were looking for the right rune, the sorcerer mark, they found hidden knowledge in many old stories. The pair took to sleeping in the library and working into the daylight hours, sometimes forgetting to eat until someone brought them a tray of food. 
Oszlár or one of the other keepers who had watched Munro craft the druid rune would sometimes observe their research, sitting quietly, then disappearing without a word.
The further back in history they went, the more the tone of the stories of druids changed. In the tale Ríona had read to him that first day, human bondsmen and faeries were distant, even enemies. But when they looked for the rune draoidh, they discovered a different context. The draoidh
lived with the fae, worked with them, even sometimes teaching them. They created powerful talismans and were masters of rune creation. The fae revered them and their writings. For a faerie to mate or bond with a draoidh
was the highest honour. Ríona explained that historically, draoidh
were thought to be fae sorcerers, not bonded druids. Learning the draoidh
may have been human turned every one of the stories on its head.
They learned more every day, and Ríona warmed to Munro, as though seeing him through new eyes. “Why,” she asked him one day, “did you choose the rune for passion to be the first you crafted?”
The question seemed out of the blue, and Munro didn’t have an answer. He couldn’t tell her about Eilidh’s letter, that he was the queen’s lover, or about the message he found in her signature. “I sensed something when I saw it once before, but I don’t remember where. I felt its heat but wasn’t certain. I thought if you wrote the same rune, you’d confirm my instincts.”
“Interesting you chose the same one as the rune for the queen’s name.”
Munro shrugged, hoping he looked nonchalant. “I suppose, but I knew instinctively it was a different word. I suppose that was the first clue something had changed.” He considered. “Eilidh was the one who unlocked my druidic abilities. Perhaps it’s appropriate.”
“I’ve heard stories about you,” she said, her tone taking on a low, seductive timbre.
“Oh?” Munro tried to hide the inward grimace. He knew exactly what she was referring to. Griogair would gallivant around, seducing every faerie who would consider bedding a human druid, and did so while wearing Munro’s face. The prince took perverse delight in embarrassing Munro and appealing to his lovers’ desire to touch a forbidden pleasure. 
Munro stretched and stood, hoping to distract her from the topic of his supposed sexual exploits. “Where shall we start today?” He gestured to the stone slab in front of them. “Is there something else produced by this same creator? I found his style smooth and easy to follow.”
The tactic must’ve worked because Ríona frowned at him. “I have no idea. We do not track the creators of the runes.”
“Really? They aren’t signed or marked?”
She shook her head. “But I understand what you mean. Some creators have a technique of putting stories together, of choosing one rune over another similar one. As I study their work, I sense their voice strongly. I regret we don’t know who created these groupings. But, what you suggest isn’t our way. Inscribing a name would change the story, as adding any rune would.”
Munro understood. He was still accustomed to the human way. When he found a book he liked, he would search for everything by the same author. By imbuing his magic into a story, the creator of a tale had so much influence in each rune’s meaning. To write his name on it would seem a vanity.
“But…” she considered for a moment. “I do know of a tale contemporary to this one possessing similar features.” She paused, looking uncertain. 
“Lead the way,” he said. Noticing her hesitancy, he added, “If that’s okay?”
“Perhaps we should continue with the current plan. I have a list of others in mind. To change course would likely be a distraction.”
Munro sensed something was wrong, but he couldn’t put a finger on it. He might not have Eilidh’s astral magic to probe someone’s mind, but he’d been a cop long enough to know when someone lied. It fuelled his curiosity and made him determined to see the runes. “We’ve been working our arses off. I think we can afford a distraction. Besides, we might be here for years. A little pleasure reading can’t hurt.”
“Pleasure reading?”
“I mean for recreation.” When he realised what she’d thought he meant, he fought to keep from blushing, but resisting the heat on his cheeks never worked. It flustered him. No one had affected him like this since he’d first been with Eilidh. He needed to get back to her. They’d been apart too long.
“If you wish to read about pleasures, I am familiar with some extremely erotic pieces. I may need to teach you a few things.” She paused to look into his eyes, her wide-set gaze swirling. “New runes, I mean.” She reached out to him, her fingertips grazing his chest.
Munro took her hands in his, squeezed them gently, and let go. “We’d best stay closer to the track.”
She looked down, and he worried she might be hurt or insulted, but she smiled. Whether she was sincere or hiding disappointment, he wasn’t certain. “You are not easily distracted, once you make up your mind. One might even say stubborn,” she said.
He gave a small laugh of relief. “You wouldn’t be the first to say so.”
“All right then. This way.” Ríona led Munro to a rune chamber not too far from the one where they’d taken their respite. The chamber itself was larger than many of the others, and Munro quickly saw why. A granite wall towered twenty feet above and stretched fifty yards along. 
“I should warn you,” she said. “This story is not considered of much academic value. Not only that, the creator used old and obscure runes, and not many people can hear the intent clearly. We may be here a long time.”
“Is that why you hesitated to show me?” he asked.
“Partly. It’s…what’s the word…this rune grouping has caused some dissension among scholars.”
“It’s controversial?” he asked.
“Yes. There are varying interpretations, and even the keepers don’t agree. Each new analysis conflicts with every other.”
“But something here reminded you of the last one we read?”
“It’s a silly thing, hardly worth mentioning. I thought of it because you asked about the identity of the creator. In that last room, I noticed a grouping of runes I’d seen before. When I was a student, I studied this piece. Because of the variety and age of the runes used, the keepers use the monument to test vocabulary as part of becoming a researcher. 
“The stone is called the Killbourne Wall. It came from a mountain in Andena.” She walked along, then pointed to a grouping a couple feet above Munro’s head. There the stone was highly polished and contained a set of five runes: one in the middle and one in each direction surrounding it. “This exact configuration appears in the centre of the stones we just read.”
“A signature?”
“Both sets fit their respective story precisely, but the coincidence is remarkable. Otherwise, the two pieces have little in common.”
“What is the story?” Munro asked.
“That’s the odd thing. This tale is considered a fiction, a myth, if you will. That in itself is unusual for our people. Even the foundations of children’s tales lie in our long history. This wall’s runes teem with symbolism; for example, the repetition of the number thirteen.”
Munro put his hand on the stone. The flows drew him in. He sensed the presence of the creator as though he stood in the room. “Tell me,” he murmured to the rock. “Tell me your story.”
“Munro?” Ríona’s said, stepping forward. “Are you all right?”
“Shh,” Munro whispered. “I can hear him.”
In the evening (night, midnight, darkness) of the old moon (lantern), when my brother (comrade, friend, companion) came to me and said he could tolerate no more of this world.


I feared his intention was killing (murder, suicide), and I sought to comfort (soothe, subdue) his fever (heat). Together, we formed a pact to satisfy his needs, and planned to reveal the bargain to the other sorcerers in our clan (sect, coven).


For our intentions to come to pass, we required (needed, desired) a construct (talisman, building, object) such as none had created before. My brother and I could not accomplish this alone. For he was not the only of our clan whose mind was haunted with the toils of the world, the dual-life we all led.


My brother and I intended to create a door (portal, gateway) to another life, one with hope and peace, without stifling limitations tearing (ripping, cutting, cleaving) our minds. 


When we spoke to our brothers and sisters in our clan, we were divided. Some refused, some were afraid, but some knew the love I had for my brother, and in my desire to save him, I intended to save us all. After thirteen days of conclave, those who would join us numbered twelve and twelve. Those opposed, only two.


We struggled (argued, fought) with (about) the methods for a year and one moon. We bled into stone. We sweated into wood. We wept into water. We sang into air. Those of time formed the web. Those of blood shaped the flesh. Those of the stars cast the thought. Those of spirit invited the soul.


Munro stopped, blinking away tears. He read aloud, and the runes spoke to him as though the creator whispered in his ear. He knew the creator hadn’t been a faerie, but a druid. No wonder the faeries had been shocked at Munro’s assertion that sorcerers were, in fact, druids.
What tore at him was that he’d been taught only four types of druids existed, and that they could only use earth magic: stone, wood, water, and air. These runes spoke of druids touching the higher flows—blood, astral, time and spirit—just as the azuri fae did. The creator mentioned women in the clan, but Munro had been taught only men could be druids. The sense of loss overwhelmed him, but he pushed on.
The stone described a ritual in detail, but as Ríona had suggested, the story read more like a fable than an instruction manual.
When we finished the foundation (structure, construction, base), the clan appointed me as scribe, so I laid the words of power given by each of my brothers and sisters. Each one imparted (gave, imbued, embedded) their most dear wish (dream, love) and sacrificed (surrendered) their self (ego, embodiment, life).


The moment was both beautiful and terrible. We wept at what we had created. But in the end, we crossed into our creation using the Source Stone, into the Otherworld, as we named our new home. We would be the fathers and mothers of a magical race. We numbered twelve and twelve, but we would become more.


Ríona staggered back from Munro. “You misheard the runes.”
“You know that’s not true,” he said quietly.
“The druids may share a rune with sorcerers, but we may have lost a common term in ancient times. This is not rune lore we fully understand.”
Munro’s body ached, and he felt weary, but he believed what he’d heard in the stone. This was the fae creation story. These twenty-four druids created a portal to the Otherworld, leaving behind the human world to create their own reality. Whether or not they were the only druids to come to the Otherworld, they had to be the first. He didn’t know whether the text suggested the druids had created the fae race or the fae were their descendants, or how either of those things might be possible.
“Our fathers,” Ríona spat, “were not human. A thousand scholars with many lifetimes of knowledge and wisdom have read this stone and none ever heard the story you just devised. Besides, it is a fiction. At best, an allegory.”
Munro shrugged. What could he say? He hadn’t written the story, only read it aloud.
“Anyone,” she went on, “who would suggest such a thing, who would tell such lies, would be an enemy of the fae.”
Neither of them had noticed three elders sitting in the back of the immense chamber. When he saw them, Munro wondered how much of the story they heard.
Oszlár stood. “Calm yourself, Ríona,” he said sharply. “You are not a child.”
Ríona stopped short. She quickly schooled her features, masking her inner turmoil. “Yes, keeper,” she said. “You are right. This story always affects me deeply. I only fear this human doesn’t understand how a slight misinterpretation of one or two runes might infect the meaning of an entire tale, especially one such as the Killbourne Wall.”
“I need to speak with Queen Eilidh,” Munro said. “I’m going back to Caledonia.”
Oszlár held up a wrinkled hand. “Draoidh,” he said to Munro. “We honour your efforts to add to the knowledge of our people.” He inclined his head in a show of respect. “The tale you heard is remarkable, but we do not yet understand what your interpretation means. I wish to talk with you, to better appreciate your extraordinary understanding of the runes. The keepers will discuss this matter. We hope to have the opportunity to teach you more, and learn what we may from you as well. Perhaps we can enhance the knowledge of both our races. We will send a message to your queen soon. If she can spare your companionship long enough, we want to confer with you as you decide how to proceed.”
Munro looked at him. Oszlár gave a small bow, then each of the other keepers mimicked his movement. “The honour will be mine,” Munro replied.



Chapter 10
 
Munro stepped through the portal, and Eilidh’s presence filled his heart. He felt whole and at peace again. He detected frustration and anger but also a quiver of joy running through their connection as she sensed him setting foot within the Caledonian boundaries. Three weeks without her had been far too long.
He took the trip to Canton Dreich slowly to allow time to think. He ran the long roads through the Otherworld, taking in the simple wonders of the place: the songs of the water, the jewel-like blooms on the side of the road, the ancient trees covered with hanging moss.
Questions plagued his mind. Did the druids create this plane of existence? The magic was beyond his comprehension, yet since he’d met Eilidh, he’d seen many things he couldn’t have understood before. But how had they made something out of nothing using a portal? Did they actually shape this realm or simply discover it? Were the humans settlers in a world already populated by the fae, or were those druids the ancient fae ancestors? Fae lore dated long before human history, but with the aid of temporal magic, who knows what might have been possible?
He didn’t have answers and wondered if they would ever know the truth. Despite the keeper’s polite requests, Munro sensed his interpretation of the runes would trouble most fae as much as it did Ríona. He thought about his new friend. She was beautiful, certainly. But unlike Eilidh, Ríona was complicated, secretive, aloof. It made her seem mysterious. Had he not been committed to Eilidh heart and soul, he might have responded to her allure. But nothing would tempt him away from the one he loved more than life. He only hoped to politely deflect her attraction without disrupting their work. Despite what happened with the Killbourne Wall, he had no intention of stopping his research. In fact, this new discovery tempted him with centuries of untold secrets of druidic power. The work gave him a sense of purpose he hadn’t realised had been lacking.
Quinton. Eilidh’s voice reached his thoughts. Feeling her so intimately in his mind made him pick up his pace. There is difficult news. Prepare yourself.
What news? he wanted to ask, and was frustrated he had no way to respond. He grumbled about her sending such a cryptic message. Why not tell him the entire story and let him be ready to deal with the problem? Such a vague warning only guaranteed he would be more on edge when he arrived.
I’m mind-speaking with five people at once. Be patient. He laughed at her gentle scolding. Of course she would sense his impatience. He’d missed this closeness over the past weeks. Admittedly, he had feared she would send him back as soon as he stepped through the portal. She’d told him to wait for her summons, but once he’d read the Killbourne Wall, he needed her counsel more than ever.
∞
Eilidh had chosen a small but formal audience chamber to hear Oron’s charge. She gave her friend and mentor every courtesy, but even though he protested, she allowed Rory, Tràth, Douglas, Griogair, and Flùranach to attend, along with four senior members of the joint conclave. Because this was not a trial, the entire membership didn’t need to be present, and the girl had been through enough in recent nights without overwhelming her with old, powerful faeries. Not to mention Prince Tràth, who blamed himself for what happened.
Eilidh was glad Munro would soon be with them. She delayed the start as much as possible without insulting the elder so her druid could hear the story from each perspective. Although present on the night, Munro wouldn’t know what happened to Flùranach after he left or the many theories put forward from all corners. Despite his ignorance, someone should be present to speak for Rory, the subject of many accusations.
Munro entered the chamber as Oron began to speak. The druid bowed to Eilidh formally, then nodded to Griogair, Oron, and the other three elders. Eilidh inclined her head in response, and wondered at the changes she sensed in him. Clearly something happened in the Halls of Mist. It pained her to have to wait to question him about his experiences.
“Forgive the interruption, Elder Oron,” Munro said. “I arrived as soon as I could.”
Oron looked uncharacteristically peeved, but then, Eilidh conceded, he’d been overwrought ever since Flùranach had fallen ill. He ignored Munro’s apology and turned back to Rory, who sat next to Flùranach on a low bench facing Eilidh’s throne. They’d told Flùranach to sit in the back, but she’d refused. She’d become an insolent and petulant young woman, but considering she’d become a young woman in mere days, Eilidh wasn’t inclined to insist. “Do you admit to putting the idea in my granddaughter’s head?” Oron asked Rory.
“Look,” Rory replied. “I never meant for anybody to do anything. I told her I didn’t know how the bonding magic worked. I’ve only ever heard of three bonded pairs, two of which are right in this room. How am I supposed to know if you can bond with a child?”
“You told her you might be able to bond with her if she were older,” Oron said. “Thus planting the idea she should try to use unnatural means to achieve those ends.”
“How could I suggest something I didn’t think possible?” Rory appeared as shocked and flummoxed now as when he first learned of Oron’s accusations. 
Flùranach sat unnaturally still. Her eyes were glazed and distant. The girl’s vague expression troubled Eilidh, because it was so similar to the way Tràth sometimes disappeared into himself. At least the prince seemed to snap out of it quickly and could relate to others. When she did interact, Flùranach, on the other hand, had become like an unbroken horse.
Eilidh held up her hand. “Prince Tràth, how likely is it the change in Flùranach can be reversed?”
“I hold little hope.” The prince shook his head with a frown. “Elder Oron, if you want to blame someone, blame me.” His blue eyes swirled. He strongly resembled his father when he looked sad and serious.
Prince Griogair interrupted. “No. You tried to save her, son. There is no fault for your part in this.”
“I’m not taking the fall for this,” Rory said. “I don’t even understand what bloody happened.”
Eilidh fought not to grin at his casual tone. He’d never adjusted to the idea of Eilidh being a queen. Most of the druids treated her the same way they did the day they met her, and she treasured that. She regretted being forced to question him. Her heart told her he’d done nothing wrong, but Oron was incensed, and questions needed to be answered.
“You dare speak in such—” Oron began.
“Elder,” Eilidh interrupted him. “If I may.” She turned to Tràth without waiting for an answer from Oron. “Tell me, as best you understand, what happened. I know you tried before, but anything you can offer would help. After all, you are the only faerie with experience touching temporal flows.”
Tràth related events from the moment he and Flùranach travelled together. She’d heard the story through Griogair, but the tale was even more haunting first-hand. “The darkness roared around us. I did my best to hold on, but she slipped. I let go…” his voice trailed off.
“No,” Flùranach said. “I let go. I saw a future I wanted, and I reached for it.” Her voice was distant, as though she relived the moment. “Time took me.” A tear trickled down the young woman’s cheek. 
Eilidh remembered first meeting the girl and hardly recognised her. She had difficultly remembering the lovely woman in front of them was only eight years old. Her body had matured to that of a faerie in her mid-twenties, but her eyes had something in them that looked much older.
“The druid did this,” Oron said, pointing to Rory. “He formed an attachment to the girl, and contrived to bond with her.”
“No,” Flùranach said. “The druids are special to me. Their magic rings in my mind. I am, in a way, bonded to each of them.”
Eilidh looked at Munro. “What do you know of this?” He had been quiet and thoughtful throughout the hearing.
“Flùranach feels like family,” he said. “I think I’ve known from the moment I met her. I don’t understand how, but if she says she can sense druidic magic, I believe her. A similar talent was used to find four of the five druids now in Caledonia, so the possibility shouldn’t be a surprise.”
Eilidh nodded. “Flùranach, I am the first to say we do not fully understand the consequences of your impulsive and childish act. But to chastise a child for behaving like one is a folly. Many bear some share of blame for these events, yet none will suffer as you will.”
“Why should I suffer? What is so wrong with what I have become? Am I not beautiful? Am I not even more talented? Open to more magic? I see things. Wonderful things.” She glanced at her grandfather oddly. “Horrible things.”
“You are only a child,” Oron said.
“Not anymore,” Flùranach said stubbornly. Her eyes grew distant and she repeated the phrase quietly. “Not anymore.” Something in her voice made Eilidh shudder. 
“Elder Oron,” Eilidh began, “as much as I understand your grief and the loss and uncertainty you’re experiencing, I cannot see any reason for this druid to bear the weight of blame alone. Perhaps he did encourage Flùranach to grow up faster, but how could he have foreseen these events? Perhaps Tràth acted unwisely in taking Flùranach on such a journey, but when things went wrong, he did everything to prevent disaster. Even you must admit the girl has a way of persuading those around her to do as she wishes.”
Without waiting for the elder’s response, she continued, “Flùranach, I do not understand what happened, but no one can deny you have changed deeply. Until we do have some understanding, I charge you to stay with your grandfather. Submit to whatever tests and teaching he may devise for you, and, for now, keep away from the druids. You conjured unfamiliar magic, so for their safety and yours, we must act with caution. We cannot risk any of them falling prey to whatever happened to you. Your link with them may alter their abilities in a way we can’t predict.”
The girl’s eyes widened with horror at the thought. “I won’t leave them. They’re mine,” she spluttered and flung herself into Rory’s arms. The druid held her uncomfortably.
“You will,” Eilidh said, her words sharp. “I will risk no harm to them. They are under the protection of Caledonia, and you will not defy my command.” She tried to soften her tone. “This is not a punishment, child. We are only concerned for their welfare and yours. Your grandfather and I will confer as time goes on. When we deem it safe, you will be allowed to return to their company.”
“I hate you!” Flùranach screamed, looking very much a child, despite her features and her peculiar pale eyes. 
“Be that as it may,” Eilidh said and nodded to Oron, who bowed in response. He collected his weeping granddaughter and guided the wailing girl from the hall.
Eilidh sighed as the noise subsided. “Thank you all,” she said, then smiled. “My mate tells me a queen does not need to say such things as please and thank you, but I find myself humbly grateful.” She stood, signalling an end to the gathering. “Griogair, would you bring Munro to confer with me after he has a chance to rest and eat after his journey?”
Prince Griogair inclined his head. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he said with a small grin. She could tell he found her lack of formality amusing, so he made up for her lapses by doubling his own. One day, she thought, she would learn to behave as a queen should. Perhaps.



Chapter 11
 
Since stepping into the Otherworld from the Halls of Mist, Munro had detected two emotions consistently from Eilidh. One was anxiety and distrust, but sadly, she’d experienced varying levels of that from the moment of her coronation. She’d never been under the illusion that taking on the duties of a royal would be easy, but neither of them had anticipated how difficult and fraught it would be.
The other sensation he perceived troubled him more. A shadow wrapped around the place she normally carried her love for him. He hadn’t grasped the mood until he saw her face-to-face. Once he stood in her presence, he couldn’t deny the subtle change. Her love wasn’t diminished, but doubt had crept in. What he didn’t understand was the source or character of the feeling.
He and Griogair left the audience chamber last. “I can eat later,” Munro said. “Let’s talk to Eilidh. I need to find out what’s been happening. Was that really Flùranach?”
Griogair tilted his head, a subtle gesture of disagreement. “You should eat first. We’ll talk.”
Munro wanted to argue, but he knew Griogair well enough to realise the prince-consort had made up his mind and wouldn’t be swayed. Relenting would prove the easiest choice.
“Why did you return?” Griogair asked quietly as they walked down the corridor. “My mate didn’t bid you to return.”
My mate. It grated on Munro whenever Griogair made a pointed remark indicating he was Eilidh’s husband. “I thought I had free passage in Caledonia. If Eilidh didn’t want me here, she would have turned me back the second she sensed me stepping through the portal.”
“Perhaps,” Griogair said, but again signalled his disagreement with a subtle frown.
“Was it you who suggested keeping me in the Halls of Mist indefinitely?” Munro felt torn between his friendship with Griogair and the jealous pangs taunting him every time the prince took his rightful place beside Eilidh. The feelings surprised Munro. He thought he’d come to terms with their arrangement, yet he found it harder than expected to let go of everything his human upbringing taught him.
“Yes,” the prince replied. He gestured for Munro to precede him to the terrace where they often ate together. Within moments, servants appeared, bringing honeyed froth and a platter of fresh fruit.
“And did you also plant the doubt tangling her mind?”
A flash of pity played across Griogair’s features. “I find it difficult not to like you,” he said unexpectedly and picked a piece of fruit from the plate. “Try the figs. They’re just coming into perfect season.”
The tension fizzled, and Munro relaxed. Why had he become so suspicious? “Something is troubling Eilidh. Something to do with me. What’s happened?”
“The queen demanded my silence on the subject,” Griogair said. “I argued the point. I reminded her that your suspicious nature would lead you to question me,” he added with a smirk.
Munro took the remark good-naturedly. He’d been a cop too long not to be suspicious of nearly everything people told him. He wondered sometimes if he’d ever get over that tendency. He also noticed Griogair referred to her as “the queen,” which told Munro the prince would have defied anyone else.
“On this, she wouldn’t listen,” Griogair said. Before Munro could respond, the prince shifted the subject. “How is Ríona? Does she serve you well?”
“Yes,” Munro said but couldn’t disguise his unease at how he and the scholar had left things. “We’ve had a few breakthroughs. I’m eager to tell you and Eilidh about them.”
“She’s beautiful, isn’t she?” Griogair said distantly.
“Ríona?” Munro asked. “She’s a good translator,” he replied cautiously. “A hard worker. Passionate about rune study.”
Griogair chuckled. “I thought you would find her attractive. She seemed most curious about you when I described the help you require.”
“And you also told her of the rumours about me?”
“Are there rumours?” Griogair asked with mock surprise.
“I suppose it would kill you to be discrete when you’re wearing my face,” Munro grumbled. Did Griogair encourage Ríona to seduce him? Surely he knew Munro had always been faithful to Eilidh.
“It might,” Griogair said.
Did Griogair want Munro to fall into bed with Ríona? Only one thing would explain why that would be the case. “Do you love her?” Munro asked quietly. He took some fruit and ate, despite not feeling particularly hungry. He needed an excuse not to look at Griogair.
“I barely know her,” Griogair said, brushing a speck of dust from his dark tunic. “We met a few moons ago when she accompanied one of the keepers here to receive an honour. I admit I find her appealing but never had the opportunity to pursue her.”
“I don’t mean Ríona, and you know it.”
Griogair shifted slightly, an almost imperceptible sign of discomfort. He raised his gaze to meet Munro’s. “What do faeries know of love?”
Munro never considered Griogair might resent him. Six months ago, the prince suggested their arrangement, and they had a friendly relationship. He knew Munro and Eilidh shared an ancient magical bond. But if Griogair loved Eilidh, seeing her with Munro, being asked to step aside day after day so she could bed another man, would torture him. “I’m sorry,” Munro said and looked away. He breathed in deeply, taking his turn to switch topics. “I’ve missed Caledonia. The air in the Halls of Mist is thick. Do you know what I mean?”
“Yes,” Griogair replied. “I do.”
Munro wasn’t sure which question the prince was answering. Yes, he loved Eilidh? Or yes, he understood about the air being thick on the other side of the portal? Munro knew, if he was honest with himself. Why else would Griogair take such delight in spreading rumours about Munro’s supposed escapades? “She cares deeply for you. I think if we hadn’t bonded first…” Munro didn’t like to admit it, but he knew he was right. If he and Eilidh had never met, she might be happy with Griogair. On the other hand, if he and Eilidh hadn’t met, Griogair would still be married to Queen Cadhla, Eilidh would be an outcast, and Munro would have been murdered six months ago. 
He pushed aside the remnants of food. His appetite had abandoned him.
 “Shall we go meet the queen?” Griogair rose and gestured toward the door.
Munro followed suit but wasn’t ready to let the subject drop. “I know everything you do is for her benefit, even sending me away. You wouldn’t if you thought it would hurt her.”
Griogair inclined his head. “I serve her always.”
“Serve her any way you need to. I can be a selfish git sometimes. But, like you, I’ll always put her first.” 
“Any way?” The question rang with an equal measure of disdainful disbelief and a challenge.
Would Munro really give Griogair permission to bed Eilidh? Not that Eilidh needed permission. She was the bloody queen. But he doubted Griogair would pursue it behind Munro’s back. He hadn’t really intended his words to come out this way, but there was nothing he wouldn’t sacrifice for her. She wasn’t a regular woman. Hell, she wasn’t even a regular faerie. “Whatever she needs. Besides, who are mere mortals like you and I to refuse a request from a queen?” Munro asked with a chuckle.
“A request she’ll never make. She is bound to you in ways none of us fully understand. But thank you for your attempt at camaraderie. I can see how it has pained you to be apart from her this past moon, and how much your offer cost you, despite your sincerity. One thing I find refreshing about humans is how bad you are at lying.”
Munro grinned. “We’ll have to share our pain like brothers then.” He’d intended it as a joke, but despite the surprised look on Griogair’s face, he meant it. They were brothers, of a sort. They shared more than Eilidh. They helped her carry burdens and secrets no one else understood.
“What pain?” Griogair said with a smile, then added, “brother.”
∞
Rory did his best to follow Flùranach despite her head start and nimble feet. He knew where she usually hid when in trouble or upset, and she headed there now. His mind muddled with confusion. A couple of weeks ago, he would have sworn he thought of her like a little sister. Then everything changed. She even acted different. Whatever she saw in the time vortex transformed more than her appearance. 
He came to the little cave opposite a huge copse of pine and took the precarious climb down. Water flowed on nearby rocks, making them slippery and uninviting, but he had to find her. Her heart had broken, and it was his fault. Confusion plagued her. The once confident, delightful girl had become a frightened, yet powerful, young woman. The way everyone was looking to place the blame made him angry. Nobody tried to help her cope with the terrifying changes. His own adolescence hadn’t been the easiest, but at least he had the normal number of years to deal with it. Flùranach had skipped adolescence altogether.
He heard her sobs echoing on the stone walls before he’d even entered the cave’s mouth. Glowing mushrooms and lichen lit his way into the rocky waterside cave. “Flùr?” he called. “It’s me.”
“Go away!” she shouted, her high-pitched voice echoing around them. She sounded eight years old again. For a moment, he could almost pretend none of this had happened and he’d find her safe and restored to her former self.
“Come on,” he said. “I’m not going anywhere. I gotta make sure my princess is all right.” He crept forward. He still trusted her, but she had grown impetuous and unpredictable. Ever since her change, she’d become as emotional as an angsty teenager.
She stopped crying. “You’re going to drag me back to my grandfather,” she said. “You want them to make me little again.” 
“I’d get in trouble if they knew I’d followed you here,” Rory said, inching closer to the arch of stone, which led to the cubby-hole where she so often hid. “You heard what they said. They’re afraid of what might happen. But I’m not,” he added. “You’d never hurt any of us.”
He stuck his head around and found her in a heap, her red hair wet and tangled around her face, her damp dress clinging to her body. She’d outgrown the tiny hiding place, a tight squeeze for the two of them even when she was small. “Not sure I’ll still fit in here.” He chuckled. “Life has changed a lot in a couple weeks, hasn’t it?”
She nodded, wiping silvery tears from her cheeks. He couldn’t help but notice how lovely she was with her pale skin and red hair. He had red hair too, but his was more orange. At least his skin had changed since he’d come to the Otherworld, fading the freckles that had once covered his face. He’d always hated his ginger hair, but her flaming mass of long, soft locks made her more beautiful. Something in him feared touching her. This sudden desire filled him with guilt. Only two weeks ago, she’d been a little kid, and now fear and confusion tore her apart. What kind of pervert would think about being attracted to her?
“Everyone hates me,” she said with a sniffle. “I didn’t mean to do this, but are the changes so bad? Am I really so awful?”
Rory opened his arms and took her into an embrace as she wept again. “Nobody hates you, duckling. You’re not awful.”
She tilted her head up. “Aren’t you mad at me? I got you in a lot of trouble.”
“Nah,” he said. “Faeries don’t like surprises, and you gave them a wee shock is all. The problem is the time magic. The astral part is scary enough. You’re young,” he said, “but they’re really old. They liked things as they were. You saw how they treat Eilidh. The azuri fae love her, but some of the earth faeries hate the changes she’s brought.”
“I hate her,” Flùranach said.
“Shh,” Rory said, pulling her close. “I know. She’s not trying to be mean. She’s just worried about a lot of things.”
“Nobody believes me about you druids. I bet I could pick out a druid from other humans, if they’d let me try. Of course, nobody would now, because of her.”
“You think you could?” Rory said and pondered. The five druids who’d come to Caledonia were the only survivors of a horrific encounter with a blood faerie. That faerie’s father had collected them, but nobody knew how he’d done so. Logic said the ability must exist in others as well.
“If only I could prove it,” she said.
“There’s no rush,” Rory replied, but she struggled out of his embrace and looked him squarely in the face.
“They’re not threatening to make you a prisoner. You are the only one who loves me,” she said, blinking through long, damp eyelashes. “You do love me, don’t you, Rory?”
He fought against the sudden pull toward her and blushed to the roots of his hair. “Of course I do, Flùr. We’re like family, you and me.” He tried to put distance between them, but she snuggled in close, not letting him back away in the cramped quarters.
“I love you too,” she said softly. “I wish we could bond.”
“Flùr—”
“I know,” she interrupted, suddenly sounding serious. The way she switched between adult and child made him dizzy and kept him confused. “Maybe there’s a druid out there for me,” she said.
“Maybe,” Rory said. “If you’re right, and you can sense us, then someday after all this has died down, we’ll go to Scotland or England, maybe even across the Channel. I can help you find him.”
“You would?” she asked, meeting his eyes again. A tear streaked down her face. “I can’t imagine I’ll ever feel about anyone the way I do about you.”
He touched her cheek. “You’re special to me too,” he said. “Of course I’ll help you.”
“Why wait? I’m an adult. That’s plain to see.”
He couldn’t argue with her. She certainly did look the part. Maybe if he helped her find someone to bond with, she would settle down. The process might heal her mind like it did for Tràth. When he and Douglas bonded, the prince gained earth powers, which grounded him and kept the temporal magic from haunting him. “The queen said you’re supposed to stay here under your grandfather’s protection so they can figure out what happened.”
“So they can try to reverse it,” Flùranach said. “I don’t want them to. They’ll hold me prisoner for decades while they pretend I don’t exist.” Her voice sounded distant and haunted. “I didn’t understand before. I feel at home around you druids, but I also have this longing that may never be satisfied. I can sense a bud in each of you, waiting to be enveloped by a faerie’s power, but none of you are for me.” She pressed her lips together, trying not to cry. “No matter how much I might want you.”
He felt more confused than ever. What they planned to do to her wasn’t right. They probably would keep her locked up and do tests on her, and now she wouldn’t be allowed to visit the druids’ villa for a bit of music and company. He didn’t want to see that happen to her. Someone had to be on her side. But would she be okay in Scotland?
“You’re thinking,” she said with a teasing giggle. “I can practically hear the wheels turning.”
“I’m not sure about going beyond the Otherworld gate. The human realm might not be safe.”
“Are you forgetting I was born on the Isle of Skye and spent nearly all my life in Scotland? When you and the other druids stepped foot in the Caledonian Otherworld, it was my first journey too. The human realm is more home to me than this place. We can travel through the gate, look around, and see what happens. We don’t have to be gone more than one night. If I’m wrong and I can’t sense any difference between druids and other humans, we’ll come right back and no one will even realise we went anywhere.”
“Maybe we should wait until things settle down,” Rory said.
Flùranach shook her head. “That will be too late. My grandfather plans to move me away from Canton Dreich. He’s sending me to Riverglade. If we don’t go soon, I’ll probably never see you again.”
“You’re leaving?” Rory said incredulously. Oron shouldn’t do that, even if he was her grandfather and a conclave elder. Flùranach felt like family to Rory too. So the feeling was twisted up and confused right now. She’d turned from a playful child into an alluring woman. The thought of her leaving forever made Rory’s stomach churn, and he suddenly wished he could bond with her. That would solve so many problems.
“Will you take me?” She glanced down. “Or should I pack my things for Riverglade?”
“No,” he said. “I mean, yes. Yes, I’ll take you. No, don’t go pack.” If he wasn’t meant to bond with her, perhaps they would find someone who could. Or maybe they would find more druids and bring them back, show Eilidh and the others they needed her. Then Oron couldn’t ship her away.
She flung her arms around him, and heat swelled between them. He tentatively kissed her forehead, then squeezed her tight. They’d make this all right. Somehow.



Chapter 12
 
Munro knew instantly that Eilidh had just received bad news. This time, their connection didn’t convey alarm, so he didn’t worry. As queen, she often dealt with serious issues, and she took her duty to heart. She cared deeply about every faerie in her domain. Her every choice was made to try to serve her people well, even those who questioned her right to the throne and her ability to hold it.
The bond led him straight to Eilidh, and when he and Griogair arrived at the informal receiving room, they found elders gathered. When Munro saw her stricken expression, his heart clutched. Something terrible must have happened. Once again, he couldn’t rush to support her. He took his place in the background and watched Griogair stand by her side.
“What’s happened?” Prince Griogair asked, his eyes locked on his mate.
“Fifty deaths in Nir Doute,” she said softly. “Twenty of them children not yet past their first century.” Fae children were rare, and for some reason, even more so among the earth faeries. The azuri from the Isle of Skye had been blessed more often than any would have thought possible, but they never lost their instinct to treasure and protect their young. This kind of loss would bring true heartbreak to the kingdom.
“Dead? How? Did they suffer an attack?” Griogair directed the last question to the elders.
“Poison, we think.” Galen said. Her delicate brow crinkled into a concerned frown.
“You think?” Munro interjected.
The elder cast a disapproving glance at the druid. “There are many rumours, of course. Our healers need more time to be certain. They have encountered nothing like this illness before.”
Griogair took a more diplomatic stance. “No doubt, all are working tirelessly. Tell us about these rumours.”
“Some say,” Eilidh began with a humourless laugh, “I have displeased the Mother of the Earth, while others believe I turned the city’s water sour with my ill magic.”
Galen explained. “The first illness came to light mere hours after Her Majesty supped with the Nir Doute elders at the local Festival of Stars two nights ago. A hundred still suffer the effects, and more may die.”
“I should go back,” Eilidh said. “If I don’t, some will take this as proof I have something to hide, or worse, say I don’t care about the fate of my people.”
Galen shook her head but tutted with sympathy. “That would be most unwise, Your Majesty. What if this assault was aimed at you? The entire kingdom knew you would attend the festival. We must consider your safety, for the good of Caledonia, no matter how kind your intentions.”
Munro turned to Griogair. “Didn’t you say the queen had received threats?”
Griogair nodded slowly, “Yes, but I doubt this poison was intended for the queen. It’s more logical to assume this is an attack on her credibility. The deaths will trouble the superstitious and those who wish to cling to the old ways. This tragic event will strike fear in many.”
Galen tilted her head to concede the point. “Already some wish to cancel planned royal visits, while hoping not to anger Her Majesty, in case she can strike from afar.”
“I must find a way to make this right, to soothe their fears,” Eilidh said.
“Now is not the time, my love,” Griogair said gently, sitting beside her. “I know your heart bleeds.” He glanced at Munro, who felt solidarity with the prince despite his own feelings for Eilidh. “Send me. I represent the old ways because of my family and my earth talents and the new because of our union.”
“Galen?” Eilidh asked.
With a thoughtful nod, the elder said, “I agree with His Highness’ suggestion. A thoughtful plan.”
Eilidh glanced at the other conclave leaders, who indicated their agreement one by one. “Very well,” she said with a soft sigh. 
Griogair squeezed her hand then kissed it. “You may rely on me.” He stood. “By your leave, I will prepare for the journey.”
She offered a weak smile. “Thank you, Griogair. Take a contingent of Watchers with you. Both for your safety and to offer some show of protection for the people of Nir Doute, in the event this does prove to be an outside attack.”
“A good idea,” Setir said. “And more healers.”
“Agreed,” Griogair said. With a sharp bow to the queen, he left.
“As long as you have his support,” Galen said, “his influence will go a long way to protecting your throne.”
“What is that supposed to mean?” Munro said, sensing a subtle threat.
With a raised eyebrow, the elder faerie said, “Exactly what I said.”
Eilidh held up a hand to interrupt the exchange. “I am indeed fortunate to have such a devoted mate.” Switching tacks, she said, “The conclave should discuss what kind of memorial will be appropriate for the dead of Nir Doute. They should be honoured. I will leave the families to hold private death rites, but the entire kingdom will grieve such an enormous loss to our people. Please keep me informed of your ideas and decisions.” She respectfully signalled their dismissal.
Munro sensed her exhaustion. Thinking how much she carried alone pained him. When the last of the elders left, he approached and sat beside her. He slipped his arm around her and let her lean on his shoulder. “I’ve missed you so much,” he whispered.
“I’ve missed the reassuring strength I feel through our bond,” she replied. “I hadn’t thought the portal to the Halls of Mist would so strongly affect our connection. I found the loss unpleasant.”
“But necessary?” he asked. After his chat with Griogair, Munro recognised he hadn’t been sent away just because the prince wanted time to seduce Eilidh.
She moved to stand, but Munro held her hand, not letting her step too far away from him. She looked away, confirming something troubled her.
“You have been implicated in Leith’s death,” she said.
“What?” Munro stood and turned her shoulders, forcing her to look at him.
“When I looked into the Watcher’s mind,” she said, “I saw some of what he did. You visited the prisoner moments before his death. The Watcher did not consciously recall your face, but I saw the memory plainly.”
“Impossible,” Munro said. His mind reeled. “Eilidh, you can’t think I would do anything like that. I swear to you—”
“I know,” she interrupted. “Someone of azuri talents committed this murder. I’m certain on that point. Otherwise the Watcher would not have forgotten your face. He appeared disoriented and confused but unaware of what had been done to him. Leith’s killer was clever enough to disguise himself, but not clever enough to realise he left obvious marks of his talent behind. On the other hand, perhaps he was simply too arrogant to believe anyone would detect such subtle traces. He burned the empty rune on the prison wall, likely hoping to implicate someone ignorant of our writings.”
“In other words, me,” Munro said flatly.
“But he made the mark using a fire incantation, where you possess no fire talents. He forgot that unlike the fae, druids have not even a drop of ability outside their own spheres. So he knows of you, but he does not know you well.”
“Then why choose me? Why not another faerie?”
“Likely because of your association with me. The true nature of our intimate relationship isn’t known, and yet the strength of our bond is plain for all to recognise. Perhaps he hoped if he implicated you, he might drive a wedge between us, perhaps even force the conclave to expel you from the kingdom or worse.”
Munro sensed her deep concern and realised she was only speaking half the truth. “If they had me executed…”
“Without you, I am weaker.” Bonding with a druid gave Eilidh access to all spheres of earth power, where azuri only possessed weak ability with earth flows. The ancient linking magic also increased her astral abilities by four-fold at least.
“You sent me away to protect me,” he said.
“Partly,” she said but didn’t explain further. “Spending all your nights in the library must’ve been boring for you. Unless you found some other diversion.”
He took her letter from his pocket. “This helped,” he said, unfolding the paper gently and running his fingers over the rune. “I could practically feel your passion thrumming.” He was surprised no one had ever mentioned Eilidh had developed some talent in rune-making. On the other hand, a few weeks ago, he wouldn’t have understood how special the ability was.
“You had it translated? Quinton, no one can know.”
“I didn’t have to,” he said.
“What?”
He wasn’t sure how to explain without sounding a fool, and he remembered the keepers’ warnings about revealing what he read on the Killbourne Wall. But he and Eilidh already kept too many secrets from one another. He would at least share what he’d discovered about himself. “I have something for you in my room. Let me bring it to your chamber.”
She shook her head. “Griogair has gone. He cannot help us cover for your presence alone in my private rooms. Even in this receiving room, we shouldn’t linger too long.” She glanced at the door.
“Nothing will keep me away from you come dawn,” Munro said. “I miss you, and the Watchers and servants and any gossip-mongers can go to the devil, for all I care.” He took her hand and planted a kiss on her palm.
She traced her fingertips along his face and gave a weary smile. “What will I do about you, Quinton?”
“Take me to your bed, Your Majesty. Making love is the only cure for what ails us tonight.” He slipped a hand to the small of her back and drew her close. “Confuse the Watchers. Make them think I left. Just this once, I think no one will notice if they can’t find me.”
Eilidh nodded, appearing relieved at the suggestion. “Just this once.”
∞
Eilidh walked the private corridor to her rooms. She absent-mindedly acknowledged the Watchers, then stepped back after passing through the door. “My druid is bringing me a message in a few moments. Allow him and no other to pass. I need to rest.”
 “Yes, Your Majesty,” the Watcher replied, putting his fist to his chest and bowing.
She grumbled when she went back into the rooms. Griogair helped her so much. He guided the servants into giving her more space, telling them not to hover, but to wait until summoned. She imagined they still hovered, but at least now they did so out of sight. At a normal dawn when Eilidh would prepare for rest, she would send a thought-message to the head steward, and he would direct her attendants to help her undress. At first they had been quiet and intimidated, but slowly the young faerie women relaxed and sometimes even made light conversation. Eilidh doubted they would have dared to do so with Queen Cadhla.
Tonight, however, she wasn’t in the mood for their chatter. Instead Eilidh struggled with the fastenings on the back of her dress alone. She wished she still owned the jeans and hoodie she’d worn as an exile in the human world. In those days, she’d spent her time alone. For twenty-five years she’d hardly spoken to a soul. She had kept to the shadows, doing her best to stifle the abilities that back then meant a death sentence for any faerie. Griogair understood she couldn’t go from being an outcast to becoming the most important figure in the kingdom without time to adjust. He had been a gentle and patient mate. 
Munro had grown so deeply entrenched in her heart, she refused to contemplate life without him. So it surprised her how much affection she’d developed for Griogair. When the azuri conclave arranged their union, she refused at first, never imagining how close she and her mate would become. Munro loved her passionately, lived in her mind and heart every moment, but Griogair supported her in a different way.
“You’re thinking about your husband,” Munro said from the doorway. 
Eilidh jumped. She’d been so lost in thought, she’d not noticed him approaching despite their bond.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
She exhaled loudly. “It’s shameful a human could sneak up on me. I’ve lost my instincts, living like this.” She gestured around at the chamber walls. Prior to her exile, she’d trained as a common Watcher. 
“Perhaps you’ve grown so accustomed to me, you don’t view me as a threat,” he countered, leaning against the heavy door frame. “What about Griogair had you so enraptured?”
Eilidh sensed a quiet discomfort in Munro. “He’s been good to me these past moons,” she said.
“He’s in love with you.” Munro looked away, his blue eyes turning pale as the sun’s rays began to stream through the window with the dawn.
“I know,” Eilidh said, reaching out to Munro. “But this is the least of my worries.”
Munro took her hands and drew them to his chest, then encircled her in an embrace. “It needn’t be a worry. You love him too. Isn’t that what you were thinking when I walked in? Did you believe I could be in your mind and not know how you felt?”
She searched Munro’s eyes and saw no pain or jealousy, only a slight insecurity. Her druid had no status in the kingdom and was only tolerated because he had Eilidh’s favour. No one understood their deep connection, except perhaps Tràth and Douglas, because they experienced something similar with each other. Eilidh didn’t think Tràth and Douglas were lovers, although another pairing, Cridhe and Jonathan, had been before they died. 
Eilidh ran a hand along Munro’s face and understood his worries. “No one could take your place, Quinton.”
“You’re not denying you love him,” Munro said.
“How can I?” It was a strange conversation, Eilidh thought absently, and not one she’d anticipated. The kingdom had been cast into turmoil. Many had lost their lives simply to discredit her. Someone wanted to frame Munro for murder. Oron, the head of the azuri half of the joint conclave, was furious over what happened to his granddaughter. Yet here she stood, thinking about the men she loved. What kind of queen was she to be so selfish?
“If ever…” Munro hesitated as though to bolster himself. “If ever you wanted him to stay the day with you while you rest, instead of me, I’d understand.” He kept talking, fumbling over his words. “I know you can do what you like. I mean, you’re the queen. You don’t need my permission. I’m just saying I get it.”
She wanted to rescue him from his babble, but she stared at him, stunned at his offer. Faeries didn’t routinely practice monogamy. It wasn’t their way. The royals mated for life, so she would have Griogair by her side for centuries to come. No one expected them not to bed who they liked. His race was the only reason they kept her affair with Munro secret. No queen could take a human lover, especially not a human many already thought had too much influence in Caledonian affairs. Besides, she’d only been mated to Griogair six moons, and the stories of their passion for one another abounded. With so many other problems in the kingdom, the tales of the love the queen and her consort shared pleased many.
“Eilidh?” he said tentatively. “Is that what you want?”
“I love you more than life,” she said suddenly and kissed him with passion and fervour. “I need to be with you. Come to my bed.”
Munro broke into a wide smile. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
She finished undressing and walked naked to the adjoining bed chamber. Her large swing-bed dominated the room, and she slid into it, motioning for Munro to follow.
He removed his shirt, and Eilidh enjoyed the sight of him, as she so often did. The Otherworld had given his skin a lustrous sheen, making him appear healthier and more powerful. His form remained essentially human, and she marvelled at his musculature. More than anything, the depths of his love for her stunned and humbled her. How could she deserve these two men who gave her so much, who supported her and cared for her? She feared disappointing them more than failing the hopes and expectations of the hundreds of thousands whom she ruled.
Her druid sat on the edge of the bed and kissed her softly. His caresses quickly fuelled his passions, and he became hungrier and more demanding. After a few glorious moments, he pulled away. “I have something for you.” He reached for a table beside the bed and retrieved a small, enveloped object. With patient care, he unwrapped a piece of black stone and handed it to her with reverence.
Eilidh sat up. As soon as she saw the slate, she recognised the timbre of Munro’s magic. She accepted the stone and ran her hands along its cool surface. Although the rune was not part of her written vocabulary, the powerful intent inscribed within sang the word to her. The artefact was like nothing she’d touched before. It screamed with ripe power. “Draoidh,” she whispered.
Munro grinned. “Pretty cool, huh?”
She glanced at him, then the power of the stone drew her gaze back. “Cool,” she repeated. “Quinton, cool doesn’t even begin to express how remarkable this is. The power imbued within…I can feel your magic, but how did you accomplish it? Even I don’t have the ability to create a rune of such clarity, and Oron says my gift is strong.” She glanced up at him. “Our race is losing the talent for rune creation.” Her mind whirred. A human who creates runes? The keepers must be beside themselves, she thought.
“I dunno.” He shrugged. “Things started to change after I read your signature. I recognised your intent, and I asked Ríona to show me the rune for passion. When we worked on it together, I realised I could read some. I guess that gave me the confidence to tell them they were connecting the wrong rune with the word druid. One of the keepers asked me to try to write the correct one. This is what I made.”
“This is druid?” Eilidh held her breath as she contemplated. She breathed out. “The druids are draoidh. Of course.” She thought she might burst into tears, and the realisation brought her up short. 
“What’s the matter?” Munro said, touching her arm tenderly.
She handed the rune stone back to him. “The power in the talisman is affecting me deeply,” she said. As soon as he took the shale from her, she felt more in control. “Quinton, I must apologise.”
“For what?” he asked, looking and feeling genuinely confused. “Is something wrong?”
“Our people have treated yours so badly, almost like vermin.” 
“Nah, most faeries are fine, once they get to know us,” Munro replied.
She refused to argue, even though she knew he was holding back. Confessing the true beliefs most fae held about humans would shame her too much. She shook her head and repeated, “You are draoidh, sorcerers, in your language. Do you realise what this means?” 
“Not really. The keepers are freaked out though. They didn’t want me to tell anyone.”
Eilidh didn’t understand what freaked out meant, despite her decades living in the human realm, but she could imagine the keepers’ reactions. “The draoidh were the most powerful among the fae in ancient times, almost legendary. They built the foundations of our most sacred traditions, created new magic. They were more powerful than any royal.” What Munro learned might change a significant understanding of fae history.
He put down the talisman and removed the rest of his clothing as he talked. “We found an interesting story about an artefact some draoidh made together. I’d like to study it more, but I wanted to tell you what I’d learned first.” 
“I’m glad you did,” she said, and was instantly overcome with guilt that the first thing she thought was to discuss the discovery with Griogair. How would she balance these two powerful and important men? If what her druid believed about the draoidh was true, he might soon eclipse them with his power. The demands made of him by all the kingdoms, not just Caledonia, might become great. 
She needed the druids to remain under Caledonian rule. What might she offer them, beyond the guest-rights they now enjoyed? Would elevating them strengthen or destabilise her position? Perhaps she could cede them their own territory within her kingdom. She needed to speak to learned men, scholars, but none associated with the keepers. This information must not spread beyond Caledonia. She had to hope the keepers wouldn’t want this tale coming out yet either, but she had no influence or control over them.
Her whirring thoughts stopped abruptly when she felt Munro’s lips press against hers. “There will be time for plans at nightfall,” he said. “You faeries are fond of saying the night is for work and study, but the days are for rest and play.”
Eilidh smiled, trying to push aside the buzzing thoughts. “You’re right,” she said, returning his kisses. “We do say that.”
“Let me worship you, my queen,” he whispered in her ear, taking her lobe into his mouth. A shiver went down her spine, and she melted into his embrace. Her troubles and worries wouldn’t go far, but she needed the respite. She made love to her druid, as she had many days before, but today a thrill rippled through her. He was draoidh. She didn’t know if something had unlocked within him, or if she only imagined the new powers surging in his blood as they joined.



Chapter 13
 
Rory sat at the bar and stared into his tall, thin glass of Coke, wishing his magic didn’t keep him from drinking beer. Flùranach insisted on going places with large crowds. During the day, that would mean the main shopping area with its tourist traffic, restaurants, and businesses. But this late at night, especially when the winds off the sea were bitterly cold, people flocked to pubs and nightclubs.
The hour crept toward 1 AM, when the Aberdeen pub would close. Rory had no idea what night it was, except it must have been a weekend. Otherwise the place would have shut at midnight.
When Rory and Flùranach left the Otherworld, they didn’t run into any resistance from Watchers. The human druids had permission to come and go, and Flúranach’s looking like an adult had some benefits. No one recognised her as the eight year-old granddaughter of a conclave leader. Once in the human realm, she used her astral talents to cast a light illusion over them both. Rory still looked human, but his flawless ivory skin, eyes that shone at night, and slightly pointed ears would stand out in a crowd.
Rory thought Flùranach would cling to him, uncertain what to do. He planned to take her to a couple of pubs but keep her at arm’s length from the other patrons as best he could. She put a damper on his strategy right away. Gone was the sweet, shy little girl of a few weeks ago. Even though the illusion hid her spiralling ears, gave a more human colour to her eyes, and added flaws to her pale skin, she looked too bloody good to be real.
Loud music thumped, drowning out conversation. One guy after another came up and asked her to dance, seeming not even to notice she was with someone. Rory couldn’t help but suspect she used astral magic to draw them in. Rory had encountered some cheeky blokes in his time, but he’d never seen them literally queuing up to talk to a woman, no matter how good looking.
The Coke tasted bitter and artificial after months of little besides the freshest Otherworld honeyed froth, berry juices, and water sparkling from magic rather than carbon dioxide. Rory pushed his drink aside and watched Flùranach wriggling on the dance floor, having the time of her life. The whole scene made him sick. His gut reacted as though sleazy guys were hitting on his wee sister. Her rhythmic gyrations grabbed everyone’s attention.
He wanted to drag her out by her ear. Confusion twisted him up inside. On one hand, he thought of her like family. On the other hand, seeing her as she was now, his mind teemed with images that shamed him to his core. It made him think he should go to confession, something he hadn’t done in a long time. He wondered if Father Ranison would have more problems with Rory being a druid or having carnal lust for a girl off-limits for so many reasons. First strike against him was her real age, not that he understood what to call real. What a fucking tangle, he thought. 
She danced with four of them at once, rubbing her hands down her body and twirling in slow, seductive circles. “Bloody hell,” he muttered. Enough was enough. He made his way toward her and took her by the arm. “We’re leaving,” he said.
She turned and met his eyes. The light in her presence dimmed, and he realised she’d been muddling the minds around her. The men she’d danced with slowed down and avoided each other awkwardly, as though trying to remember why they’d been doing what they had.
Flùranach yanked her arm away. “I don’t want to go,” she said. “I want to dance.”
He took her hand roughly and pulled her from the dance floor and out to the street. Suddenly, nobody paid them any attention, and the crisp air cleared his head. “What the fuck were you doing in there?” Anger boiled in his chest. “I should take you over my knee and smack some sense into your backside.”
“Dancing,” she said with a flutter of her eyelashes. She raised her arms and turned in a writhing circle. “I like the way humans dance. I’m tingly all over.”
Rory blushed in the darkness. “Dammit, Flùr. You’re supposed to be looking for druids, not wiggling your arse about. You’re eight years old, for fuck’s sake.” He said the words aloud to remind himself as much as to scold her. Watching her was making it hard to supress those thoughts. She looked so adult.
Her smile faded, and she stared at him hard. Suddenly she looked haunted and angry. “You have no idea what I am.” Her voice echoed in his head, and her eyes darkened into black pools. “I don’t remember what it feels like to be young.”
Bloody hell. He needed to get her back to Caledonia now. “Come on, Flùr. You promised. We came and looked, but we should go home.”
“Rory, please,” she said, sounding like herself again. “I can’t return empty-handed.”
“We can go back now, and they won’t even realise we were gone. We’ll slip through the gates. Everything will be okay. If we stay much longer, it’ll be a much bigger deal.”
“Let’s stay the night,” she said. Something in her tone tugged at Rory. Deep in his soul, he knew she was manipulating him, but he didn’t have any way to fight it, and he wasn’t certain he wanted to. “Don’t worry,” she said, stroking his arm and leaning in close. Her dark red lips looked delicious against her pale skin. The voices telling him it would be wrong to want her grew more distant with every passing moment.
People started to filter out of the pub. Closing time had come, and the mostly male group laughed and joked with each other as they made their way into the street. They seemed none the worse for their contact with Flùranach. No one noticed her now, which appeased Rory’s temper for some reason. 
“Okay,” he said finally.
Flùranach beamed and kissed Rory softly on the cheek, a sweet, shy kiss with a hint of come-hither, a reflection of the child she had been and the seductress she became. He wondered how many facets her evolving personality would reveal. “Where do we go next?” she asked.
“Nothing will be open now,” he said. “Everyone is heading home.” He glanced up and down the street as things grew quiet. “We’ll have to get a room. Rest until morning. The humans will be more active after the sun rises. We might find better luck then, if you can stay awake during the day.”
She smiled, and it made him feel ridiculously happy. “Thank you,” she said.
None of the druids had human jobs anymore, so he had a limited supply of cash. At least he still had an active credit card. Munro told them all they should keep bank accounts, and they used the address of a faerie house on the Isle of Skye for their mail. Now Rory was grateful of Munro’s caution. Rory had been ready to cut himself off completely from the human world, but Munro said they never knew what they might need someday. He’d even started talking about alternate identities for the far future. If they bonded a faerie, they’d live hundreds of years, so somebody might notice if accounts stayed open so long. 
Rory and Flùranach walked to a chain hotel a short distance down to the centre of Aberdeen, an anonymous place accustomed to midnight check-ins. He didn’t like the look the reception clerk gave Flùranach but decided not to make an issue of it. He paid extra for a room with two beds, partly so she would realise he didn’t plan to take advantage, and partly so he might be less tempted to try.
When they arrived at the room, he showed her the facilities. She’d grown up on the Isle of Skye, so she understood flushing toilets and electric lights, but she’d never slept on a mattress with springs. She bounced on the bed, laughing and giggling, but stopped when Rory refused to join in. He was too taken with the sight of her to know what to say, and he hated himself for the way his mind spun in circles.
“Are you very angry with me?” she asked, letting the illusion of her human appearance drop. The seductive way her spiralling ears curled before his eyes made his heart thump.
“No,” he said. “I’m just tired.” It was mostly a lie. True, he had grown accustomed to the nocturnal habits of the fae but was looking forward to sleeping in a proper bed. He wanted to take a shower but didn’t feel comfortable with either of them getting naked. That couldn’t lead anywhere good. “We should rest until dawn, then we can get breakfast and walk by the shops and the businesses in the city centre. There should be more people around.”
“Okay,” she said. Her hair was dishevelled from bouncing on the bed. She’d never looked more beautiful. “Will you lie with me?” She scooted over to make room on her double bed. “I’m not sure I can sleep with the stars overhead.”
Rory paused but held his resolve. “No,” he said gently. Taking off only his shoes, he lay on the bed and turned his back to her. He wasn’t sure he would be able to stay strong if she came to him in the darkness.
He heard her shuffling pillows and blankets, and eventually she settled in for the night on her own side of the room. Neither of them slept, but at least Rory could close his eyes and rest, believing he’d done the right thing.



Chapter 14
 
Beyond telling Munro that the Watchers had discovered a blood trail leading back toward Canton Dreich, Eilidh refused to discuss the murder investigation with him. She gently insisted he not pursue it further. He understood, but he didn’t like it. If people learned the Watchers saw someone disguised as Munro near the cottage, his involvement would only make him appear suspicious.
He and Eilidh took their midnight meal together, an unusual occurrence because typically her advisors absorbed every moment of her night-time hours. The pair ate in a companionable silence, and Munro enjoyed the quiet feel of her presence. Eilidh had always been a passionate and skilled lover, but he noticed an intensity about her that afternoon he very much appreciated. 
Their brief respite shattered when a steward padded in. 
“I do not wish to be disturbed.” Annoyance flashed in Eilidh’s silver-green eyes.
“I offer a humble apology, Your Majesty. However, a message arrived from your consort, and the head steward commanded me to inform you immediately.” The young male faerie flicked his eyes toward Munro, then lowered them again. Six months, and the earth faeries still didn’t know what to make of a human dining alone with the queen. Most were friendly enough, especially the advisors and elders. The servants had the most issue with his lack of station because they didn’t seem to understand how they should treat him.
Eilidh tilted her head in subtle acknowledgement, and the steward placed a sealed parchment on the table beside her plate. “Shall I wait for your reply?”
She waved him off. “I can contact my mate directly if I need to.”
“Of course, Your Majesty,” he said. Munro could almost hear the thoughts spinning in the poor guy’s mind. He’d obviously forgotten his queen’s ability to mind-speak, and appeared to be deciding if he should apologise. Eilidh waved him away and saved him the embarrassment.
After the young faerie left, she ran a finger along the edge of the parchment but made no move to open it. “Do you think the druids would want their own land?” she asked. “Houses? They’ve appeared happy in the villa, but it doesn’t belong to them. What if I grant them the property? I thought perhaps they should have more space. They need room for servants and their own messengers. I’d like to offer scribes to document their work, and we should arrange for materials to be brought to them.”
“That sounds like a village,” Munro replied, watching Eilidh closely. “I think they’re fine where they are, but I can ask.”
Eilidh nodded. “And you, my love,” she said, reaching across the table to put her hand on his forearm. “You should have a place of your own, not merely a modest room in the castle.”
Munro put down a soft piece of bread and slowly wiped his hands on a square of linen. Why would she want him to move? Did she need some space? They’d had a great day together, barely getting any sleep at all, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t giving him a subtle hint. “You don’t need to give me anything, Eilidh. That modest room down the corridor is nearly as big as my entire house back in Perth.” Maybe, he realised, she wanted privacy with Griogair, not that any of them had any privacy with so many servants and Watchers. He couldn’t tell her it was okay to be intimate with her husband and then act like an arse if she wanted to take him up on the offer. He felt a little hollow at the thought though. “I suppose sometimes I wouldn’t mind being closer to the other druids if we’re working on a project or something. Once I tell them about the runes, they’ll probably want to do some experimenting.” This would require getting used to.
“I don’t offer because I want distance from you, Quinton,” she said, giving his hand a reassuring squeeze. “You and the others deserve something suited to your station.”
“Our…” Then he realised this whole conversation was about the draoidh translation. He needed to read more about the ancient sorcerers to find out why everyone reacted so strongly. Sure, the draoidh used to be powerful, but he wasn’t convinced he and the others would be important now.
“When elders and other kingdoms learn of your heritage and the ability to imbue runes, many things will change. You will be in great demand, and not only by scholars. I must do everything I can to make certain you’re happy here.”
“Eilidh, you can’t think we’ll leave. Where else would we go?”
Her smile was tight. “You and Douglas are bonded to Caledonia fae, so perhaps not, but what of Aaron, Rory, and Phillip? If other kingdoms offered them titles, riches, land? In ancient times, draoidh wielded influence. Even queens would not dare cross them.”
Munro decided they’d gotten ahead of themselves. “Listen, we don’t truly understand what this means. It could mean some old texts have been misinterpreted.” He hadn’t even told her about the Killbourne Wall. Its maker talked about fashioning the portal that first led to the Otherworld and referred to his circle as the creators of a new race. In Munro’s mind, this bit of news would prove the real bombshell. “For all we know, it’s a typo.” She wouldn’t get the expression, never having seen a typewriter. 
Eilidh frowned. “Perhaps your discovery means little, but I don’t believe that.” She absently tapped Griogair’s letter. “The druids must stay in Caledonia.”
Something about the statement made him uncomfortable. On the other hand, she had enemies, and for them to gain influence over the druids would be a disaster. If it turned out they had the same political power as these ancient sorcerers, other kingdoms would take notice. “Listen, I’m going to tell the guys about creating rune stones, sure. But until we get more information, I don’t see any reason to get into this political stuff with them. I know these guys. We want to work and create. You don’t have to buy our loyalty.”
Eilidh nodded. “You’ll talk to them about the new houses though?”
“Sure,” he said. “If you like.” Nodding toward Griogair’s letter, he asked, “Are you planning to open that?”
A sigh escaped her lips. “I already know what the message says. There are more disturbances in Nir Doute. The unrest has gotten ugly. Scores more have died.” Eilidh picked up the letter. “If my consort had pleasant news, he would have returned already.” She broke the seal and her gaze scanned the script within. For a moment, her expression became vacant, and Munro suspected she was mind-speaking.
Within moments the young attendant returned. “The conclave has been informed of the assembly as you requested, Your Majesty.”
She nodded and stood. “Tell them I will attend presently.”
“Yes, Your Majesty. If I may, two guests requested an audience with your druid.”
“Oh?” Eilidh asked, raising an eyebrow. Munro never had visitors except other druids, and they didn’t announce themselves and wait. They’d have wandered around until they found him.
“Keeper Oszlár, Your Majesty, and the scholar Ríona.”
“The head keeper?” Eilidh said, her tone sharp. 
“Yes, Your Majesty.” The steward looked nervous. “They arrived within the hour and are waiting in the south reception room.”
“Tell the conclave I have been delayed on a matter of urgency. No. I’ll tell them myself.” Munro sensed her jangling nerves. Was this draoidh stuff really so important that she’d put off a meeting about civil unrest to talk to a librarian, for goodness’ sake?
The attendant bowed and left, and Eilidh marched into the hall, looking every inch the queen. Munro followed on her heels. He wanted to ask her what was going on, but between her brisk steps and her tight, focused thoughts, he did well to keep pace.
The short walk to the south reception room didn’t take long. Eilidh strode through a tall archway into the reception room where Oszlár and Ríona sat. The pair stood the moment they saw her, and Ríona dipped into a curtsey. Oszlár gave a respectful nod, which Eilidh returned. “Keeper,” she said. “I hope you have not waited long.”
“Not more than a trice,” he replied with a smile. “It is an honour to see you, Queen Eilidh. We only expected to meet with your druid. I’d hoped not to trouble you.”
Her smile was gracious, but Munro sensed her inner tension. “Our bond means we keep little from one another, as I’m sure you understand.”
Ríona watched the queen with a peculiar expression. Munro thought it bordered on dislike, but he couldn’t imagine why. As far as he knew, the two women hadn’t met before.
“Of course,” Oszlár said. “Speaking with you is an unexpected delight.” He bowed again, deeper this time. Munro wished he understood the nuances he was missing here. The keeper said nothing for a few moments, almost as though he and the queen had engaged in a battle of wills.
Determined to break the ice, Munro stepped forward. “Hey, Oszlár. Good to see you. You too, Ríona. You didn’t have to run all this way. I’d have come to you. I admit, I’m looking forward to digging into the archives again when I get the chance.”
Oszlár chortled. “Greetings, druid.”
Eilidh scowled. Let me handle them, she sent to Munro.
He fought not to roll his eyes. The guy was a librarian, for Christ’s sake. They had come to speak to him, anyway. Couldn’t he have conversations without her wanting to take over? He realised just how uncomfortable her tension over the whole thing made him. Ignoring Eilidh, Munro went on. “You know, I was on my way to talk to the other druids. Do you want to meet them? They’ll want to learn about runes too. You will be better at showing them how imbuing works. Ríona was a good teacher, but I’d probably botch the explanation. The guys are probably down by the river. We’ve been working on linking our flows to create a talisman.”
Eilidh turned to Munro. She kept her voice low, but not so low everyone didn’t hear. “The keeper would certainly not like to go tromping by the river. I will arrange a dinner tonight so he can meet the others in a more suitable setting.” Turning to the visitors, she asked, “When the lantern crosses the boar?”
“Your Majesty,” Oszlár said. “We are most honoured by the generous invitation, but we must return to the Halls of Mist. I came merely to invite your druid to speak with the keepers.” Turning to Munro he said, “We have something to show you, something you will find most educational.”
“A rune?” Eilidh asked.
Oszlár shook his head, looking slightly peeved at her interruption. “An artefact,” he said.
Ask him the name of the artefact, she mind-spoke to Munro.
“I’d love to,” Munro said. “I need a few minutes to get some things together first.”
Ríona hid a half-smile behind her hand. She seemed to have no difficulty picking up the disagreement between Munro and Eilidh.
“Excellent,” Oszlár said. “Your Majesty, I hope we will have an opportunity to dine with you another time. Before long, we’ll want to become acquainted with all the druids currently under your protection. We have so much to learn from our human brethren. Perhaps we can offer them our knowledge as well. In time, they may even choose to make a place among the keepers, if all are as gifted with listening to runes as Quinton Munro.”
Eilidh radiated dread. She was petrified at losing them. Munro wished he hadn’t teased and ignored her. “I know you have a meeting you need to attend, Eilidh. Let me walk you there, and we can finish our earlier discussion. Afterwards I’ll get my things and go with Oszlár and Ríona. Unless you need me here? I’m sure this artefact can wait.” He said the last part softly, hoping she would hear the genuine care in his words.
“Keeper, please accept the hospitality of Caledonia during your visit. I regret you do not have more time. We are always honoured to host you.” Eilidh inclined her head to Oszlár. Her deferential tone surprised Munro almost as much as the rude way she ignored Ríona. Without waiting for a reply, Eilidh turned toward the archway and strode into the corridor.
“One second,” Munro said to the visiting pair. He trotted after Eilidh. Halfway down the hall, he hissed, “Dammit, Eilidh. I’m sorry, okay? Do you want me to stay? I don’t need to go.”
She slowed her walk and let him catch up. “No, you should go. Just don’t promise anything, all right? Be careful.”
“Like what?” he asked.
“Anything. No matter what they request of you, tell them you’ll have to think about it, and we’ll discuss it first. For me?” She sent him the message, Please, Quinton. I beg you.
He wanted to sweep her into his arms more than anything, but propriety and watching eyes held him in place. He leaned as close as he dared and whispered, “You never need to beg me for anything. I love you.”
I love you too. Now go.
Munro went toward his room but caught the attention of one of the many attendants who constantly roamed the corridors. “I want to send a message to the prince-consort. Can you help?”
“Of course,” the attendant replied, and Munro gave him instructions as they walked.



Chapter 15
 
Munro stepped through the portal to the Halls of Mist with Oszlár and Ríona, bracing himself for the shock of losing Eilidh’s presence in his mind. She’d been troubled since she’d gotten word of the deaths in Nir Doute. If he was honest with himself, the worries had floated around for a while, even before Leith’s murder. Pretty much since the day of her coronation, she’d had detractors. They’d expected resistance from the other kingdoms, but even Caledonia had grown divided. Despite her worries, Munro missed her the instant their connection wavered.
The trip had been uneventful, but Munro still didn’t understand why the keeper had come to invite him personally. He couldn’t help but wonder if he had other business in Caledonia, or if seeing Eilidh was as much of an accident as Oszlár suggested. After all, she seemed shocked he’d come without her knowing. Munro made a mental note to ask Griogair to explain at the next opportunity. On the other hand, the keeper’s possible political manoeuvring made Munro understand Eilidh’s warning not to make promises.
They took the long staircase down to the library slowly. Oszlár was the first faerie whose age appeared to slow him down, which must have made him very old indeed. Oron was over a thousand, and he was spry, even if he did sport more than a few wrinkles.
By the time they arrived at the bottom, Munro’s curiosity had brimmed. Suspecting Oszlár wanted to work up to something, he refrained from asking. Instead he decided to watch things play out.
Once inside the library, the keeper turned to Ríona. “Thank you,” he said.
Ríona inclined her head in response. With a meaningful glance at Munro, she nodded to him as well and walked away, toward the corridors at the rear of the room.
“This way,” Oszlár said, gesturing to a wide arch on the right.
To Munro’s surprise, the arch led to a downward staircase, spiralling even further below the surface of the Halls of Mist. They descended in silence for long minutes until they came to a wide, open room with about twenty faeries in it. He recognised some from his earlier visits to the library. 
Something about the place felt old. Runes covered the stone walls and looked like they’d been placed there over centuries by many different hands. The symbols called to Munro. He wanted very much to touch them, to try to decipher their meaning. 
“What is this place?” he asked.
“We call this the vault,” Oszlár said and took him toward the centre of the room. The others had stepped aside to invite them into their circle. “Keepers,” he said. “I would present to you Draoidh Quinton Munro.”
Oszlár gestured to one of the others, and the keepers began to chant slowly. Munro stepped back as the sound of stone scraping against stone filled the room. A six-foot circle of solid rock rose from the centre of the ground until it protruded three feet.
The artefact didn’t look any different from the stone of the floor at first, but Munro’s heart began to beat a little faster as he stared at it.
“What do you think this is?” Oszlár asked quietly.
The question seemed innocuous, but Munro could tell by the eager looks on the others’ faces that they expected something profound. He had no clue what they wanted, so he didn’t say a word. The stone drew him forward. 
Then, from somewhere deep in the rock, a glow formed. The change was subtle. At first Munro thought the radiance a trick of the light. It grew until no one could mistake the source.
A high-pitched hum started quietly but increased in volume until Munro’s lips buzzed. He glanced at Oszlár, whose eyes swirled with magic. Each of the other keepers looked as enraptured as the elder. They leaned forward with anticipation. What did they expect him to do?
Munro glanced at Oszlár, “Can I touch it?” he asked.
Oszlár bowed in response and stepped back.
The glow grew more intense until the light appeared to burst through the surface of the rock. The bright luminescence showed through the fleshy parts of his hand as he passed it over the artefact. A rune of light appeared atop the cold stone. Munro fought to catch his breath, uncertain why his body responded so strongly.
He recognised the rune instantly, even though he’d never encountered it before. The intent came through with absolute clarity. “Foundation,” he whispered, then amended this translation. “Transformation.” He shook his head. He was almost there. “Origin.” He glanced back at Oszlár.
The keeper said quietly, “We translate this symbol as Source.”
“The Source Stone,” Munro said, turning back to the artefact. He ran his hand over the surface more confidently before placing his palms on either side of the rune.
The stone had Munro entranced. He didn’t know much about the artefact’s lore. Some said the Source Stone gave faeries their power. He understood by its feel this wasn’t true. This piece had been crafted by earth flows, and not just any magic had etched the runes. Munro recognised the timbre of druid magic.
Music played in his head, a strange, haunted melody. Every pore on his skin tingled with such intensity, his hairs stood on end. Exhilaration more forceful than any sexual peak shuddered through his body, and he couldn’t supress a primal groan.
Pain and pleasure coursed through him in equal measure. His back arched as magic surged through his blood, pumping his heart with a fierce rhythm. He rushed to heights of ecstasy before the flows finally released him in a rush of power.
Tears streamed down his face, and Munro fell limp against the stone. When he managed to stagger to his feet, he turned. Each of the keepers bowed low. “Draoidh,” they said one after the other.
He’d experienced a similar sensation before. The first had happened when Eilidh unlocked his druidic powers. The next came when he entered the Otherworld the first time, which set off another kind of transformation. It also heightened his senses, gave him increased stamina, and changed his physical appearance, giving him a fey look. On his first visit to the Halls of Mist, a strange shift occurred within his body. Now he understood. He could trace those reactions in some way to the magic of this artefact.
Shimmering gold tinted his skin. Placing his hand on his chest, he felt his heartbeat. It no longer kept a steady rhythm. For the first time in his life, Munro knew with absolute certainty who and what he was. He was dying. “I need to lie down,” he said.
He didn’t remember how he got to the Caledonian Hall, or the many faces of those who helped him up the long stairwells. Someone must have supported him across the bridge over the mists, mists he now knew came from the power of that artefact. He could feel the Source pulse and radiate even from a distance.
Ríona guided him to his suite, but he hadn’t remembered her appearing. She undressed him and washed his clammy skin with soft, cool cloths. When she took off her clothes and lay next to him, he tried to form a coherent thought. “I can’t,” he said. 
“You are draoidh,” she replied with a whisper. “You can take any lover, claim any mate, give any order, and expect it to be obeyed.”
He didn’t have the energy to shoo her away, so he let her stay. Everything he was would be dead by morning, of that he felt certain. He wanted to protest but lacked the strength. His mind fell into darkness as he listened to the whirring cells in her body.



Chapter 16
 
The hotel where Rory and Flùranach had spent one awkward night didn’t offer even a meagre continental breakfast. Rory didn’t mind. Although he missed sausage and bacon, he had an idea the meat wouldn’t taste right to him anymore, like the Coke at the bar hadn’t. He didn’t want his fond memories of the smell of crackling bacon ruined by the reality of too-salty, processed meat. He took Flùranach to a supermarket on Union Street, and they bought fresh fruit and bottled highland spring water.
Flùranach chatted, as full of energy as though she’d slept well, and asked questions about the surrounding buildings. While Rory thought the dark grey granite gave Aberdeen a cold, austere appearance, the craftsmanship and architecture fascinated Flùranach. The city seemed so different to Skye, where she’d grown up. The faerie realm had nothing to compare either.
A cold wind bit at Rory’s ears, and he wished he’d thought to bring different clothes. Unlike Munro, Rory and the others still wore their usual jeans and pullovers, but an anorak and a pair of gloves wouldn’t have gone amiss right about now. Also unlike Munro, he hadn’t gained the ability to ignore heat and cold. Rory hadn’t spent much time in Aberdeen, but he had come here once or twice, and every bloody time he froze his arse off.
They walked around for a little while in the early morning, then stopped and ate on a bench across from the Berryden shopping centre. Rory tried to quiet the dread in his stomach. What had he done? He realised now, in the literally cold light of day, people were likely going spare about them disappearing. He’d also not considered that the Otherworld gates closed at dawn, so he couldn’t take her back now, even if he managed to convince her it was for the best. By the time they got home, they’d have been gone more than a full night and day. Faerie children were fiercely protected, and even though Flùranach had changed, he couldn’t imagine Oron would shrug this off.
“What’s wrong?” Flùranach asked as she crunched on a small green apple.
 “Your grandfather is going to kill me,” Rory said. “We walked around all evening and didn’t sense a thing. Coming here was a mistake.”
Flùranach tossed her apple core onto the grass. “We can’t go back until we find another druid then.” Her tone was light, and she didn’t seem worried.
“You planned this all along, didn’t you?” Rory fumed. “You said we would come and poke around for a few hours. Nobody should have even known we’d gone. How the hell did you talk me into this?”
“Don’t be angry,” she said, and when she looked at Rory, her words pulled him, as though she’d given a command.
He tore his eyes away from her and stood up. “Don’t do that.” Backing away a few steps, he wouldn’t let himself meet her gaze.
She laughed. “Averting your eyes won’t protect you from astral influence.”
“Goddamit, Flùr. Stop. I have a right to be pissed off.”
“I thought it would be more pleasant to not be angry, but if you want to fume, go right ahead. Wallow in your fury,” she teased.
That made the situation worse. He was still mad, but now he also felt guilty for wanting to be angry. “Look, I just wasn’t planning to go on the run.”
“Neither was I. You must believe me.”
At least this time, he didn’t sense her trying to make him believe her. “We’ll stay here for the morning, walk around the shops till noon, but then we move on.” Panic started to set in. She was right. They couldn’t return to the Otherworld empty-handed now. “As soon as people realise we’re both gone for real, it won’t take long for someone to ask the borderlands Watchers if we’ve passed through.”
Flùranach nodded but didn’t seem convinced. “They’ll search Caledonia first. I counted on us having at least a few days.”
Hearing her admit she’d manipulated him and lied hit him like a punch to the gut. He sighed, trying to get past his anger and make a plan. “If I was conducting the search, Scotland is the first place I’d look. It’s home. We know how to get by here, something that’s tough to do in the Otherworld. Because faeries can sense each other’s magic, I can’t pass myself off as anything but human there. Here, with your ability to change our appearance, we could go undetected indefinitely. Our only advantage is we picked Aberdeen instead of Skye or Perth, which is where they’d search first. The best we can hope is that the choice buys us a few hours.”
“Okay,” she said, frowning. He could tell she hadn’t planned this out as well as she’d believed. “Then what?” 
“These shops will open soon, and we’ll take a walk around as people start to gather,” he said, gesturing across the way. “There’s a retail park down the road which usually has a decent-sized crowd, then we should go down King Street toward Guild Street. The bus station and the train station are close by. We’ll have to figure the fastest way to get to Edinburgh.”
“The wastes?” she asked, trepidation shaking her voice.
“If we want to be around as many people as possible, we need to go to a bigger city.”
She glanced around. “This is the biggest human city I’ve ever seen.”
Rory couldn’t help but feel bad for her, no matter how she’d manipulated him. The human realm had to be a little scary for someone so inexperienced and out of her element. “Aberdeen has a couple hundred thousand. Edinburgh has more than twice that. Plus, we need to get far away from the gate we crossed through. If we don’t have any luck in Edinburgh after a while, we’ll move on. Glasgow has a population of more than a million. Bound to be a druid or two somewhere.” He wasn’t sure he believed his own argument. How many druids were really out there? The faerie who collected him and the others took years to do it. Rory shuddered, not wanting to remember those days.
“Why don’t we go to Glasgow first?” she asked.
“I was born in Edinburgh. I don’t have any family or friends there anymore, but at least I’ll know my way around.” Rory sighed. “Come on,” he said. “Looks like the shops are open now.”
As they walked, Rory watched Flùranach for any sign she detected something, anything, from the people around her. The humans didn’t frighten her as they did some faeries, nor did they disgust her. She leaned into Rory and held his hand, smiling at him as though the entire day was a fun outing and they were a couple. Rory had to keep reminding himself, she’s eight years old. She’s eight years old. But the more time he spent around her, the less he believed it. She shifted from child-like delight to a sudden haunted expression that came from having seen too much. Then she would shake the mood off like nothing happened. His mum used to get that look when she thought no one was watching. “Are you okay?” he asked her as the sun climbed higher into the hazy sky.
“Yeah,” she said. “I’m tired. Not used to being up so late.”
“You can sleep on the train,” he said, hoping they wouldn’t run into any trouble getting south as soon as possible. His instincts told him it could be a long time before they found any success. He was beginning to realise they could be stuck out here, beyond the gates, for months or even years and never find a druid.
An old lady smiled at them as she passed, tutting as though remembering her youth. Rory gave her a friendly nod but felt a sense of loss. He’d always dreamed of having someone as beautiful as Flùranach. By all outward appearances, he was living an enviable fantasy with her draped on his arm. But everything had gotten so twisted. Something nagged at him, telling him this wasn’t how things were meant to be.
They walked through the shopping centre, the retail park, and then down King Street. He decided to cut through Shiprow to head to the train station. He felt a sudden need to get Flùranach out of Aberdeen. He couldn’t help but imagine the streets flooding with faeries, all wanting Oron’s granddaughter back. If he met one of them right now, he’d go along happily. Part of him wanted to face the music, just to get it over with. He hated himself for being such a coward, but he really didn’t want to live his life on the run, no matter how right the cause.
Flùranach tensed. “What’s that building?” She pointed to a beautiful, grey structure with arched windows. Next to it was a tall, glass entrance, seeming almost incongruous along the historic street.
“I don’t know,” Rory said. “Why?”
“Let’s go inside,” she said.
“We really should get to the train station if we’re going to catch something down south today.” He couldn’t bear the thought of spending a second night in Aberdeen, haunted by the wrath likely coming through the gates at dusk.
Her eyes darkened strangely, despite the illusion disguising her race. Rory glanced around, fearing someone else might notice. Her voice went deep, almost like a growl. “We must go inside. Now.”
Oddly, he didn’t believe her astral magic caused the shift. These strange spells appeared to be involuntary, and they scared him a little. “Okay,” he relented. “We can see what it is.” He guided her to the entrance and read the sign. “Aberdeen Maritime Museum.”
She led him inside, ignoring the information desk. He held her back. “Are you open today?” he asked an attendant, giving his most winning smile.
The older woman nodded. “Noon to three on Sundays. Admission is free.”
“Thanks,” he said.
“Would you like a tour? One’s starting in ten minutes.”
“No, we’ll just poke around.”
While he had chatted with the attendant, Flùr made a beeline for a trio of businessmen near one of the displays in the room beyond. Rory trotted to catch up and heard her say, “You must come with me.”
Oh, crap. They hadn’t discussed what they’d do if they actually found a druid. Rory stepped in. “Hi,” he said to the confused men, who wore what could only be described as business casual. He glanced at the guy the middle, then the one Flùranach stared at. Snapping his fingers as though he’d remembered something, he said, “We met last week, remember? At that pub? Flùr here thought she recognised you.”
“Sorry,” the guy said. “I only flew in yesterday. Last week I was in Houston.”
The accent startled Rory. A Yank. Funny, he didn’t look American. “Are you sure?” God, I’m an idiot, he thought. Of course the guy was sure where he’d been last week.
The group of men glanced at each other and chuckled, although the one in the centre definitely appeared uncomfortable. Rory couldn’t help but remember when Cridhe and Dudlach had found him. His own orientation into the world of druids and faeries had been painful and full of deception. “Yeah,” the guy said, glancing at Flùranach. “I think I’d remember if we met.”
“You must come with me,” Flùranach repeated, and she reached out and touched the guy’s hand. He didn’t have time to react. As soon as her hand glanced his, he jumped as though she’d burned him.
“Flùr,” Rory said firmly. “This isn’t the guy we met.” He tugged her hand, trying not to make a scene. “Sorry,” Rory said. “Must’ve been someone else.” He walked away, practically dragging Flùranach with him.
“But he is a druid,” she said as the men walked away quickly.
“Maybe,” Rory said. “But you can’t walk up to people and tell them they need to go somewhere with you. They’ll think we’re nutters.” How was he going to persuade a stranger on the street he was a druid and Flùr a faerie? They had no plan to convince someone they came from a hidden realm. The whole thing sounded ludicrous.
“He must know what he is,” Flùranach said. Her voice took on the ethereal quality it sometimes did, but Rory wasn’t sure if she meant the guy already did know, or that he should be told.
“Don’t worry. We’ll talk to him.” Rory glanced around to make sure no one was listening. “We’ll follow at a distance. Discretely,” he added with a stern glance at Flùranach. “We should talk to him alone, I think.”
“That’s what I was trying to do,” she said. Her mouth curled into a sour frown.
“Trust me on this,” Rory said. “Come on, let’s go outside. This is the main exit. They’ll pass when they leave.”
Flùranach finally agreed, and they went toward the glass wall where they’d come in. Rory felt both astonished they’d found a druid so quickly, relieved, and also worried. Maybe the guy wasn’t what Flùranach thought. Maybe she wanted so much to prove herself, she’d picked someone randomly and intended to use her powers to convince everyone he was gifted. Rory hated himself for his suspicions, but after everything she’d pulled, he wouldn’t put one more deception past her. 
Before they’d even gotten outside, footfalls pattered behind them. “Hey. Flùr, right? I think we have met,” he said with an uncertain smile. “I was in Houston last week, like I said, but perhaps before that. I travel to Aberdeen a few times a year with my company. I’m in oil and gas.”
Rory opened his mouth to speak, but Flùranach didn’t give him the chance. She took the man’s hand and held it between her own. “You are a druid, the ancient companions of the fae. I can see your power, nestled inside you, waiting to bloom. Do you sense the flows of magic?” she asked, running her hand up his chest and staring into his eyes.
The guy’s smile faded. He glanced around, as though the ground shook beneath his feet.
“Slow down,” Rory warned Flùranach. “Please. Unlocking is a confusing process.” To the guy he said, “You may feel sick, pass out, have something like a seizure in the next few hours or days. It happened to me too. Remember, you’re fine. You’re more than fine. Don’t let the changes scare you.”
“I…I’ve gotta go,” the man took a couple steps back. Rory shook his head at Flùranach, signalling she should let the guy leave.
“I can help you,” she said. “Come to the Otherworld and take your place amongst the fae.”
Dear god, Rory thought, cursing himself for not at least discussing a plan with her. He lowered his voice. “We’re staying at the Hunters Hedge in the city centre tonight,” he said. “You can reach us there.”
“But…” Flùranach said as the man walked unsteadily in the direction he’d come.
“He’ll find us,” Rory said. “A true druid won’t be able to stay away if you’ve unlocked his power.”



Chapter 17
 
“Eilidh,” Munro called and sat up in bed with a start. He woke from a sleep so deep, he felt as though he was returning from another world. He sensed his love drawing near.
Had his encounter with the Source Stone been a dream? Even as he asked the question, he knew the answer. The change in him had been real. 
After a moment of blurry confusion, he recognised the guest room in the Caledonian Hall. He lay alone on the swing-bed, naked and draped over the blankets. His body retained the defined musculature of a young, strong human, but his skin shimmered. He went to a mirror hanging on the far wall. His hair had once been a sandy blond, but now it shone gold. What struck him most, though, was his eyes. They swirled a deep, ocean blue like the eyes of the fae.
The well of his magic called out to him. He visualised it clearly, as a pit of pure, clean clay, waiting to be moulded into whatever shape he wanted. A heady sense of power rushed through him, telling him he had the power to create anything. The entire universe, all the universes, would bend to his touch.
Voices trailed from down the hall as Eilidh approached, accompanied by others. He sensed their essence, their magic. 
The queen walked into his room, and he turned slowly and smiled. She stared in disbelief. Her thoughts rang clearly, almost as though she mind-spoke to him. Whatever changes had taken place strengthened their bond enormously. 
“Quinton?” she asked. The surprise in her voice echoed the expressions on the faces behind her. 
He didn’t have to answer. The question was a reflexive comment, Eilidh’s way of stalling to give herself a moment to take in what she saw. She recognised him, if not by his face, then by their bond. Even though he stood naked in front of a group of faeries, all staring at him, he felt completely unashamed. 
“You touched the Source Stone?” she asked, her emotions betraying that she already knew the answer. 
He tilted his head.
“You’ve changed.”
“I am what I always have been,” he replied.
A worried expression crossed her face. She turned to the faeries behind her. “Speak of this to no one.” 
The others exchanged apprehensive glances.
Munro stepped forward. “I am draoidh,” he said with a growl. “If you utter one word before your queen gives you leave, I will send you to Ifrinn myself.” How did I learn that word? he wondered absently. His vision blurred as a blue glow emanated from his eyes.
Eilidh blinked at his words, and the three faeries paled. “Yes, my lord,” one of them said and bowed. The other two followed suit. Taken aback, Eilidh didn’t correct their form of address or the fact they showed more respect to him than to her.
“Go,” Munro said, waving a hand toward the door. The trio scurried away quickly.
“What happened to you?” Eilidh’s tone was hushed and reverent, but he felt her fear. Was she afraid of him or of the uncertain future?
“Come here,” he said softly, reaching for her hand. He pulled her into an embrace and kissed her forehead. She melted into his arms. “Don’t be afraid,” he said.
“You appear like a faerie to my senses,” she whispered. Pulling back, she looked into his swirling eyes. “How can this be? How can a stone turn you from human into a faerie?”
“It didn’t,” Munro said, brushing his hand through her white hair. “Don’t you see? I haven’t changed. I’ve been awakened.” He thought back to his previous life as Quinton Munro, beat cop on Scotland’s city streets. He would never be that man again. He motioned to a side room and led Eilidh in, then sat beside her on a low, inclined seat. “I began to suspect when I read the Killbourne Wall.” He told her how he had interpreted the runes on the monument, and the story of the twelve druids who created the first Otherworld gate. “One interpretation might be that the humans who fashioned that portal arrived in the Otherworld, met the fae, and developed a relationship. They may have learned from them, eventually developing bonding magic.”
Eilidh nodded. “I have heard of the Killbourne Wall, however, few have the skill to read it themselves. It isn’t a tale often taught. Its runes are ancient, complex, and the story has been a matter for debate and controversy. I know only that the artefact is a rare piece that relates a fable.”
Munro shook his head. “The Killbourne Wall is no fable. I sensed the creator’s intent clearly.”
“You said one interpretation. What is the other?”
“The draoidh were powerful sorcerers. They didn’t discover the Otherworld. They made it. They didn’t meet the fae, but created them with their hands. On the other hand, perhaps the fae were their descendants. Either way, those draoidh were the fathers and mothers of your race.”
“But…” Eilidh’s voice trailed off.
“I understand now why the draoidh were held in such high esteem. They created the Source Stone. They had the ability to fashion talismans to detect and activate deeper magic. Can you imagine what it would mean if Aaron, Rory, Douglas, Phillip, and I had the understanding to make an artefact that powerful?”
“Great Mother of the Earth.” Eilidh leaned back. “Do you think it’s possible? Do you believe yourself to be as powerful as the draoidh in ancient times?”
“We don’t know how to imbue life or magical flows, but we’ve been fumbling in the dark. Each of us experiences a strong compulsion to create. Who knows what we will do once we all touch the stone? I do know this, I’m not the same man I was two days ago. The Source woke something fundamental in me. My mind opened, and I sense power. Mine, yours, theirs,” he gestured toward the corridor. “You see the truth in my eyes,” he said. He wanted to tell her so many things, including what Ríona said about the draoidh taking any mate they chose in ancient times. He intended to make Eilidh his. But this wasn’t the right moment.
She nodded. “You say nothing has changed in you. If that is true, then it can at least be said this discovery will change everything about everyone else.” Her mind ticked as she methodically went through a range of ideas. He watched her in wonder, feeling closer to her than ever. 
“This isn’t why you came here,” he said as the understanding hit him.
“No,” Eilidh replied. “I brought news I needed to tell you myself.”
Munro grew tense. With everything happening in Caledonia, what news would bring the queen in person? “What’s wrong?”
“Flùranach and Rory disappeared. We suspect they went to the human realm. The elders wish you to bring them back. As a policeman…” her voice trailed off. Munro couldn’t walk the streets of Scotland without raising a few eyebrows in his current state. Not to mention that with his new status, the conclave wouldn’t exactly order him about as they once did. Another complication, she thought, and Munro wondered if she’d intended for him to hear it.
“I’ll go. I need an azuri fae to accompany me, one who can disguise my features as well as their own. Someone we trust.”
Eilidh stood, her relief palpable. “Dress and gather what you need. We’ll return to Canton Dreich. I need to talk to Griogair.”
“If we hurry, I can pass through the gate before dawn. Which one did they use?”
“Obar Dheathain,” she replied. “Near the city you call Aberdeen.”
∞
Rory couldn’t see the sun from the tiny hotel window overlooking the street, but the light faded. The Otherworld gate would open within minutes. Every hour they stayed in one place was one more opportunity for the Watchers to find him and Flùranach. Her magic changed their appearance, but she wasn’t adept enough to cloak her magical presence from other faeries.
The red light of the digital alarm on the nightstand ticked over one more number. Rory was starting to lose faith the guy from the museum would show. They’d waited half the day. “Flùr,” he said. “I’m thinking we should move on tonight. Maybe a place by the airport can rent us a car.”
“What about the druid?” she asked sleepily. She lay curled up on her bed. “You said he’d come.”
If he really was a druid. Rory sighed. “You’re right. We should wait for him.” First-hand experience told him the change must’ve already begun. Whether they stayed or not, his druidic powers had started to unlock. He’d need help. “I wish he wasn’t taking so long. What’s he waiting for?”
Flùr sat up and shrugged. “Who can predict what humans will do?” 
A few hours stretched by in silence as they waited. Rory paced while Flùranach rested. Finally he flicked on the telly, unable to bear the quiet any longer.
 “Is it so bad, being alone with me?” Flùranach asked. Her tousled hair hung around her shoulders and she pulled her lips into a pout.
“Don’t,” Rory said.
“Don’t what?” she giggled. 
“Don’t flirt with me.”
“And why not? Don’t you like me?”
Rory stood from his own bed, walked to the loo, and shut the door. He weighed his options. Maybe they should go back. At least Flùr should, if he could manage to convince her to go. He would stay behind and wait for the druid. Either way, he had to get away from Flùr. He couldn’t be what she wanted. Sure, she was beautiful, and what guy wouldn’t respond to her? But he’d always treated her like a little sister. The image of her as an eight year-old refused to leave his head, no matter how pretty she was or how hard she threw herself at him.
He looked in the mirror, as if staring hard enough would force everything to make sense and the right answer would pop into his head. With a sigh, he leaned over the sink and splashed cold water on his face. When he straightened, he jumped back in shock. His hair had turned bright blue. “Flùranach!” he shouted.
A muffled gale of laughter came from the bedroom. “Like it?” she asked. “Let me see!”
He had to get away. He loved her, but he shouldn’t be this close to her, alone, with her flirting like this. Jerking the door open, he strode into the bedroom and gathered his wallet and the change he’d dropped on the dresser. “Time to go,” he said.
“But your hair!” she squealed. “It’s pink! Won’t people laugh?”
“What?” he said and glanced in the mirror behind the dresser. She’d coloured his hair neon pink. The change was only an illusion but not one a human mind could penetrate, not even a druid’s.
“Fix it,” he said sharply.
“No,” she said. “I like pink.”
“Goddamnit, Flùr.”
“I don’t want to go home,” she said. With a playful wiggle of her fingers, she shifted the illusion a second time. Black and white striped fur covered his skin. With pink hair on top. She fell into another fit of laughter.
Rory went over to her and snatched her off the bed, forcing her to stand. He shook her shoulders. “Stop!” he shouted.
Her eyes opened wide, and her smile disappeared. “I was only playing,” she said softly. Unshed tears glistened in her eyes. “Why don’t you want to play with me anymore?” She dropped the illusion, and his appearance returned to its natural state.
“Flùr,” he said, gently releasing his grip and running his hands down her arms. “Everything has changed. You aren’t a little girl anymore. We can’t be like we used to.”
She leaned forward. “Then let’s play as adults do.” She kissed him on the lips, but he pushed her away. She fell back and sat on the bed.
“We can’t be like that either. Jesus. You’re eight years old!”
“How long was I unconscious?” she asked.
“Two weeks—a half moon,” he replied. Didn’t she remember?
“In that half-moon, I saw a thousand years’ worth of time. I wasn’t unconscious. I remember everything.” She shook her head. “I’m not a child anymore.” Despite her assertion, her voice sounded small.
He knelt in front of her. “I don’t understand what happened to you. None of us do. But this doesn’t seem right. I can’t be what you want.”
“All I ever wanted was for you to be my druid.”
“I would if I could, but this isn’t meant to be.” He pitied her. Nobody understood what she’d been through. She needed a friend, but being alone with her frightened him.
“Would you truly?” she said, watching him.
“Of course,” he said.
“If there’s one thing I learned from the time stream, it’s that there’s no one future. Time holds more possibilities than we can count.” She looked at him strangely. “There’s no such thing as meant to be.”
He opened his mouth to reply, but she gripped him with her magic. A noose of power wrapped around his neck.
“I can touch your bond,” she said. “Just like with all the others. It’s an unopened flower, a nub. Your power has been unlocked, so its edges are more splayed than the man at the museum, who was still closed up tight. When my magic brushes against the end, it quivers. Can you feel my power?”
Rory didn’t even have the ability to nod. He could barely breathe. Clutching at his throat, he fought against the darkness.
“I have one too,” she said. “Mine has a long tendril. But when I try to touch yours with mine, it doesn’t connect.” Frustration rang in her voice. “Why won’t you bond with me?”
“Can’t breathe,” he gasped.
“What?” She looked at him as though she’d been far away in her thoughts. When she gazed into his eyes, she relaxed her grip barely enough. “If only I could knit the bond together, I would show you we are meant to be, as much as anyone else.” Her eyes went dark. “Did Munro tell you the words he said to the queen when they bonded?”
Rory shook his head, still struggling. He could breathe a little easier, but not by much.
“You’re lying,” she hissed. “I hear your thoughts! Why would you lie? You said you loved me!”
“I do,” Rory said, the sharp pain in his throat causing tears to stream down his face.
“Then tell me the words.” Her face had changed, and Rory was alarmed. This wasn’t the Flùranach he knew.
“Dem’ontar-che,” he choked out. 
“Now say the words again. This time like you mean it,” she said, tugging at his will.
Unable to resist, his throat made the sounds. “Dem’ontar-che.” 
As soon as the words came out of his mouth, pain ripped through him. Agony consumed him. He wanted to hide in unconsciousness, but Flùranach wouldn’t let him go. Her mouth met his. Small fingers pulled at his clothing. Her body pressed against him, and skin met skin. He had no control. His flows wrestled against hers, but he stood no chance against her enormous power. The more control she took, the more she revealed of her own mind. The view terrified him. Her consciousness appeared like a great, roaring abyss.
He couldn’t even look away. She held him down, body and soul. He thrashed in his thoughts, but his body wouldn’t respond to his commands. Against a magical being of her power, he never stood a chance. She took everything from him and forced him to watch, his mind screaming in protest.
Suddenly, voices sounded in the room, but Rory couldn’t respond. Strong hands wrestled Flùranach away, and he was released. Weeping, he curled into a ball beside the bed.
A man’s hand touched his shoulder and pulled a blanket off the bed to cover him. “It’s okay, Rors. I’m here.” Munro. “It’s over now. You’ll be okay.” Even though Munro stopped Flùranach’s physical assault, her presence welled inside him. She stole his bond. Nothing would be okay ever again.



Chapter 18
 
Munro paced the hotel room floor, waiting for someone who might never arrive. His undirected rage kept him in motion, even though he tried to calm down. If this supposed druid did show up, Munro had to move carefully with him at first. Christ, what a mess. 
He didn’t even know who to be angry at. Flùranach was the obvious choice, but having gone through an intense transformation himself, he questioned whether she should be held entirely responsible. Plus, no matter how old she appeared, she was eight years old. A child by any standard. Rory made his share of dumb choices, but Munro had been a cop long enough to know you don’t blame the victim for things they can’t control. The druid was no match for Flùranach. Oron should have watched his granddaughter more closely. Eilidh perhaps shouldn’t have come down so hard on Flùranach, which indirectly led to the girl running away in the first place. And guilt rested squarely on his own shoulders as well. If he’d been around more, maybe Rory wouldn’t have tried to do this on his own.
His mind spun, and the powerful high he experienced after touching the Source Stone faded quickly. Although some changes had been permanent, he was starting to come down and feel very human again.
Flùranach’s attack worried Munro for many reasons. His primary concern was Rory’s well-being, but what if any azuri fae could force a bond on a druid? Before, the prospect of kingdom status hadn’t worried him. Now they needed to attain the standing of the ancient draoidh, if for no other reason than to protect themselves.
At Griogair’s insistence, Munro had brought three faeries to search for Flùranach and Rory: one azuri to disguise them with illusion and two earth faeries to act as trackers. It took all three to restrain Flùranach’s magic. If only they’d arrived earlier. Even five minutes might have been enough. 
The attack shattered Rory’s world. Time and patience would help more than words. Although the bruises would heal, Munro couldn’t yet gauge the extent of the psychological and magical injuries. Whatever flows Flùranach used to force the bond, Rory was experiencing serious pain. Unfortunately, the trauma of the assault meant Munro would need to take care when questioning him.
Munro told the faeries to take Flùranach back to the Otherworld for Eilidh to deal with, and offered to let Rory stay behind to wait for the new druid. Learning Flùranach actually found one had been a bit of a shock. If she had the ability to gather druids, punishing her for her crimes became more complicated.
When Rory heard Munro’s plan, however, he’d gotten panicky. Flùranach needed him, he’d said. The idea of a bond compelling him to follow someone who had violated him turned Munro’s stomach, no matter how remorseful she seemed afterwards. Rather than cause Rory more pain, Munro agreed to let him return to the Otherworld too. He wanted to go as well, but someone had to stay behind, and he was the logical choice. The faeries wouldn’t know how to talk to a recently unlocked druid.
Now all Munro had to do was sit in the dingy motel room and wait. Rory’s description had been vague. He didn’t even know the guy’s name and only had Flùranach’s word he was a druid. Only time would tell. The guy wouldn’t stay away long if she unlocked latent powers. Munro decided to give him twenty-four hours. If he didn’t show up, Munro would head back to the Otherworld and return another time.
When two hours passed with still no sign, he picked up the phone book and found the number for the Aberdeen Royal Infirmary. His mobile was long dead, so he used the hotel phone. He worked through the menu of options and at least two wrong connections before getting through to the Accident and Emergency department.
“Hello,” he said when a woman answered the phone. “This is PC Munro with the Tayside Police.” They didn’t need to know he’d left the force more than six months before. “We’re on the lookout in this area for a white male, mid-thirties to mid-forties who may be suffering from a condition which would lead to seizures, disorientation, possibly a fever. He’s American, dark hair, and just under six foot. Have you had anyone fitting the description brought in tonight? It’s important we locate him as soon as possible.”
Just as the woman put Munro on hold to check, a loud knock sounded from the hotel room door. Not wanting to waste a second, he hung up the phone. He would dial her back if he needed to.
A glance through the peep-hole told Munro the person on the other side of the door might be the druid. He unlatched and opened the door. “I’ve been waiting for you,” he said. “Come in.”
The man in the corridor hesitated. “I’m looking for someone.”
“Flùranach. I know,” Munro said and moved aside to let him pass.
The American walked in, seeming dazed. It wasn’t until he stepped up that he noticed Munro’s face. His gaze went to Munro’s pointed ears, then he looked at his eyes. Munro gave him credit for not stepping back. 
When he entered the room, he glanced around. “Where are they?”
“They had to go but asked me to wait for you.” Munro gestured to the room’s only chair.
“This is crazy.” The guy turned to go, but Munro caught his arm.
“If you leave now, this is the last time you’ll see us. I can’t stay here much longer.” Munro fought not to shudder. For the first time, he felt weaker in the human realm. The distinct lack of earth magic around him sapped him and made the air smell like death. No wonder the faeries hated this place. 
“You’re not human.” The American lowered himself into the chair.
Munro shrugged. He gave the best explanation he could come up with that was both true and brief. “I’m something in between.” 
“Where do you have to go?”
This wasn’t how Munro wanted to introduce a human to the concept of being a druid, but none of them had a clue what they were doing. He wondered if, once upon a time, druids developed a system for easing someone into this different life. “We call our home the Otherworld. It’s the realm of the fae.”
“All this is real then?” Without waiting for a response he said, “I feel different. Sick. Kind of misty in my head. I would’ve blown it off, but tonight I did this.” He pulled a half-burned toothpick out of his pocket. 
The blackened wood intrigued Munro. Fire magic was rare in druids, or so he’d been told. “Can you do it again?” He sat on the edge of the bed and watched the guy stare hard at the remaining end of the stick.
“No,” he said finally. “I keep trying, but when I did it the first time, I wasn’t even thinking. I was at a club with some friends.” He tried to laugh the experience off, but he sounded worried. “What’s happening to me?”
“You’re a fire druid,” Munro said. “A sorcerer. Our powers come naturally, but we require contact with the magic of the Otherworld to unlock them.” When the guy looked confused, Munro said, “Flùranach is fae.”
“She doesn’t look like you.”
Munro chuckled. Flùranach likely wore an illusory disguise when she met him. “This is a lot to get a grip on. We all had a difficult time in the beginning.”
“You used to be like me?”
Munro nodded. “A lot has happened, but yes, I’m a druid. Stone is my sphere.”
“How many of us are there?”
“Only four others I know of. Recent history in the faerie realm has made their relationship with humans distant. They lost much of the knowledge of druidic magic. There may be many in the world, their abilities still unlocked.”
“Can I meet the others?”
“Sure,” Munro tried to smile, despite the exhaustion and worries on his mind. “I will bring them here in a couple of weeks, once you’ve had time to consider your choices.”
The American looked crushed. “Why can’t I go with you now?”
“I’m going to the Otherworld. It’s not like visiting London. Travelling through the gates gives a shock to the system. Crossing over even once changes you. You’ll have difficulty returning to a normal life once you breathe the air.”
The guy nodded, but then changed the motion so he was shaking his head. “No,” he said. “I want to go. I’ve got nobody to go home to, and I won’t be around in two weeks. I’m due back in Houston by the tenth.” He twirled the burned toothpick end in his fingers. “I need this.”
Munro stared at him hard. Flùranach might’ve coached the guy, and he might be faking. Munro didn’t have any way to be certain. He also didn’t know if the new druid was ready. He nodded toward the bit of wood in the guy’s hand. “Burn that again, and I’ll take you.”
The man concentrated for all he was worth, but nothing happened.
Munro stood. “I’ll come to the museum where you met Flùr and Rory an hour after sunset in three days. We’ll talk then. You may do better with some time and practice.”
Beads of sweat broke out on the man’s forehead. “I can’t…”
“Look, don’t worry. I couldn’t do much of anything in the beginning. The magic requires time.” He walked toward the door. “I’ll meet you on Thursday,” he said.
“Hey!” the guy called, excitement in his voice. “Hey!”
Munro turned to see smoke rising from the tiny tip of the toothpick. He hadn’t produced a flame, but he’d done something. Munro shook his head, but this time, his smile was genuine. He’d been afraid to hope finding more druids was possible. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll take you, but not today.”
“What? You said you would.”
“You can’t pass through the Otherworld gates without the faerie queen’s permission. I have to tell her about you.”
“Okay.”
“And you need to put your affairs in order.”
“What do you mean?”
“If you cross through the gates, you can come back, but your life won’t ever be the same. You’ll look different. You think I was born in Scotland with ears like this?” He chuckled. “I had to quit my job. I can’t visit friends or family. They wouldn’t understand. Despite that, you can’t just disappear. We don’t want the police searching for you, wasting time and money. Notify your employer, speak to friends, write whatever letters you need to write, and make sure no one will report you as a missing person. Keep a bank account. We will provide you with a local address and a place to stay, but don’t expect to rejoin your life if you change your mind. You have to be sure.”
“I won’t change my mind. I know this seems crazy and fast, but I feel like my life is starting to fall into place. I need this.”
“I appreciate that,” Munro said, “but I’m going to give you the chance to back out anyway. You should at least say goodbye.” He regretted all the people he’d not said a proper goodbye to, and realised he was trying to make up for that. So be it. Making sure this new druid took his time was still the right thing to do.
“An hour after sunset,” the guy said.
“I’ll be there.”
“Huck.”
“What?” Munro was confused.
“That’s my name. Huck Webster.”
Munro chuckled. Americans. “Quinton Munro. I’ll see you Thursday, Huck.”
“Thursday.” 
 



Chapter 19
 
Oron appeared calm, but Flùranach sensed his anger. Her grandfather had dismissed the three faeries who had caged her magic on the journey to Canton Dreich. Now he held her flows in the iron vice of his substantial astral powers. His quavering fury frightened her into silence. The only sounds were the subtle swish of distant footfalls elsewhere in the house and Rory’s gentle moans in the next room.
At least she didn’t feel the druid’s agony. On the other hand, she was puzzled as to why. Both bonded pairs she knew claimed to sense one another’s emotions. The bonding with Rory had worked. He perfectly mirrored her own emotions, flinching every time her grandfather scowled at her, but although she sensed his presence, she couldn’t detect his state of mind.
The silence stretched until Flùranach cracked. “What will happen to me?” she asked.
“What do you think should happen to you?” Oron replied. 
Remorse filled her at Rory’s pain, but the achievement thrilled her, despite being in so much trouble. They’d told her choosing a bond was impossible. She started to reply nothing but knew that wasn’t what her grandfather wanted to hear. “Rory will be all right,” she said. “Everyone says bonding is a shock at first.” 
“What you did is an abomination!” Oron slammed his hand on a nearby table. “We will be fortunate if we do not lose every druid because of your actions.”
Flùranach levelled a gaze at her grandfather. “Then I will find more. I already located one in merely one day of searching. I could ensure every Caledonian azuri bonded a druid.”
“Do you not understand what you’ve done? You will be fortunate if the queen does not sever your powers or put you to death.”
Death? “I love him. Don’t you understand?” Rory groaned in the next room, and Flùranach glanced in his direction. 
Oron sat, looking haggard and old. “I have failed,” he said. With a sad tone he said, “You didn’t do this because you love him. You wanted to take what wasn’t yours.”
Flùranach winced. There was some truth in the accusation, but Rory wanted her too. He’d said he would bond with her if he could, and his own words revealed his desire for her. How had things gotten out of control? She needed a way out of the situation, for everyone to recognise what a remarkable thing she accomplished, both in finding a way to circumvent the bonding requirements and locating this new druid. “Tell me what to do.”
“Release Rory from your forced bond. He may have suffered irreparable damage from this violation, but the queen cannot show mercy as long as you hold him.”
Flùranach froze. Her grandfather didn’t understand what he was asking, what she had accomplished, both in terms of unprecedented magic and for her and Rory. Release him? She wouldn’t contemplate that. Magic joined them now. The process hadn’t worked precisely as she expected, but it had worked. She sensed his soul tethered to hers. He would recover from the shock. He would forgive her. He would come to his senses and tell the queen he wanted their bond and was grateful for what Flùranach had done. That was her solution. Rory’s love would prove she’d done the right thing.
“I can’t.” She needed time. The roaring of the never-distant time void moved toward her from the shadows. For a few dreadful moments, she couldn’t breathe. Rory cried out.
“Try,” Oron said, his voice stern. “You might kill him if you don’t. You are too young and arrogant to foresee the consequences.”
“I would never hurt Rory. Never.”
“Then release him.”
Even if she wanted to, Flùranach didn’t know if what her grandfather wanted was possible. Her bond with Rory didn’t look like the golden rope of Eilidh and Munro’s or the tangle of roots like Douglas and Tràth’s. Rather, one of the tendrils of her bonding cord had slipped around the neck of his and healed into it like a fresh scar. “His bud his withering,” she said distantly. 
“Release him!” Oron shouted, projecting his voice into her mind with magical force. The sound made Flùranach pale. Her grandfather never yelled. She stared at him, wondering if he really didn’t understand. Unlike others though, she didn’t even detect a shadow of his thoughts. His mind was too disciplined.
Why wouldn’t he listen to her? She knew what she had to do, but he refused to consider her point of view. Nothing would change his rigid mind. As always, he dismissed her without even considering she might know something important. Finally, she nodded. “First, you must uncage my power.”
With a reluctant nod, Oron slowly withdrew the shield preventing her from touching the flows. Flùranach watched as he released his magic, memorising the patterns. When he finished, she experienced a surge of a new, unfamiliar power. She hid a smile. With Rory’s bonding, she gained access to earth flows. She didn’t know how to use them yet, but she would learn. And Oron wanted her to give this up?
Slowly, Flùranach built flows of her own, then with a sudden snap she repeated the pattern her grandfather used to bind her. His eyes flew open, but he was too late to erect defences. “You always underestimate me,” she said as she blocked his power. “If you would only listen!” she shouted. “Why does no one listen to me?”
With a hard thud, her grandfather’s power surged against hers. He was strong. The rush nearly knocked her grip loose, but she managed to hold him. “You are not a monster,” he said. “But if you won’t release Rory, I cannot protect you. Granddaughter, let me go.”
Flùranach laughed. “Rory does not want to be freed. Ask him.” She paused, but when her grandfather did not answer, she said, “That’s what I thought. You don’t care about Rory. You want all the power for yourself. If you had the ability to force a bond, don’t say you wouldn’t. Any of us would. You stare at them, wanting one for yourself. If you help me, I can give you one.”
“Not like this,” Oron said. “They are not our property.”
“Perhaps they should be!” Flùranach shouted, then cringed. She didn’t believe that. Rory would come around. He would. He had wanted her. She repeated the words to herself until she became convinced.
The thoughts distracted her until another wave of power rushed from her grandfather. This time, she pulled the web tighter, clenching her flows around his mind. He fought hard to protect a certain corner of his mind, and his efforts drew her like a beacon. “What are you hiding?” she asked.
“Stop this,” he commanded her. “I am your grandfather and the highest ranking azuri fae of the joint conclave. Your crimes are grave already, considering what you did to the human. You openly defied the queen. Your actions may cost this kingdom every druid under our care, including the queen’s own companion and that of her step-son. If you compound it by invading the mind of an elder, you will go beyond mercy and redemption. You will have no future unless you stop this madness.”
His condescension infuriated her. Madness? She threw open the door he tried so desperately to hide, and the shock of what she saw sent her reeling. In that one unguarded moment, she lost enough control to give Oron the upper hand. Within seconds, he reversed her flows and clamped down hard with his substantial astral magic.
Flùranach cried out at the sudden pain surging through her mind. Rory howled in the next room, but neither his cries nor the pain deterred her. “You betrayed the queen,” she said.
“That is a lie,” he snapped.
“I saw your memories. You faked Cadhla’s death and held her prisoner. Queen Eilidh is nothing but a false puppet.”
“You don’t understand what you saw. These are things beyond the comprehension of a child.”
The time void roared, begging her to return, to touch its secrets once more. Flùranach shook her head, trying to clear the unbearable noises from her mind. “I saw what you did. Protect me, and no one else needs to know.”
“No one will believe you, child. You are unstable, violent, and untrustworthy.” His tone held menace that frightened Flùranach. “And Queen Eilidh is no one’s puppet.”
“I saw the cage where you held Cadhla. I’ll tell Queen Eilidh where it is. She will believe me when she finds her predecessor in your prison.” Her confidence wavered when she saw his expression.
“Tell anyone you like. Cadhla is no longer in Caledonia. She escaped four moons ago.” His voice came out as a growl. “If the queen will allow it, I will sever your powers myself. You have disgraced me and every faerie in Caledonia, the Mother of the Earth, and the Father of the Azure.”
When he left her alone, her magic still bound, she listened as he entered the next room where Rory groaned and suffered. The druid’s voice quieted, as though he drifted off to sleep. Everything would be all right. It had to be.
∞
Eilidh dreaded the moment when she would have to speak to Oron again. Whatever Flùranach and Rory had gotten up to, the outcome wouldn’t be good. Eilidh would need to take action. She heard the pair had been hauled back from the human realm, but little else, and their petty rebellion was one worry she could do without.
“Your Majesty?” the young scribe said. He sat in front of her in the small garden where she most liked to take care of the everyday mundane tasks her job required.
She ignored the interruption. She’d been dictating a letter but would finish in her own time, one of the benefits of being queen. The common scribe was a youth, not even past his first century.
A light breeze blew through the garden, and she smelled sweet honeysuckle. Canton Dreich was too enclosed, she realised. She had chosen this place as her main residence because its high walls and partially enclosed roof offered physical protection. But her human experience made her think that way. The more time spent in the Otherworld, the more she realised how human her mindset had become. Her safety would not come from walls, but in dealing with the root of her problem. 
She had acted as a timid queen, reluctant to exercise power and authority. She hoped a gentle rule would gain her respect, thinking if she treated people fairly, they would love her. Obviously, her plan hadn’t worked out. No, she needed to show her strength. She also had more than six hundred azuri fae in Caledonia, the only kingdom where an azuri fae could openly train. If it weren’t for them, there would be direct challenges to her throne and not the shadowy attempts at subversion. She also had the druids. When the rest of the Otherworld learned they were draoidh… Securing their loyalty to Caledonia was imperative. Quinton promised to speak with them, but that child had caused Eilidh yet another headache.
“Your Majesty?” the scribe shifted slightly, and Eilidh met his eyes.
“Yes?”
“The letter? How would you like to finish it?”
“How old are you?” Eilidh asked.
“Fifty-seven,” he replied and glanced away.
She studied him. She wanted to be patient, merciful, all of the things no one had been with her when she was young and training as a Watcher. But she was a queen under attack from within, and the situation called for a will of iron, not tenderness. “Have you ever done an exercise called counting rocks?”
“No, Your Majesty,” he said.
“Go tell your mentor I suggest you begin immediately and continue until you can sit in my presence without squirming like an infant.” She waved her hand, and he fumbled with the papers, uncertain whether to take them or leave them behind. How under the sun had such a boy been chosen to serve her? “Go,” she snapped.
After he left, she stood and straightened her dress. She didn’t like the clothing. The formal style didn’t suit her, and she felt as though she wore someone else’s gown. She needed to be a strong queen, but that didn’t mean stepping into Cadhla’s image. This would require some thought. Eilidh needed to become something else, not the angry porcelain doll her predecessor had been, but not the outcast in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt either. 
Eilidh shook her head. Her wardrobe would wait, although this was about much more than clothing. For now, she needed to secure the druids’ loyalty. When she strode out of the garden, a pair of Watchers took their place a step behind her. She wheeled around. “What are you doing?” she demanded.
They looked at one another, confused.
“Did you serve Queen Cadhla?” she asked.
“In rotation, Your Majesty,” one of them said. “But the rafta were her personal guards.”
She nodded. The rafta who hadn’t been killed on Skye had been disbanded on her orders. “And did Cadhla have a constant escort, even in her own home?” She knew the answer. She’d met Cadhla three times, and never once had Eilidh noticed visible protection around the former queen. 
“No, Your Majesty,” he replied.
“Who ordered I should have bodyguards on me at all times?” A part of her didn’t want to know. She feared it may have been Griogair.
“The conclave ordered your constant protection,” he said.
Eilidh’s mood darkened. Why had she not realised it before? “Which of them gave the command?” she asked.
“I believe Elder Galen made the arrangements, Your Majesty, but the order was approved by the entire conclave.” He shifted uncomfortably.
Annoyance stung Eilidh. Galen had grown overprotective. True, the elder nearly always supported Eilidh’s decisions, but this shielding made her appear weak. She stepped back from the pair of them. “Attack me,” she said. When they hesitated, she added, “I command it. And if either of you fail to strike me, I will send both of you to serve in the wastes’ borderlands for the rest of your lives.” 
The Watcher who had remained silent met her eyes and gave her a quick nod of respect. Without warning, a rock flew off the path and zinged past Eilidh’s head, deflected at the last moment by her disturbance of the air. Eilidh smiled. A child’s trick. Then another stone followed, followed by a barrage. The ground below her feet began to shake. This was more like it. She deflected the rocks with a wall of air, even as she reached down and touched the soil, whispering, “Soothe.” The rumbling stopped, but her flows battled with the Watcher’s. He would need to concentrate hard to hold her back. He could let go, but the spell would rebound against him. The rocks swirled in the air, ready to strike either of them if their focus failed.
The other Watcher drew his elemental sword, which shone like ice. He leaped into the air and spun, dancing toward her with phenomenal speed. At least the conclave had chosen fae with some talent. With a whisper, she suddenly held a ball of fire in her hand, and she sent a blaze roaring toward him. He dodged and was forced to stop his lunging attack. His sword of ice morphed into a long whip that flowed like mercury. It snapped in the air before cracking toward her. She dodged the first blow but was surprised to glimpse another in his off-hand. He landed a sharp strike. Although she was able to duck to keep it from hitting her squarely, the whip glanced her cheek and stung hard.
He must have drawn blood, and she grinned. He was good. Suddenly a thin sheen of dust scattered into her eyes and both Watchers attacked at once. It was time to stop toying with them. Putting her earth powers aside, she reached for the astral plane and touched their minds. “Subdue,” she whispered. They resisted at first, so she put more force into her focus. She added an illusion, making herself look older, more powerful, wings unfurled from her back and she radiated power. Sending her voice again into their heads, she shouted, Surrender! and let her voice echo in their minds, confusing their thoughts. She teased at their fear, using more illusions of utter blackness and obscuring their vision so they saw nothing but her.
Their struggle was admirable, but soon they knelt before her, their enchantments withdrawn. With one last wave of her hand, she protected the pair and the rocks landed safely on the earth beside them.
“I yield,” one of them said. The other echoed his words.
She was about to tell them to rise when Griogair came storming through the garden gate, his elemental sword drawn. He went to his mate and pointed his weapon at the two Watchers. He opened his mouth, but Eilidh gently put her hand on his arm.
“No, Griogair. Everything is fine.” She gently dropped her illusions, and the wings folded into her back, then disappeared.
His violet eyes swirled. “Fine?” he shouted, before lowering his voice. “This is fine?”
Eilidh grinned. “Yep.” 
“Yep?” He stared at her, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face at the distinctly human expression.
“Will you stop repeating everything I say? It’s annoying.” She looked down at the Watchers. “Get up,” she said. “That was good, but you need more training in defending against astral attacks.” Then she added, “We all do. In trying to stamp out azuri powers, we have lost much of the ability to defend against them.” She added thoughtfully, “It bears some consideration.”
“So you were—” Griogair began but stopped himself.
“Training,” she said.
“In a gown?” Griogair raised an eyebrow into a fine arch, releasing his sword into nothingness.
“Do you think my enemies will wait for me to don something suitable? Besides, I don’t like this dress. It looks like something Cadhla would have worn.”
The Watchers stood and bowed to Eilidh. One tilted his head. “Shall we report to the borderlands, Your Majesty?”
She grinned and touched her cheek. His blow hadn’t broken the skin as she suspected, but a thick welt had formed. “Tomorrow we will train again. You will teach me more of your earth combat skills. I stopped my earth training in my youth, but I was never accomplished anyway. I could learn from you. I will teach you to strengthen your will and resist some astral influence.” She wiped a sheen of sweat and dust from her forehead. “And you can tell the conclave I don’t need bloody bodyguards in my own house.”
They bowed in unison and waited for her dismissal before taking their leave.
Griogair still seemed tense and after their departure asked, “Is that wise?”
“It makes me look weak. I have to defend from a position of strength.” 
He offered a handkerchief and she accepted it, using it to pat down her face and touch the tender weal on her cheek. “You can’t defend your throne if you’re dead,” he said.
Eilidh knew he was right, but she was right too. “Come, we need to speak with the druids. On the way, you can tell me about Nir Doute. Is the news grave?”
“There is unrest, but their will remains strong,” Griogair said as he went through the garden arch and offered Eilidh his arm.
“And the rumours?” Eilidh asked, walking beside him. They walked around the high stone walls of Canton Dreich, taking the path toward the druids’ villa.
“They have taken hold with a few, but not all. Right now, the city is reeling from the loss. If we are prepared with an answer when they ask who to blame, the voices of dissent will be silenced. I left a small contingent of Watchers to protect the city and to serve if their help is requested. They may be needed with the large number of death rites and the influx of those who have come to the city to help and to mourn. They will also be quietly looking for answers as to the cause of the deaths. Our healers have confirmed poison. They’re trying to narrow down which food those not affected didn’t consume. Then they will determine where it came from.”
Eilidh nodded, losing herself in her thoughts. Then she realised Griogair had not heard the news. She told him about the changes in Munro, his ability to read runes, and the visit of the keepers. Explaining that the druids must stay under the control of Caledonia, she explained her plan to offer them land of their own, titles, whatever was required to keep them content. Since she realised she no longer liked the feel of Canton Dreich, she suggested offering them the castle. She had many residences to choose from. Ceding one to the druids would serve their needs well and offer a powerful message.
He immediately understood her concerns, but stopped her as they approached the villa. “I assumed you were visiting the druids to break the news about Rory in person.”
She spun sharply and faced her mate. “What news?”
“Flùranach attacked him.”
“She what?” Eilidh cast her thoughts toward the castle and searched for Rory’s presence, then Flùranach and Oron. All were there, alive, and in close proximity. “Is he injured?” 
“Yes.” Griogair spread his hands apart then tapped his fingertips, an elegant gesture he performed when he wanted to avoid saying something. It spoke volumes.
“How badly?”
Griogair looked at her. “Very.”
“But why? She loves the druids. Was it self-defence?” Eilidh liked Rory, but she had an easier time imagining a human attacking a faerie than the other way around. 
“I’m sorry,” the prince said, taking her hand. “She used her astral abilities to violate him and forced an unnatural bond.”
Eilidh blinked, her mind reeling. “What…” She didn’t want to contemplate the consequences. “What has she done?” she asked quietly.
“Oron said it may be similar to the bond you hold with Munro, but it only works one way. He is, in essence, her slave.”
“Poor Rory.” Eilidh’s heart ached. “That wretched child.” She sighed, then glanced through the trees. She could make out the flat rooftops of the villa ahead. “They don’t know?”
Griogair shook his head. “Oron told only me and asked me not to tell anyone else until he had a chance to report to you himself. He is…” Griogair paused, searching for a delicate way to say it. “Enraged.”
Eilidh nodded. “As am I.”
“I left him to attend other affairs, then a short time later, I heard the disturbance in the garden. I thought you were under attack.” 
He still held her hand, and she gave his fingers a small squeeze. “I can defend myself. I am not one to be trifled with.”
“Against two Watchers, yes.”
Eilidh frowned. She didn’t want to think about her own safety at that moment. She was more worried the conclave was using her Watchers to spy and keep her under control. She’d not forgotten that the faerie who’d killed Leith had been a trained azuri and was likely someone she trusted.
“What will you do?” Griogair said, nodding toward the villa. “You might wait, make the offer of Canton Dreich, and then let them hear the news when Munro returns.”
She shook her head. “No. We must tell them. If they suspect I hid the truth for political reasons, we will lose them for sure.”
“And if they are draoidh as the keepers suspect?”
“They are. When you see the changes in Quinton, you won’t have any doubt.”
“Then the druids won’t be the only ones angry at Flùranach’s abuse. Powerful kingdoms will accuse you of mishandling and mistreating the few ever regarded as more important than the royals themselves. We may lose what allies we have.”
“Only if the druids abandon us. Hope isn’t lost yet.” Eilidh pressed her eyes closed. She gripped Griogair’s fingers. “Come with me, my mate. I need your strength.”
“Of course,” he said and kissed her hand. “I will stand beside you always.”
So much hinged on this and other events completely outside Eilidh’s control. She had to do this right. Their response might end up unravelling her reign.



Chapter 20
 
Munro took a detour before returning to Canton Dreich, hopping through the Otherworld gates to travel quickly from Aberdeen to Perth. He needed to ask his old sergeant, Hallward, for a favour, one that might give Munro answers or might just lead to more questions. The added journey took a little time, but he needed space to think anyway. He’d always been a quiet thinker, one to weigh and measure before jumping in, and no amount of fae magic would change that.
His life had changed dramatically in a span of months, and he hardly recognised himself anymore. Ríona claimed the fae race was over a million years old. Munro didn’t know much more than what he had learned in school, but that beat humanity by some way. For human druids to have been the forefathers or creators of the fae, they must have manipulated time. Strange, but not impossible. On the other hand, maybe he had gotten the interpretation wrong. 
Over a year ago, a blood faerie, Cridhe, had attacked and nearly killed Munro. Fortunately, Eilidh intervened and put an end to Cridhe. His body had been incinerated, but the police discovered another victim, Cridhe’s father. The police handled the details quietly, but as with any suspicious death, the body had been autopsied. Munro had wondered if a report of the coroner’s findings would offer him some answers as to whether the fae were related to humans or were something completely different. 
When Munro spoke to Sergeant Hallward, he kept the conversation brief. He couldn’t disguise his appearance, and although Hallward didn’t comment, Munro felt the weight of the many unspoken questions. He left quickly after arranging a time to retrieve the files he’d asked for.
He returned to the Otherworld gate nearest Perth by midnight, and once through, he began the two hour run to Canton Dreich. The journey provided time to order his thoughts. He considered what he learned at the Halls of Mist, but also Leith’s murder and the subsequent clumsy frame-up job. He also reflected on Flùranach’s attack on Rory, the new druid, and the subversive attacks on Eilidh’s reign, including the poisonings at Nir Doute. He separated out the personal and unrelated. Although Rory’s situation angered him, he classified the tragedy as unconnected. Also, the new druid was a concern, but not something Munro needed to worry about yet. The rest all shared a common thread. Someone wanted to destabilise Eilidh’s reign or even kill her, but what would they gain? 
In his experience as a cop, and setting aside the usual substance-abuse related crimes, domestic violence, or plain stupidity, greed strongly contributed to the circumstance surrounding an untimely death. The fae didn’t do money the same way as humans. Individuals had status, sure, but their society didn’t possess a real sense of ownership, property, or wealth. Eilidh had no heir or obvious successor. The conclave chose a successor if a queen was killed or removed. Who would they select? Usually Munro would ask Oron questions like that, but the Flùranach situation complicated everything. Munro sighed with frustration.
Of course, he had to keep in mind that Eilidh was a queen. Other royals didn’t like her revolutionary attitudes about azuri magic and probably feared her power. On the other hand, these attacks seemed personal, more like someone going after Eilidh herself, and not just her throne.
That faerie couldn’t attack Eilidh directly because of her personal power. Someone very much wanted to hurt Eilidh, if not kill her. Munro had seen people murder for money and for love. Oddly, those who killed for love included those motivated by jealousy, spite, and good old-fashioned revenge. 
He pretty much discounted money as a motive, although he couldn’t dismiss power. Who would believe they would get Eilidh’s power by her removal from the picture? Would anyone hurt her for jealousy, spite, or revenge? The only name jumping out at him was that of Cadhla, the former queen. She fit every one of those motives a hundred times over. She’d hated Eilidh and been jealous of her before they’d even met because Eilidh’s popularity grew after she killed Cridhe. Great, Munro thought. One concrete suspect, and she’s dead.
At least his thought process brought him to the conclusion the attacks must be personal more than political. Someone had what they believed to be a good reason to hate Eilidh. According to Eilidh’s own investigation, the killer had astral powers strong enough to confuse those Watchers and subconsciously convince them they had seen Munro just before the killing. The conclusion let Griogair and Tràth off the hook, much to Munro’s relief. 
Besides, Griogair hated Cadhla and had planned to kill her, so he wouldn’t seek revenge for his former wife’s death. Tràth was more complicated. He had every reason to despise his mother, but relationships between family twisted sometimes. Tràth might have resented Eilidh for taking the throne that should have passed to him. But Leith’s killer had been gifted with astral magic, the realm of the mind. Tràth had no ability in that area and had never exhibited even the smallest hint of ambition.
During the last miles to the castle, Munro worked to clear his head of the buzzing theories. He touched his connection with Eilidh. Her emotions mirrored his own anger, worry, and doubts, so he did his best to steady his resolve, to give her a firm foundation, and let her sense his love. His efforts might not amount to much, but they were all he had to offer.
At the last minute, he made a detour to the druid’s villa. He’d promised Eilidh he’d talk to them about her offer, but even more pressing, they’d probably heard about Rory by now. 
The villa stood in quiet darkness. Munro walked to the back room where Flùranach had her accident with Tràth. He remembered the last time he’d seen her as a little girl. She’d been sweet and playful. He’d thought of her as family. All that came to an end when she attacked Rory. As a cop, he’d witnessed kids going out of control, drinking, hanging with a bad crowd, getting into drugs, and stealing to pay for them. Too often, the parents said they didn’t see it coming. He’d rarely believed them, but now he wondered. Should he have seen this coming?
A breeze made the curtains flutter, and the loss loomed. There would be no going back to the musical family mornings they’d shared in this room.
He turned to go, and had just reached the front door when Aaron and Phillip approached from the direction of the castle. They looked as sad as he felt. He raised his hand in greeting, and they acknowledged him with grim smiles. 
“How’s Rory?” Munro asked.
“Better,” Aaron said. “He seems to have come through the shock, and Oron and a couple others are helping him with the pain.”
“He’s still in pain?” Munro was surprised.
“He said it’s like wearing a shock collar all the time,” Phillip said. “If she gets upset or angry, it gives him a jolt. I guess she’s pretty much continually upset.”
Aaron looked at the villa. “I’d started to like it here.” 
“You’re thinking of leaving?” When Munro first met the druids, Aaron had been the de facto leader of the group, the one the others looked to. If he left, they might follow.
“I dunno.” Aaron shook his head and ran his hand over the stubble on his chin. “Nothing is the same anymore.”
Munro didn’t know what to say. He’d been thinking the same thing, yet he didn’t want them to go. “There’s more you should know,” he said. 
“You look different. Has something happened?” Phillip asked.
He started to answer just as Douglas came down the path, deep in conversation with Prince Tràth. They were rarely apart since they bonded.
“Hey,” Munro said, nodding to them both.
“What’s wrong?” Aaron asked, looking serious. “Something about Rory?”
Munro shook his head. “Nothing’s wrong. But I’ve learned something about us.” He glanced at Tràth. “The druids.”
The young prince raised a dark eyebrow. “Shall I excuse myself?” he asked with a glance at Douglas.
“No,” Douglas said. To the others he said, “Anything we say, I’ll tell him anyway. If you don’t want him to be a part of the conversation, you’d best leave me out as well.”
Munro considered. He wasn’t sure what Tràth would think about what he learned in the Halls of Mist, but he understood Douglas’ position. Munro would have a difficult time keeping secrets from Eilidh. Even if he didn’t tell her something, she always suspected when he was holding back. “Okay,” he said finally. He glanced at the house and thought of Flùranach. “How about we go down by the water?”
The others seemed relieved at the suggestion, so the five of them walked the short distance to the wide, blue river. The stone wheel they’d worked on lay nearby, discarded when tragedy struck and their attention had been called to their friend.
They sat on the grassy banks, and Munro watched insects skipping on the water’s surface. They looked like a cross between grasshoppers and dragonflies, but more spindly, with iridescent purple wings. 
He told the others about the Killbourne Wall and the tale written there, about the male and female druids who made a portal to a new place they named the Otherworld.
“Humans built the first gate between the realms?” Douglas asked.
“There’s more,” Munro said. Rather than just tell them, he turned to Tràth. “Tell them why you’ve been wary of me ever since you arrived tonight.”
Tràth tilted his head, and Douglas glanced at him. “I noticed something was wrong,” Douglas said, “But I thought he was worried about Rory, about all of us and what we’re going to do.”
The prince studied Munro. “You have the aura of a faerie,” he said. 
“That’s because we aren’t just druids, we are what the fae call draoidh.”
Tràth’s blue eyes widened. He glanced at Douglas as though half-expecting him to transform before his eyes, then back at Munro. “The draoidh died out thousands of years ago, before the oldest living faeries’ parents were even born. What proof do you have of the claim?”
“I touched the Source Stone,” Munro said quietly. “It’s druid-made.”
“What is a draoidh?” Phillip asked.
“They were sorcerers,” Tràth said. “The most feared and powerful faeries in any realm. Even queens strove to curry favour with them. They could claim any land, any property, any mate. Some were tyrannical, but most were not. For all the power they wielded, they were notorious for keeping to themselves, mostly staying apart from faerie society. In every story I’ve ever heard, they were ancient. No one ever encountered a young sorcerer.”
“Sorcerers?” Aaron said and gestured to the stone wheel beside the water. “We can barely get a rock to do what we want. Except for making magical trinkets and the ability to grant the one azuri fae we bond with some extra powers, what can we do that is such a big deal?”
Munro stared at the large stone and longed to touch it. His gift beckoned him often, but the calling had grown even stronger since his encounters in the Halls of Mist. Instead of going to the stone, he picked up a smooth pebble from the river’s edge and rolled it between his fingers. Otherworld rocks were like putty, wanting to be shaped to his whim. He’d never understood the difference, until he read the Killbourne Wall. 
“The draoidh didn’t just build a portal to this place. They created the Otherworld with magic—magic like ours. Magic of water, stone, fire, air, blood, spirit, thought, and time.”
“If we found druids with all eight powers, we could create another world?” Phillip’s eyes shone in the darkness. “How?”
“I don’t know,” Munro said. He held up the pebble in his hand. He had shaped it as he talked, unconsciously giving the rock the form of a small tree-frog. Ever since he’d first created his talismans, he understood some element of the process was missing. Now he knew what. With his thumbnail, he carved a rune onto the frog’s back. He breathed intent into the lines. As he finished, the rune melted into the little creature’s back. When the animal jumped out of Munro’s hand, the other druids jumped back. “I don’t know,” he repeated, “But I’m planning to stay and find out.”
“What about Rory?” Aaron asked.
“We’ll find a way to help Rory,” Munro replied. “When word gets out that we’re draoidh, at least we won’t need to worry about anyone else trying what Flùranach did.”
“Are you sure?” Phillip asked.
Tràth interrupted. “He’s right. This news changes everything.” He picked up the stone frog. The creature hadn’t gained flesh or begun to breathe. It was still a pebble, but one imbued with power. He handed it back to Munro with reverence.
“What about Flùranach?” Aaron said. “I liked the kid as much as anyone, but she’s changed, and what she did to Rory…” He paused, obviously having difficulty saying the words out loud. “Even if the other faeries keep their hands off us because of this draoidh thing, we can’t act like nothing happened. They’re talking about executing her. I’ll be the first to say I’m not thrilled with the idea, but her death might break this slave bond she forced on Rory.”
“We need her,” Munro said with a sigh.
“Why?” Aaron said, his voice tight with anger. “She attacked him, stole his bond, and now he’s more like a zombie than any of us wants to admit.”
“Because as far as I know, she’s the only one who can find more of us.” He told them about Huck and that both she and Rory were confident she could find more.
“Eilidh found you,” Aaron countered. “Maybe she has the same gift.”
Munro shook his head. “She found me because our bonds are compatible, a one in a million chance. Cridhe told me his father had the same ability as Flùranach.”
“So there might be others to do what Flùranach can?” Douglas asked.
Munro shrugged. “Maybe. Either way, we have to make sure Flùranach is kept alive.”
“Why’s that?” Aaron said.
“If they execute her, they may well kill Rory too. I honestly don’t know. So many things I was told about druids were wrong. I’d always thought we were only male, that we could only have one of the four earth powers. I will say this much, if Eilidh died, I…” He didn’t know how to put his fears into words. His mind rejected playing through the possibilities.
“He’s right,” Douglas said, looking at Tràth. “If Flùranach’s bond with Rory is anything like ours, executing her would undo him, even if it didn’t kill him.”
“Maybe that would be better than this though,” Aaron said. “Go talk to Rory, Munro. See what she’s done and tell me you wouldn’t rather be dead.”



Chapter 21
 
Before leaving, Munro pulled Tràth aside. “Can you tell me anything that will help me understand what happened to Flùranach?” he asked. “Would this time thing put her out of her right mind? Did she realise what she was doing when she attacked Rory?”
Tràth watched Munro thoughtfully. “You wish to help her?”
“Of course I do. She’s been like a kid sister to all of us. Yeah, I’m angry, but if some outside force compelled her to act like this, that changes everything.”
“Time,” Tràth began in a measured tone, “is not a hallucinogen or an intoxicating influence, if that’s what you’re asking.” He paused with a frown. “But encountering time would overwhelm most anyone. I wish I could show you.”
“No thanks,” Munro said. 
Tràth chuckled. “Wise of you.” He shifted slightly. “I understand what you want me to say, but I can only tell you I have seen the time stream every moment of my life since I was born. The experience has not made me violent.”
Munro’s hopes fell. He’d wanted to convince himself Flùranach hadn’t attacked Rory of her own free will.
“But remember, even to your own people, she’s a child. To ours, she’s an infant. A gifted, remarkable infant.”
He’d put into words what troubled Munro the most. Even Scottish law didn’t hold small children responsible for crimes. 
Tràth went on. “I know what people say about me. I’m strange, difficult, distant.” He caught Munro’s expression and chuckled. “More than most fae, that is. I can’t say if what they believe is true, but I do wonder. If I didn’t hear the constant roar of passing time, would I be different? Would I understand peace and happiness?” He took on a vacant expression for a moment. “I think if I hadn’t bonded with Douglas, I would’ve gone mad eventually.” He glanced across the room where his druid stood with the others.
Munro followed his line of sight and caught the reassuring nod Douglas gave, even though he couldn’t possibly overhear the conversation. “Thanks, Tràth,” Munro said. The prince’s words gnawed at him. 
He’d run into a lot of domestic violence where the abuser blamed alcohol or drugs and later showed remorse, swearing not to do it again. Every case made him angry, and yet, he remembered what a sweet little girl Flùr had been a mere few weeks before. He, of all people, should understand what a sudden influx of magical influence did to a person. He touched the stone frog in his pocket. He was lucky. What if the Source Stone had exposed him to something dark and dangerous? A year ago, a magical ritual had turned the faerie performing the rite into a serial killer. Of course, Munro hadn’t met Cridhe before and doubted he’d ever been a bundle of sunshine. Still, the event reminded Munro not all magic was benevolent.
Regardless of what she’d done, they needed her. Not a single one of the other hundreds of azuri or the hundreds of thousands of earth fae in Caledonia had shown any signs they sensed druid magic. If the druids wanted to learn the truth and explore their abilities, they would have to use her to increase their numbers.
On the way to Canton Dreich, Munro lost himself in his thoughts and walked slowly, watching the sky lighten with the coming dawn. Throughout the conversation with the druids, he’d been virtually unaware of Eilidh’s presence in his mind, as often happened when he was focused. He turned his thoughts to their bond, and warmth radiated from her, giving him confidence. The warmth grew more intense, the way it did when they flirted and teased one another. He loved those moments and was glad she had found momentary relief from her burdens.
He stumbled when the truth hit him. She was with Griogair. What they were doing, Munro couldn’t tell, but the happy vibrations were unmistakably those of genuine affection. He searched his emotions and was surprised he didn’t feel jealous. Her happiness rippled through him, and rather than resenting that she’d found it with someone else, her delight spread through him. Perhaps their bond made the normal human tendency toward possessiveness less biting.
He considered what Tràth had said about the draoidh. His words mirrored Ríona’s. They were respected and feared, could claim any property and any mate. Any mate? Would he be able to claim a place beside Eilidh? He wanted to. He hated hiding his love and having to sneak and lie. But their relationship was complicated, and now she was growing to love Griogair. Would Munro demanding a place by her side upset the delicate balance they fought to maintain? If he forced Griogair to step aside, would Eilidh hate Munro for it?
Eilidh’s delicate rush of joy was replaced with a more subdued gratification as he approached the castle. He followed the familiar path to her private rooms, where he so often met her at dawn. Today no Watchers guarded the entrance. He found the change curious, but in truth she likely didn’t need them. Much of faerie society and its rules were deeply ingrained in them. He couldn’t imagine anyone intruding uninvited. He hesitated outside the entrance. Should he leave them alone? Torn between not wanting to shatter Eilidh’s moment of happiness and needing to speak with her, he decided to wait. He needed to check on Rory anyway.
Come in, my love. Her voice tickled his mind. He couldn’t help but smile.
He walked through the twisting archways and saw Eilidh draped across a long settee, her head resting on Griogair’s thigh. The prince stroked her white hair and had a tender expression Munro had never seen before. They were both dressed in the loose lounging robes faeries preferred during the day. Their attire was another signal daytime was for resting, even though they didn’t sleep as often or as long as humans tended to. 
Griogair glanced up, a slight look of worry creasing his forehead. 
“I can come back another time,” Munro said. He retreated toward the archway. It both pleased and surprised him that he didn’t feel jealous. Wasn’t he was supposed to be upset? Shouldn’t he be storming about, outraged?
“Please don’t go,” Eilidh said.
Griogair made an exasperated noise, and Munro laughed. “Eilidh,” Munro said. “Haven’t you learned yet? Queens don’t beg.”
She sat up with a satisfied stretch. “Is that so?” She batted her eyelashes at Griogair who gave a playful nod.
Munro rolled his eyes. “Dear god above, woman. Tell me you did not just flutter your eyelashes.”
Ignoring the comment, she asked her mate, “So what are queens supposed to do? You’re the expert.”
“Queens command,” Griogair said. “Shall I demonstrate?”
“No,” Eilidh said quickly. “You’ve demonstrated quite enough for one day.”
Munro didn’t know what she was referring to, but he chortled along with the prince.
Eilidh stood and walked toward Munro with a slow, seductive sway. Her robe gaped at the front, revealing the curve of her breasts. She’d never looked more beautiful. Slipping her hand up his chest and neck, she ran her fingers toward the nape of his neck. She grabbed his hair just hard enough to tilt his head. “Stay,” she said, putting potent authority into her tone that may’ve been magically enhanced.
“As you command, Your Majesty,” Munro said, meaning every syllable down to his socks.
She kissed his mouth, lingering indulgently. When she released him, she smiled and turned back to Griogair. “Better?”
The prince chuckled. “If this is your method, no doubt all your servants will enjoy receiving your orders.” He added quickly, “Not that you are anyone’s servant, draoidh.”
Munro started to laugh again, then realised Griogair was serious. “I’ll always be Eilidh’s,” he said lightly, hoping to diffuse the prince’s worry. He wondered if all the fae would react to his title that way. It was little more than a title, based on a memory of some powerful druids a long time ago. Aaron had been right. All Munro and his friends had done so far was make a few trinkets, hardly the stuff of legends.
He sat across from Griogair, and Eilidh resumed her seat beside her mate, resting her head on his shoulder. She seemed tired, so her contentment made him glad, especially when this moment of respite couldn’t last.
“I wanted to ask a favour,” Munro said to Griogair.
The prince raised an eyebrow, his wariness returning. Griogair had to worry Munro would try to come between him and Eilidh. Watching them together, Munro wasn’t certain what he wanted anymore. 
“I’ve gone through some changes,” Munro said.
Griogair nodded. “I sense some of them, see the evidence of others. Your skin is like gold. You are, if I may say so, becoming quite beautiful.”
Munro chuckled. The more he resembled a faerie, the more faeries liked it. “I’m more concerned with my abilities. Up until now, the only thing we druids could do is make things, but the gift is getting more complicated, the more I learn.” He took the small frog out of his pocket and held it out. The stone creature gave a little hop. Eilidh and Griogair glanced at each other, then back at Munro. He told them about the Killbourne Wall, Ríona and the keepers’ reactions, and his belief that druids were somehow part of the Otherworld creation story. Stroking the tiny frog’s back, he said, “It’s not really alive. For that, we’d need a blood druid, maybe astral and spirit too.”
A tickle of fear rippled through Eilidh’s bond, but he didn’t understand why. It was just a frog. “I need a mentor,” he went on. “Someone who can teach me stone magic. I realise I might not have the aptitude. I mean, I’m not fae. I’m something else. But with my work, I’m going on instinct alone. There might be some benefit to learning how you use magic.”
Griogair nodded. “I’m sure any number of fae tutors would be happy to teach you anything they can.”
“Ah,” Munro said, sitting back. “Okay.” He didn’t want to admit his disappointment in the prince’s reaction.
Eilidh turned to Griogair and rested her hand on his arm. “I believe my druid wishes you to teach him.”
“It’s okay,” Munro said. “You’re pretty powerful, and I’m way below your level. Besides, you’re busy with this royal stuff.” 
Eilidh laughed. “Don’t be silly. He didn’t suggest another mentor because he considers teaching you beneath him.” She wrinkled her nose at Munro, a distinctly unroyal but adorable expression. “Shall I call for a translator? You two appear to be having difficulty.”
Munro scrubbed his hand through his hair, confused. Was Griogair’s reluctance because of Eilidh?
“I’m deeply honoured at your request,” Griogair said. “Although I possess strong abilities, I have no experience in how to teach another. You can choose from the most adept instructors in any kingdom, once word of your achievements spreads.”
Achievements. Yeah, making a frog that can hop. Tremble at my feet. “I’d rather you help me,” Munro said. “If you have time.”
Griogair tilted his head. “Of course I will, brother. And perhaps you’ll find an opportunity to show me how you did this.”
“Sure. I used a combination of moulding stone and imbuing a rune.”
“Which rune?” The prince leaned forward, fascinated by the still-moving creature.
“I can’t remember. I’d need to show you. It disappeared into the talisman as soon as I finished.” He looked around for something to draw on but then realised he didn’t even recall the lines. “I would need something I want to imbue motion into. The process came naturally before. I hadn’t planned to do it. To try to duplicate the rune would be empty.”
“Another time then. Once we begin our studies together,” Griogair said softly. “You told your friends of their potential?”
“Yes.” Munro related his conversation with the other druids. “I think I’ve convinced them to stay.”
Eilidh exhaled with relief. “I was worried we’d lose you all.” Behind her words, Munro detected the more personal statement that she was worried he would leave as well. Surely she had to know better. They’d been through so much together. “They were furious when we told them about Rory, and fearful others might try to force a bond on them as well.”
“How is Rory?” Munro asked. “He was a wreck when I sent him back from Aberdeen.”
“Better,” Eilidh said. “But still suffering. We’re doing everything we can for him. What of your time in Aberdeen? Was the man a druid, as Flùranach believed?”
Munro nodded. “I told him I’d ask your permission to bring him here. He wants to join us. The timing is awkward, but I didn’t want to leave him hanging. Having these powers unlocked suddenly is confusing. I don’t want him to go through that alone.”
Eilidh appeared deep in thought. “I’m glad we’ve found another, but it complicates things.”
“Because of Flùranach?” Munro asked.
She nodded. “What she did was unthinkable. She might’ve killed Rory.” Her anger flashed like a whip snapping within his mind. “Whatever happens, we must keep the girl secure. I’ve ordered Oron to do whatever is required to ensure she does not escape again. Who knows how many humans possess druidic talents. Every single one is of immeasurable value to our race.”
Munro nodded. An interesting choice of words. Usually, even queens did not order conclave members, but no one could doubt her sound reasoning. “I have an idea how we can help Rory,” he said, changing the subject slightly. “He can’t return to the human realm, but perhaps he can go to the Halls of Mist. The portal would dampen their connection, and he might not be so deeply affected. Being separated from her might offer some peace.”
Eilidh shook her head. “The druids need to stay here. Even Rory. In the Halls of Mist, I don’t have the same influence to protect you from the coming onslaught of attention. The rules of diplomacy are quite different in the Halls. He should be fine here, and the astral fae will keep his mind quiet.”
Munro believed there was more behind her resistance, that she also wanted to keep the other druids from bonding someone outside the kingdom. He began formulating his argument. Although he didn’t want to fight with her when she had so many other things to worry about, he also thought someone needed to consider Rory’s needs.
Griogair stepped in. “If the draoidh wants to take his companion to the Halls of Mist, we are in no position to refuse,” he said gently.
“I think of this as a retreat,” Munro said. “The move might not be permanent.”
“And you?” Eilidh asked, her gaze down. “Will you go with him?”
“We can take him together. The other druids want to visit the Source Stone and you and Griogair can accompany us.”
Eilidh sighed. Munro didn’t like backing her into a corner. He also didn’t like that, according to the other druids, Rory was kept semi-conscious in a room next to Flùranach.
“I want to visit Rory before we decide anything. Would you like to come? We can ask him what he wants to do,” Munro said.
Eilidh crinkled her forehead with worry, but she relented. “Very well.”
∞
Rory lay in the small, narrow bed affixed to the wall. Similar to the faerie swing beds, the pallet moved when he did, but it felt more like an unstable bunk bed than a hammock. His mind was dopey and thick, as though he’d woken suddenly from a deep sleep and hadn’t adjusted yet. Somewhere in the fog, he believed he wouldn’t ever adjust.
Flùranach filled his mind. She was wracked with anguish. He needed to comfort her, but the faeries wouldn’t allow him near her, and the soothing mist in his thoughts didn’t let him protest.
In the next room, the sound of approaching voices floated to Rory’s ears. One voice was Oron’s. The elder rarely left Flùranach’s room, and every word he said agitated her more. A moment later, the other voices got loud enough for him to make out Munro and Eilidh’s. Then another. Griogair? Rory didn’t have a lot of contact with the prince and didn’t much care for him. After all, he’d stolen Munro’s girl. How Munro could stand being around them, Rory had no clue. If someone took Flùranach away… Rory grew numb. Far away, another thought struggled to intrude, but he couldn’t understand. Instead he tried to shut it out. Its meaning was too painful to bear.
The group came into his room, but Rory refused to open his eyes. He wanted everyone to go away. Pain and shame burned through him. They knew what she’d done to him. He couldn’t stand them looking at him, knowing, pitying him. Relief washed over him when they finally went away.
∞
“If I may make a suggestion, Your Majesty,” Oron said when they left Rory’s room. “Speaking to Flùranach may prove helpful. She’s remorseful but not particularly cooperative. Given your experience with bonding, you may glean something that will help you understand Rory’s condition. All we can do is keep him calm.”
Eilidh paused and mind-spoke to Munro. What do you think?
He gave a brief nod, assuming her private communication meant she didn’t want the others to be aware she’d sought his advice. Would she behave differently when the world knew he was draoidh?
“Very well,” Eilidh said. “Her powers are completely subdued?”
“Of course,” Oron replied. He sounded tired and testy.
“Your irritation is understandable, elder,” Eilidh said, “but we have learned some things about her ability to detect druidic talent. I will explain further when we have more time, of course. For now, it is enough to know that she must be kept absolutely secure. She should not be allowed to harm anyone, of course, but she needs to be firmly protected as well as detained.”
The elder lifted a bar from the door. Faeries didn’t like doors in their homes. He had turned his own house into a prison. “Did she gain access to earth magic with their bond?” Munro asked Oron.
“Only water,” Oron said. “We shield her earth powers as well, although she has no training in the Ways of Earth.”
Munro nodded. Curious. When he and Eilidh bonded, all the Ways of Earth opened to her, not just his stone sphere. “If I may, elder? She may be more cooperative if you stay outside while we speak to her.” The girl was unlikely to open up in front of her grandfather, whom she resented at the best of times.
Oron hesitated. “Very well,” he said after a pause. “I will continue to contain her access to the flows from without.”
When the trio entered, Munro’s eyes quickly adjusted to the darkness. Without her powers, she couldn’t even illuminate the room, but why would Oron not give her a light? Even the sharp-eyed fae didn’t live in complete blackness. She sat on a bunk, hugging her knees, wearing the same trousers and shirt she had worn almost twenty-four hours before when Munro sent her back from Aberdeen.
Because Flùranach knew and liked him much better than she did Eilidh, he spoke first, protocol be damned. “Hi, Flùr,” he said. “Are you okay?”
She glanced over, but her eyes quickly flicked behind him to Eilidh and Griogair. “No,” she said flatly.
“Yeah, I guess not much of anything feels okay right now.” He put his hand behind him and tried to signal the others to stay back, hoping he might get through to her. They’d been friends not too long ago.
“They won’t let me speak to him,” she said. As he approached, she studied him more closely. “You look different. You feel different too.”
He didn’t want to go into his experiences and especially didn’t want her to realise Rory’s potential. “I’ve been through some changes lately too. Scary, isn’t it? I was talking to Tràth about your accident. It must’ve been frightening to lose yourself in the time stream.”
“It’s very loud. I wish…” She twitched slightly.
“What do you wish?”
“I wish it would go away.”
Munro raised an eyebrow. “You still see the time stream?”
She nodded. “It screams at me. But I can’t control the flows around it like Tràth can. They won’t listen to me. I wish none of this happened and we could go back to the way things were before.” She looked so small.
“Flùr, I need to ask you about Rory. Your bond doesn’t sound like mine with Eilidh. Can you tell me exactly what you did?”
Tears welled in her eyes, and she shook her head. 
“Please? We need to understand so we can help him. I know you didn’t plan to hurt him.”
“You’ll undo the bond. You want to take him away from me.”
“The bond can be undone?” Munro glanced to Eilidh sharply, then back to a weeping Flùranach. He couldn’t imagine his bond with Eilidh could be reversed. But if Flùranach thought it possible to release Rory, he wasn’t one to doubt her. She’d proven she should not be underestimated.
“No!” she screamed, flinging herself up from the bed. She stood face-to-face with Munro. Even though her powers were blocked and she wasn’t as physically strong as him, he needed willpower not to back down from her thunderous display of anger. Beneath the lashing fury, he detected fear. She was lying.
“Do you understand why you’re in trouble?” Munro said, reminding himself that despite everything she’d been through, in many ways, she still thought like a child.
“Because I tricked Rory into running away even though the queen told me to stay away from him,” she said. “But she doesn’t understand.”
“And why else?” Munro prodded.
“Because the bond didn’t work right.”
“Do you know what rape is?” Munro asked quietly, searching into her eyes for some indication of whether or not she understood.
“I didn’t do that,” she said. “Rory loves me, and I love him.”
“When I lived in the human world, I was a cop. It’s like being a Watcher. I’ve met a lot of people who’ve been raped. Sometimes the person who does it is someone the victim knows, trusts, sometimes even loves. That’s because rape isn’t about love. It’s about power and violence, one person saying, ‘I can take anything from you, and you can’t stop me.’”
Flùranach sat on the edge of the bed, pale and stricken.
“Bonding wasn’t Rory’s idea,” Munro said. “Did you use your astral abilities? Did you use your magic to make him say the words? Did you force him onto the ground and tear his clothes?”
“Stop it! Stop!” Flùranach said, hugging herself and rocking back and forth. Rory cried out in the next room, and despite the thick walls, Munro clearly heard his reflection of the girl’s distress.
“Every minute you hold his bond against his will, you’re violating him.”
She cried in earnest and clamped her hands over her ears. “I can’t let him go. I love him,” she wailed.
Munro knelt in front of her but kept a distance. He had no idea what she might do. “If you love him, you must let him go.”
“As long as we’re bonded, they won’t kill me,” Flùranach hissed. “Because killing me would kill him.” Her pale eyes pleaded with Munro.
“The queen doesn’t want to kill you. She needs you. The whole kingdom needs you to find more druids like Huck, the American. You’re the only one who knows how. But how can we trust you when you’re hurting Rory so much?”
“I don’t want to hurt him,” Flùranach said. “You must believe me.”
“I do,” Munro told her. “You’re scared, and you want him to be yours. I understand how that feels. I love Eilidh, but she chose Griogair as her mate, not me. We’re still bonded, but I’ll never have her to myself the way I wanted.”
Flùranach glanced up at the prince consort, then turned her eyes back to Munro. “Do you hate him very much?” she whispered.
“I wanted to at first, but sensing her happiness through our bond makes me realise how wrong I would be to take that away from her. How could I hate him? He’s like a brother to me, and he loves her too. Their love feels good to me now, and I like it when she laughs with him and holds his hand, because I love her in truth. Do you love Rory in truth? Or is yours a selfish and shallow love?”
“It’s not,” Flùranach said. “I do love him. I love him more than anyone understands.” Her voice had gotten quiet and still, and her tears stopped. She stared at the ground. “Our bond is half formed. I forced him to say the words. My power entwined his. The stub of his power has withered.”
Munro wasn’t clear on the visualisation, but he didn’t ask for an explanation. “Can you unwrap your end of the bond?”
Flùranach shook her head. “Mine has grasped onto him with little hooks. They won’t let go.”
Munro remembered the first runestone Ríona showed him, the one where the fae fought with their slaves, human druids. Had they been held by bonds like this one? Those runes might hold the answers. “Okay,” he said. “I’m glad you want to help him. We do too.”
She carefully avoided all eyes in the room but Munro’s. “I never meant to hurt him. I just wanted him to be mine.”
Munro’s heart ached for her. Even though he’d talked her around, she still didn’t seem to fully understand what she’d done or that what she wanted wasn’t the most important thing in the world. “To help Rory, we’re going to take him to the Halls of Mist.”
“What?” Her eyes flew open wide.
“I think the portal will dampen your bond and give him some relief from his pain until we figure out how you can release him. Here’s the thing. You have to want him to go, or Rory won’t leave you.”
“I do want you to take him, if you can make him well. I want to prove I’m not doing what you said.”
Munro smiled at her. His heart still weighed heavily from what he’d seen, but at least now he had a glimmer of hope, perhaps even hope for both of them. He stood and met Eilidh’s eyes. “We should move him now,” he said, his voice low. The thought he didn’t want to add was before she changes her mind. Yes, he had hope but also enough experience to understand this wasn’t the end of Rory’s troubles.
Flùranach’s eyes flicked to Eilidh as a thought struck. “I heard that,” the girl said.
Munro turned back to Eilidh, sensing her surprise. “I did not mind-speak to you,” the queen said.
“You don’t have to. You think I’m terrible and my grandfather should sever me. I’m not terrible. I’ll let Rory go to the Halls of Mist, and once he gets better, he’ll tell you how much he loves me. If anyone is terrible, it’s my grandfather.”
Munro frowned with sympathy. “I know you think he’s being harsh, but he’s trying to protect you and Rory both. This has been scary for everyone.”
“He’s the one who lied to the queen, not me. I made a mistake, but he’s the traitor.”
“What?” Eilidh snapped.
“He revealed the truth in his mind when we fought. Queen Cadhla didn’t die. She’s still alive. He held her prisoner for two moons.”
“Impossible,” Eilidh said, but Munro sensed her momentary uncertainty.
“Test him,” Flùranach said mockingly. “If you’re so certain, probe his mind.”
Munro was worried that if they got into this strange twist of an argument, they’d lose their chance to help Rory. He lowered his voice and spoke to Flùranach. “We have to go to the Halls of Mist. We’ll talk about this again when we return, all right?”
“You believe me?” Flùranach said, her eyes full of hope. She’d shifted from angry young woman to frightened child again. “He said you wouldn’t.”
“You did the right thing by telling us,” Munro said, careful with his words. “We’ll definitely look into it when we return.”



Chapter 22
 
The Caledonian fae only used carts for transporting goods, preferring their own two feet over being carried. But at dusk, Eilidh’s servants arranged for Rory to be taken to the portal in as much comfort as possible. While she waited for the other druids to arrive to accompany them, Eilidh pondered Munro’s conversation with Flùranach. As far as the fanciful stories about Oron keeping Cadhla alive, Eilidh wanted to dismiss them, but her thoughts haunted her. The girl had always been trouble. Eilidh trusted Oron with her life. What motive would he have for deceiving her? On the other hand, what if the girl spoke the truth?
The tragedy of the entire situation with Flùranach plagued Eilidh. The girl had so much promise and seemed willing to help Rory, but Eilidh wouldn’t let Flùranach’s crimes go unpunished. As queen, she had to govern from a position of strength. Yes, they needed Flùranach’s abilities, but Eilidh wouldn’t risk being viewed as weak. 
Not only that, but the faeries who’d opposed Eilidh’s reign, the ones afraid of those gifted with the Path of Stars, would be appalled at the use of astral powers to overpower and dominate. The attack went to the heart of their fears of the azuri, and specifically of her. When they discovered the victim of the crime had been draoidh? If Eilidh didn’t react swiftly, she might find the tide turning against her.
She was so lost in thought, she didn’t notice Munro’s approach. “What’s troubling you, my love?” he said, careful to keep his voice low. The others had arrived as the sky darkened and were helping get Rory settled.
Eilidh shook her head. She wasn’t ready to share her fears with him, partly because he still held affection and loyalty to the girl. Despite what she’d done, Quinton wanted to save her. “You handled the situation well,” Eilidh said, hoping to deflect his ever-curious nature. “I hadn’t thought it possible to break a bond, and what’s even more surprising is that she agreed.”
“Are you worried that we’ll discover our bond could be broken?” His deep blue eyes swirled with the new depths of his magic. Eilidh found herself unable to look away.
Griogair saved her from having to answer. He trotted up and said, “We’re ready to depart at your command.” The expression on his face showed he hadn’t missed the intensity of the exchange between Eilidh and Munro. 
Everyone in the courtyard stared at her and Munro. Apparently her mate wasn’t the only one who noticed. How long would they be able to carry on this pretence? It was one thing to be discrete in public, but another to try to fool those they interacted with every day.
“Thank you,” she said to her mate and ignored the chagrin on his face. She didn’t care if expressing her gratitude made her appear common. 
A small honour guard accompanied them, as was traditional on royal visits to the Halls of Mist. She signalled to their leader to depart. They used earth and air flows to propel the vehicle forward, and the others ran behind. Two other faeries gifted with the Path of Stars loped beside Rory’s cart, keeping him almost completely sedated. Although Flùranach had sworn she wanted him taken, some measure of inner conflict must have remained. Come nightfall, Rory had proved reluctant, despite the girl’s claims of desire to help.
They travelled to the portal without incident, allowing Eilidh time to contemplate. She realised how infrequently she had time alone with her thoughts. Usually she had a busy night, bustling from meetings with the joint conclave to hear about matters of state to attending official events, presiding over hearings, and appearing at public functions. Her days were spent with Munro, except in the case of this most recent morning, which she’d spent with Griogair. Their relationship was newly budding, but she enjoyed that their friendship had begun to grow into something deeper. Munro hadn’t been jealous, even going so far as to encourage her to follow what happiness she could find. Somewhere inside, she harboured a niggling worry these relationships would all fall apart, causing her to lose them both.
Munro turned and winked at her from his position ahead. He looked magnificent with his shimmering golden skin and hair. Even the tips of his ears had grown more pointed, enough so she noticed the beginning of a curl. She had to school the smile threatening to cross her lips. Winking at a queen. What was he thinking?
They arrived at the glowing sphere that would transport them to the Halls of Mist, and Eilidh and half her honour guard stepped through first, followed by Griogair, then Munro with the other druids, and finally Rory and the two azuri fae. The remaining Watchers would use their earth powers to propel the cart through the sphere.
The courtyard around the sphere was less populated than usual. The typical stir provoked by a royal arrival hadn’t materialised because their visit had gone unannounced. Griogair wanted Eilidh to proceed to the Caledonian Hall, but she insisted on waiting for Rory. It caused her mate some measure of frustration. He was, she knew, trying to help her maintain the image a queen should. But she reminded him of the importance of the draoidh. She could ill afford any accusation that she didn’t treat them with the respect they deserved. 
In truth, she was worried about Rory. The instant the cart rushed through the blue glow, her fears were proven well-founded. The other druids, having never been to the Halls before, reacted to their arrival much as she expected. They appeared shaken and overwhelmed by the intensity of the magical air in this realm but adapted quickly.
Rory, on the other hand, began to scream. Dozens of faces from all over the kingdoms turned to stare. The druid’s back arched where he lay in the cart. His agonising primal yell thrust Eilidh into action. She rushed to the cart and shouted at the two azuri who had accompanied them. “What happened?” Delving into Rory’s mind, she winced. The spiritual injury looked as though he’d been ripped in two.
“We don’t know, Your Majesty,” a young male faerie replied. “He was subdued and responding to our efforts as we would expect any human to.”
Eilidh grumbled at his tone. “The druid isn’t just any human,” she said. Using her own powers, she quieted his mind enough that he stopped shouting. Still, he was in unmistakable agony.
“Of course, Your Majesty,” the faerie replied.
She glanced toward Munro and Griogair. “I can’t help him. We have to send him back. He’s in too much pain.”
“I’ll take him,” Munro said.
“No,” Eilidh replied, command ringing in her tone. “We need your knowledge of the runes, and we still must make formal introductions between the keepers and the others. Prince Griogair, accompany the druid to Canton Dreich along with my honour guard.” At least by sending her mate and her honour guard, she signalled her respect to the draoidh. Thinking of how her actions would be analysed after the fact pained her, but she would be foolish to imagine her every move wouldn’t be observed and later judged.
For once, her mate approved of her decision. “As you wish,” he replied with a respectful bow of his head. To the guardsmen he said, “We return through the portal. Quickly.”
They moved at once, and the silence that followed came as a relief. Rory’s mind was in a mire, and she prayed to the Mother and Father they would find a way to help.
∞
Munro watched the other druids’ faces as Aaron, Phillip, and Douglas took in what had happened to Rory. They’d only seen him subdued, but when he screamed, none of them could doubt the horror of what Flùranach had done. They responded to Munro’s look with silent nods. They’d told him they were determined to take the risk to discover the potential of their power. They felt vulnerable to the fae. Any one of them had the power to squash the druids, and a few had the ability to invade their minds. Could anyone besides Flùranach impose slavery on the two unbonded druids? None of them wanted to find out. They needed to find their power quickly.
Eilidh led them to the Halls’ library. Her grim determination mirrored their own. Munro had told them about his experience there, so at least they knew what to expect. Aaron seemed wary, Phillip kept quiet as they descended to the main hall, but Douglas appeared excited. Perhaps he had the least to fear. Because he was already joined to Tràth, he didn’t have to worry someone would take his bond.
Much to Munro’s surprise, all of the keepers stood in the main hall of the library. They bowed when the group arrived, but not to Eilidh. They acknowledged the druids one by one before greeting the queen.
“Your Majesty,” Oszlár said. “Welcome.”
“Keeper,” she replied, but Munro sensed the effort required to keep the annoyance out of her voice. Munro knew she too held the druids in high esteem, but despite her struggle to hide her insecurity, every slight to her station worried her. She feared any lapse might indicate a deep disdain for her holding the throne.
“Lord Druid Quinton Munro, we are honoured by your return.”
“My friends want to visit the Source Stone, if that’s okay, and I need to revisit one of the rune groupings, to listen to a particular story again. If Ríona is available, I’d like her to show it to me.”
A worried frown crossed the elderly keeper’s face. “Is Ríona not with you?”
“With me?” Munro said, confused.
The keeper chuckled. “I’m not so old I did not notice how taken she was with you. I inquired, and she confided her intention to declare her desires at the earliest opportunity.” He wrinkled his brow. “The last time I saw her was two nights ago, when you touched the Stone. I assumed she had done as she intended and you were enjoying one another’s companionship.”
Munro thought back, remembering the way she’d laid down beside him after his interaction with the Stone. She had gone by the time he woke, and he hadn’t seen her since. He felt a tickle in his mind as Eilidh wondered at the keeper’s words. The hint of jealousy amused him, considering the nature of their own relationship. “I’m sorry,” Munro said. “I haven’t heard from her. Queen Eilidh asked me to journey to the human realm, and I left without saying farewell to Ríona.”
“Well,” Oszlár said, concern etched on his ancient face. “It is unlike her to have disappeared, but a broken heart can cause even the fae to behave unpredictably at times. Undoubtedly she underestimated your connection to your bonded faerie.” His eyes flicked to Eilidh, then back to Munro. “I will show you the grouping myself, if you wish.”
“Thank you,” Munro said, surprised the keeper rightly suspected he’d rejected Ríona’s advances only because of his attachment to Eilidh.
“I suggest we visit the runes first. If your companions react as strongly as you did to the essence of the Stone, you may wish to accompany them back to the Caledonian Hall.”
“Sure,” Munro said, glancing at the others. “If that’s okay with you?”
Eilidh inclined her head in agreement and the others shrugged, saying they would go along with whatever, not really knowing what to expect.
The elder led them down the library corridors, his curved back and slow walk making the journey take even longer than when Ríona had accompanied Munro the first time. Back then, he hadn’t realised he had the power to read the runes. His skin tingled with anticipation as they approached.
Finally they reached the first rune grouping Ríona and he had examined together, the tale in which humans had battled against the fae and the Andenan queen had lost her life. 
He approached the stone and ran his hands over the surface, finding the place where Ríona had begun. Faeries tended to read from the centre outward, rather than starting at the top and moving from one side to the other. Now he understood that where he started didn’t matter much. Any of the runes would eventually lead him to the beginning, and details would flow until he found the end. 
Munro said the words aloud as he listened to the creator’s story. He quickly realised Ríona had translated it well, but a natural cultural bias made her overlook passages that tripped him up. The battle, he read, was fought with cold steel. When he went over the rune for cold, he translated it as ice steel, not cold steel. Why would humans have elemental swords?
“Oszlár,” Munro said, “What do you make of this?” Munro indicated the passage and related his concerns.
The keeper approached and touched the runes. His fingers travelled over the stone’s surface, moving away from that passage to others nearby, then back again. “The swords were not truly elemental,” Oszlár concluded. “However…” he tapped the stone, his wrinkles furrowing even deeper as he frowned. “There is an indication of magic.”
“An enchantment?” Douglas asked.
Oszlár raised an eyebrow. “Yes, that is a good description. The sword was undoubtedly iron but, according to this, had properties of elemental ice.”
“How does this help Rory?” Aaron asked.
“It doesn’t,” Munro said. “I’m still searching for the right part.” He continued listening to the tale but filed away that interesting bit of knowledge. He couldn’t place the exact human era from the details given, but iron weapons meant the runes were no more than roughly three thousand years. That sounded like forever, but in terms of fae history, when a faerie’s lifetime might extend over a thousand years, three millennium wasn’t long. Did any of these enchanted weapons still exist? He wanted to get his hands on one, but carried on reading, trying to focus on Rory.
He went through the tale until he reached the point of the queen’s death.
The queen of Andena, surrounded by the corpses of her brothers (companions, comrades), wept as the humans approached. They were led by the one who had been her own slave.


Munro stopped. Slave. Bondsman. The queen had been fighting against a human contingent led by her own druid. When Ríona read the tale, she’d made it clear the humans had once been enslaved by the fae and later escaped, but she hadn’t emphasised the relationship. Why had Ríona brought him to this rune grouping first? At the time, he hadn’t questioned her choice, being so mesmerised by the whole concept of runes. 
She released the essence binding her cuts (slices), and she bled rivers. Her features (face, expression) paled as the magic seeped through open wounds. She was dying.


The cry, “Stop!” (Staunch! Desist!) came from the lips of the human leader. “Your vanity will kill us both. We seek not your death (end) but merely our freedom (release).”


The white (pale) queen said, “Your devotion is surely ended (finished, complete).” The human cried out, but the royal died quietly, her defeat accomplished. Upon her departure, the tradition of human bondage broke, and the fae of Andena vowed to never again ally (match, consort) with treacherous human creatures.


Munro looked at Eilidh. This Andenan queen had to be an azuri if she had a bonded druid. Likely a blood faerie if she used magic to bind her own wounds. What happened to make him go to war with her to secure his freedom?
“Your devotion…” Eilidh whispered, stepping forward and placing a hand on Munro’s shoulder. The words that created their bond were ancient ones. Dem’ontar-che. Love or devotion, in the ancient fae language, but more than love: faith and loyalty to the point of servitude. Their bond had been a mutual one, but Flùranach proved not every bond had to be made that way. If Eilidh had not completed the bond by repeating the words herself, would Munro be enslaved to her the way Rory was to Flùranach?
“There are two ways to save Rory,” Munro said. “The bond can be repaired or broken.”
“You know the exact words she needs to say?” Aaron asked.
“Yes,” Munro said. “And I suspect Flùranach does too.” Just as the binding words had come to him by instinct, so did the ancient fae phrase that would grant release, once he accepted they must exist. They teased at him. He glanced at Eilidh. He knew she felt them too. And he understood Flùranach had to repeat the ancient words, thus binding herself to the same loyalty, devotion, and servitude to Rory, or she had to release him, as the Andenan queen had done on the day of her death. “The question is,” Munro said, “do we give her the choice of which way to go?”
“We may have to,” Eilidh said quietly. “Even an elder would find it difficult to force an astral faerie of her power to put the necessary intent into the words against her will. More importantly, I cannot allow the conclave to use such brutal force on the girl, even if such a method exists.”
“If she doesn’t mean the words, they won’t work,” Munro said. Although he had no desire to test the magic, he believed if he said the words of release, the bond wouldn’t break unless he put his heart into them.
“I look forward,” Oszlár said, “to having the draoidh among us again. You will bring new understanding to our scholars. I hope you will consider making your home in the Halls of Mist, studying with us and perhaps someday taking on the mantle of keeper.”
Munro nodded. “We have a lot to think about, but I’m certain I’ll spend a lot of time here in the future.” The many vaults intrigued him, and he wanted to know more about the ancient druids who once lived like gods but somehow descended into slaves, then outcasts.
Oszlár inclined his head. “Shall we introduce your brethren to the Source Stone now?”
Munro agreed. When they returned to the central hall, Oszlár politely advised that Eilidh should stay behind. Although he couched his words as a suggestion, he made it clear the keepers allowed no one but themselves to be in direct contact with the Source Stone. Munro was curious why, but he didn’t get the opportunity to ask because Eilidh agreed to the keeper’s request.
The old faerie led the druids to the lower vault where the Source Stone rested. As Munro glanced around the room, he saw the rune-covered walls with new eyes. They cried out with meaning, as though the ghosts of a thousand draoidh stood with him. The Stone itself wasn’t the only enchantment present, and he wondered if the walls protected the artefact, amplified its effects, or subdued them. Oszlár smiled at him. “You wear a lifetime of questions on your face.”
Munro nodded. “Reading that story about the old Andenan queen reminded me that when Ríona first showed me the rune for druid, I said you used the wrong mark. But did you? My predecessors have been both revered and enslaved. I suppose I was the one who was wrong.”
“Not entirely,” Oszlár said. He didn’t take the time to expand on his thoughts. Instead, he and the other keepers raised the Source Stone with their rhythmic chanting and revealed the artefact to the druids, just as they did for Munro days before. 
Because the other three hadn’t ever created runes, Munro wasn’t sure if they would have a similar experience with the Stone. He felt like he drifted in a world where he didn’t know the rules. The few rules he had been taught had been based on untruths. Who could he trust? He looked at the runes on the walls. Them. He could trust them. The ones that came before. When a rune spoke the truth, every cell in Munro’s body vibrated in sync with it. He understood now why no runes were myths or tales, and why the Killbourne Wall was such an anomaly. Of course, that story wasn’t a lie, but the truth had been so difficult for the fae to accept that they’d created a fiction to help them cope.
Phillip approached the stone first, and a blue, glowing energy enveloped him. The others joined him, kneeling around the stone with their hands on its cool surface. A heady tension filled the room. The energy crackled, almost sexual in its intensity. Munro watched them, taking an involuntary step closer. The Stone drew him. The keepers had a similar reaction. Their faces were enraptured as the druids coursed with primal power, groaning as the flows wracked their bodies.
Munro felt the surge down to his bones and watched, entranced as the magic took hold of his three friends. They changed before his eyes, and he realised he was witnessing their evolution. What would happen if they continued to visit this place, if they gathered enough druids to create a new Source Stone, new gates, new life? The limitless possibilities were both exciting and overwhelming. 
Lost in his thoughts, Munro shook his head, startled to realise the others were being helped away. He had wondered if he would lose consciousness like he did the first time he encountered the Stone, but he simply felt a driving hunger to create, or at least to hold a stone in his hand, to feel its texture and depth, the time and life within. 
The keepers helped the druids out the door and back to the main area of the library, where capable hands were prepared to escort them to the Caledonian Hall to rest. Just as Munro started to leave, Oszlár pulled him aside. “There are changes ahead for all of us,” he said cautiously. “The fae need you. Many will fear the return of the draoidh, but you are our best hope to keep our people from dying out.”
“Dying?” Munro said. “I don’t understand.”
“We need our connection to the human realm. Only there can we offer the sacrifices to the Mother of the Earth.”
Munro nodded. He knew fae couples who wished to conceive travelled to the realm where humans lived to ask their goddess for the blessing of fertility. He’d understood the custom was more than a meaningless tradition but had never bothered to learn more.
“The human realm encroaches. Entire kingdoms have disappeared as the gates crumble, and modern influence destroys the borderlands. Only you have the power to repair what has been broken. Without the draoidh, we are on a long, slow death march to oblivion.”
Munro listened, uncertain how to process the warning or what he was expected to do. Obviously the keepers had showed him and the others the Source Stone for a reason. They knew a lot more than they said but seemed to be in no rush to fill him in. It was just as well, perhaps. He wasn’t sure how much more he could handle. He feared he was losing his grip on his humanity one small moment at a time.
Oszlár’s wrinkled face cracked into a knowing smile. “Don’t worry. The future will take care of itself. You’re here now. That’s what matters. Go. Take care of your friends. They need rest, as you well know.”
Munro turned to find the others had been helped away, but Eilidh still waited for him. He wanted to take her hand but held himself back. She reached out and put her hand on his arm. “Are you well? Do you need assistance?” she asked.
“No,” he said. “I’m fine.”
She looked thoughtful as they left, walking toward the long, winding staircase together. “Was your first experience with the Stone as intense as the others’?”
“Yes,” he said.
“I had no idea. I should have been here.”
When they were finally alone in the stairwell, he squeezed her hand. “You were needed elsewhere.”
She nodded and only let go of his fingers when they ascended into the public square around the portal sphere. They walked together over the long bridge to the Caledonian Hall. For the first time, the strange mists that curled below and reached into infinite depths did not bother him. “We will not be able to keep the truth secret for long,” she said.
He glanced at her as they entered the Hall. Servants scurried and bowed, performing a dance-like routine to tend their queen.
When she caught his expression, she added, “About the druids’ power.”
“Ah,” he said. He had wondered for a peculiar moment if she meant their relationship, but he had to shake off his fleeting disappointment. “Aye, the physical changes might be written off to exposure to the Otherworld air, but with so many keepers and all the others who witnessed what happened today, no doubt the word is already spreading.”
The morning approached, and they ascended the stairs to go to their rooms. Munro supposed he still had use of the same suite he’d occupied a few days before. He and Eilidh didn’t visit the Halls enough for him to have established anything permanent, but he’d left a few things behind. 
The head steward for the Hall approached and bowed before the queen. “Your Majesty, a message has arrived from the prince-consort. With your blessing, he will be staying at Canton Dreich until your return, unless you require his presence.”
Eilidh nodded. “Return a message that my mate has my blessing to continue as he sees fit.” She hesitated before adding, “Write that I look forward to seeing him upon my return.” She blushed slightly, but Munro pretended not to notice.
The steward bowed with a subtle smile. “As you command.”
“Where have the druids been taken?” she asked.
“The East Wing, Your Majesty,” he said. 
He moved forward as though he planned to escort them, but Eilidh waved him off. “I know where it is,” she said.
“Of course, Your Majesty. The druid lords are together in the fifth suite. The keepers’ servants suggested keeping them together would help the healers appropriately monitor and tend to their needs.” He seemed almost apologetic at having put the druid lords in such conditions, but those suites could comfortably accommodate three. The largest in that part of the Caledonian Hall complex could probably hold ten.
As they walked away, Munro wondered if, after they’d seen the druids, he could talk Eilidh into spending the day with him. He knew from his own experience his friends would likely want to sleep for hours, and with Griogair in Caledonia, he might as well take the opportunity to be alone with her. He wanted to talk, but he also wanted to hold her and reassure himself they weren’t drifting apart. The closeness of their bond told him she was as tied to him as ever, yet the story of the dead Andenan queen shook them both. He’d never realised how much comfort he’d taken in the idea that their bond couldn’t be broken.
When they arrived at the East Wing, he glanced down the corridor. Two Watchers stood outside his chamber door. “That’s odd,” he said. “Why would they be guarding my room?”
Eilidh followed his line of sight. “I don’t know,” she said. “Might Ríona be waiting for you?” Lowering her voice she said, “If the girl is as enthralled with you as Oszlár says…”
“I did nothing to encourage her,” Munro said, still pondering the guards. “I want to check this out.” He strode down the hall. Rather than going into the druids’ room, Eilidh followed him.
“Are you certain?” she asked playfully as they walked. “I’ve not found you too adept at picking up the signals of a woman’s attraction. Perhaps you are equally unaware of your own charms.” I’ve found that thing you do with your tongue quite charming indeed, she sent to his mind.
Munro laughed and had to resist the urge to stop and kiss her. For a brief moment, he believed everything was going to be all right.
They slowed as they approached the door, and the two Watchers saluted. “Why are you guarding my rooms?” he asked.
They stared at him, obviously confused. “You told us to, Lord Druid.”
He glanced at Eilidh, then turned back to them. “When?”
“Yestereve.”
Munro shook his head. “Two days ago, I left when Her Majesty requested I travel to the human realm.”
One of the Watchers frowned, his black eyebrows crinkling together. “But you returned, my lord.”
“I can attest he hasn’t,” Eilidh said. “Our bond nearly closes completely when we are separated by the Halls’ portal. He has, as he claimed, been either in the human realm or with me.” 
“Was this person masquerading as me alone?” Munro asked.
The Watchers shook their heads. “No, my lord. You were…I mean he was accompanied by two scholars, Ríona and Dwel of Andena.”
“And did the three depart together?”
“No, my lord. The two males departed together but told us the scholar Ríona was resting and required our protection. We didn’t question his word.” He stared at Munro. “I would have sworn on my life it was you.”
Eilidh signalled for them to step away from the door. “Draw arms,” she said quietly.
The two fae Watchers immediately conjured elemental swords: one of sharp black stone and the other red, its surface flowing like molten lava.
With a whisper, Eilidh made a glowing shield that surrounded the four of them. She nodded to one of the Watchers to open the door, and a curved sword appeared in her hand. It looked like iron, but it flowed with alternating streaks of ice and fire. As a Watcher, she’d been trained to use weapons, but was only able to conjure an elemental sword after the bonding. 
They stepped inside the main room and immediately an invisible barrier broke, releasing a whoosh of foul-smelling air. “Check the side rooms,” Munro said to the two Watchers. Eilidh whispered incantations, and they moved swiftly but with caution.
Within seconds one of them called, “In here,” from the direction of Munro’s bed chamber. 
He stepped through but was unprepared for what he found. His bile rose as he took in the sight of Ríona’s body. She had been dead at least a day, and her death had not been a pleasant one. The smell of vomit and blood assaulted his senses. “She’s been tortured,” he said quietly.
Eilidh hid her disgust and sorrow well. “Why?” she asked. “Why would anyone do this to your translator? You hardly knew her.”
Munro wouldn’t let himself look away. He felt responsible. “For the same reason someone killed your prisoner while wearing my face. For the same reason someone killed a hundred people at Nir Doute. Eilidh, this isn’t just about destabilising your throne. This is personal.”
She nodded. “Untie her,” she said to the Watchers. “And cover her, then call for a priest to prepare her body for return to her people.”
“No,” Munro said. “Not yet.” He pressed his eyes closed and breathed in, aware of the other three watching him closely. Doing his best to keep calm, he went to Ríona’s body and examined the ropes binding her to his bed. The knots were strong but didn’t appear expertly done or uniform. She was nude, and had small burns covering her in long strips. “This looks like a lash of some kind, but burning. Elemental?”
Eilidh stepped closer. “Perhaps, but weak.”
“Like the empty rune burned on the wall,” he said thoughtfully. “But no doubt this hurt. She must have been in agony.” He glanced at the door. “I wonder why no one heard her.” He continued to examine the body, trying desperately to forget it was someone he knew, someone he’d laughed with, someone who’d lay beside him when he was weak and thought he was dying. He gestured to the cuts. “None of these are deep enough to have caused her death. There’s hardly any blood, besides a trickle here and there.” He turned her gently but found no large wounds on her back.
“Then why did she die?” one of the Watchers asked.
Munro said, “I’m no doctor, so I can only guess. See her eyes? The blood spots? They suggest she was suffocated. No bruising or marks on her neck though, so not strangled.” He glanced up. “What was that when we walked in? Was this room shielded?”
Eilidh nodded. “Completely stilled by a bubble around the room. Strong enough to block the sound while they did this to her and to keep the smell from spreading after they were gone.”
“Air flows could easily smother her. We’re looking for someone with strong air talents and weak fire then?”
“One must be an azuri to create an illusion to lead Ríona here and fool two experienced Watchers. The other must have been gifted in the Ways of Earth to have air talents strong enough to keep this room sealed for an entire day.”
Munro realised something. “Wouldn’t the seal have broken if they went through the portal? They must still be here.”
“At least one of them, yes,” Eilidh said, then turned to the Watcher. “Seal the Caledonian Hall. No one goes in or out. No one. Not even someone who looks like me. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
She stared hard at both of them. “The Hall is sealed until I mind-speak my command to all and show you my elemental sword.” 
Smart, Munro thought. Only the strongest azuri fae could mind-speak. As far as he knew, she was the only one in Caledonia. But just in case someone had mastered the ability secretly, only a faerie gifted in three of four earth spheres could produce a sword like hers. That would require an azuri with a bonded druid, because even the strongest earth faerie typically had gifts in one sphere, with only minor abilities in one or two others.
They saluted in unison, and she dismissed them. To Munro she said, “Come. Let us get out of this room. I’ll seal it against intrusion until I can order Ríona safely sent home.” Then she added, “I’m very sorry about your friend.”
Munro nodded, the grim weight of her death on his shoulders. “So am I.”



Chapter 23
 
The Watchers searched the Caledonian Hall from the kitchens and service hall to Eilidh’s quarters. They were in danger of falling prey to illusions, so Eilidh connected with the astral plane to search for the ripples of someone casting the stars. The strain of the intense focus required left Eilidh vulnerable. Munro stayed with her in one of the Hall’s large reception rooms, talking as he paced the long aisle between the door and her large damask seat. 
She barely heard what he said. Her mind travelled the corridors one by one as her soldiers searched. Other than the usual service staff, the Hall remained largely unpopulated, with no courtiers or residents other than Munro and Ríona occupying the guest quarters. Four scholars were more or less permanent occupants who lived there but studied at various Halls. Some of the larger fae kingdoms kept cultural treasures on display in their Halls and even had libraries of their own, which contained script documents and whatever artefacts the keepers deemed not appropriate for the main collection. Eilidh asked Watchers to bring those four scholars to her. 
When they arrived, she prepared to break off her astral search, but Munro interceded, greeting them. “Thank you for coming,” he said. “There has been a murder, and the queen wished to verify your safety herself.”
“A murder?” one of them asked. Eilidh thought the voice belonged to Tolbin, an expert in ancient dialects.
“Yes,” Munro replied. “My research assistant, Ríona, has been killed by a traitor to Caledonia.”
The four guests murmured their shock, and Eilidh realised they must have known Ríona well. The scholarly community tended to reject outsiders, but they had great respect for each other. The camaraderie extended even to those with whom they disagreed or from kingdoms with which their own might be at war.
“Who would dare violate the Halls of Mist?” Tolbin asked, directing his question to the other scholars. “It’s unheard of.”
“We are determined to find out,” Munro said. “The queen is scanning the Caledonian Hall and no one will enter or leave until we are satisfied Ríona’s killer has gone. Would each of you submit to the queen’s questions, to allow your minds to be probed?”
Eilidh started. She hadn’t intended to ask them that. The request was invasive, even insulting, and judging by their reactions, the Hall’s guests felt the same way.
Munro did his best to smooth over the affront. “I know what we’re asking is unusual, but you may have observed something important, something you don’t even realise, a detail, a person out of place or who behaved oddly. If Her Majesty can help you retrieve this information, we can ensure Ríona finds her proper rest.”
His convincing words impressed Eilidh. How could they refuse such a reasonable request? Ríona was one of their own, and by treating them as valuable witnesses instead of suspects, he’d brought them around.
“Of course,” Tolbin said. “Anything we can do to help.”
“The process may take a few moments. I would send for refreshment, but the kitchen will be in disarray as the Watchers continue their search. We do have some fine honeyed froth to offer, if you’re so inclined.”
“Thank you, my lord druid,” Tolbin replied, and the five of them went to the other side of the reception room. They chatted softly. The faeries wanted to hear about what happened to Ríona, and Munro was surprisingly forthcoming. Eilidh wondered if he realised the significance of the title Tolbin used. A few Watchers and servants had begun calling him my
lord druid, but for faeries of these scholars’ influence to use the phrase showed a significant acceptance of his status. Their choice also indicated they already knew about the keepers’ assessment.
Eilidh continued her sweep of the Hall. This small group, at least, was in good hands. She sensed the Watchers roaming the corridors and the alarm of the servants, but nothing stood out. She touched the minds nearby. All were in the precise state she might predict: shocked, worried, frightened, and in the case of the Watchers, energised and determined. None had the frame of mind she would expect from a killer, and she detected no unusual surges of earth or azuri power. 
The lack of success frustrated her. The killer might be in a different kingdom’s Hall, and she had no right to search or question anyone outside her small domain. Could another kingdom be intentionally harbouring the killer? The assassin who killed Leith may have come from without Caledonia if another kingdom had trained azuri. Although some were more tolerant than Caledonia once had been, that seemed a stretch. Caledonia had grown into a haven for azuri since she became queen. Refugees arrived from every single one of the other nations. Had one of them simply been a spy, sent to Caledonia to attempt to destabilise it?
With chagrin, she realised her concentration had lapsed and she’d lost track of the search. It mattered little. She was finding nothing. Only the druids’ guest suite where Aaron, Philip, and Douglas lay vulnerable and unconscious showed any strange magical activity. The druids’ encounter with the Source Stone caused a massive shift in their being. The remarkable transformations fascinated Eilidh and caused a glowing in her mind that distracted her, but they were of no relevance to the search for Ríona’s killer. The two Watchers who had guarded Ríona’s room now secured the sleeping druids, so Eilidh moved on without worry.
She turned her thoughts to the four scholars. They were, she saw instantly, exactly what they appeared. She detected their earth powers with ease. None were strong, as was common with scholars, but all were undoubtedly earth fae and none gifted with air.
With a glance at Munro, she shook her head. These scholars could offer no help. He said a quiet word to the group. The faerie men appeared as though they almost enjoyed the scandal and dread. 
Munro walked over to Eilidh. “Nothing?” he asked quietly.
“Not a single thing is out of order. Perhaps the killer is of another kingdom and within their Hall.”
Munro shook his head. “I can’t see it. This attack was too personal. Ríona’s only crime was being attached to me. This killer went a long way to implicate me in two deaths. Would another faerie queen really go to that trouble?”
Eilidh shook her head. “Many would gain if my reign fell, especially because I have no obvious successor.”
“Who the most?” Munro asked.
“Our nearest rival is Vinye of Andena. It always causes difficulty when two kingdoms share borders in the human realms. The islands are small, and her territory tiny, even compared to Caledonia. The human wastes encroach on the Andenan lands more than ours. But Vinye has been remarkably friendly, surprising everyone with her public support and gifts to Caledonia. Besides, no outsider would have cause to implicate you, especially as the first murder happened before even you knew of your draoidh status.” With a sigh she said, “This is no use. We will not find our killer today. He has gone.” She sent a thought message to all within the Hall. Open the doors and return to your duties.
Within moments, five Watchers appeared at the reception room. Eilidh repeated her command and showed them her elemental sword. They disbursed to spread the word to stand down. Reluctantly, the four scholars also departed, chattering excitedly about the night’s events.
A presence brushed against Eilidh’s thoughts, a slight flutter she may not have noticed if her senses weren’t heightened from her recent intense use of the astral flows.
“Quinton,” she hissed. “He is here.” Her gaze went to the door. She nearly expected the killer to burst in. Without thinking, she raised a clumsy shield of air around her. Her practice in the earth powers was less sophisticated than her refined training in astral flows.
“Where?” Munro asked, rushing to her, stopping only when he reached the barrier surrounding her.
“I can’t tell,” she said, frustration welling. She hurried to scan the Caledonian Hall again, but the complex was large, and she had little time. “I find no anomalies other than in the druids’ rooms.”
Without missing a beat, Munro burst into a run, moving with the startling speed of the fae.
Eilidh sent out one more mind-speak message. I know who you are. She sent the thought to all, knowing it would only have significance to one. Then she followed Munro to the East Wing, arriving quickly behind him. The two Watchers who had guarded the corridor lay dead between the two suites, angry red marks encircling their necks.
Munro moved toward the arch. The flux of power still surrounded the druids within. “Wait,” she said. “You are unarmed and ill-equipped to face this killer. I will send for Watchers.”
“You want me to leave my friends alone and unconscious in the hands of someone who’s killed twice already?” His face flushed with anger.
“Yes,” Eilidh said.
“I don’t think so,” Munro replied and stepped into the room. 
Only a second behind, Eilidh stopped short when she saw who was inside.
Cadhla stood in the centre of the three unconscious druids. She wielded a sword of elemental ice and summoned a crackling shield of air around her. The druids hung in the air, propped upright as though by invisible strings. The former queen of Caledonia was dressed as a servant, but none would mistake her delicate features and curved red lips, no matter how dull her hair or grimy her hands. Why was she not disguised? Had her azuri conspirator abandoned her or had Cadhla ordered him to drop the illusion that would allow her to pass for a servant?
“Cadhla,” Eilidh spat. “What are you doing to them?” Eilidh’s mind raced. So Flùranach had been telling the truth. Cadhla was alive. Did this mean Oron had betrayed her as the girl claimed? Why would he hate her so much? It had been his idea to raise her as queen. Why would he do such a thing only to tear her down again? Was this about revenge against Caledonia itself, the kingdom that had exiled him for a thousand years?
“Getting rid of the only thing that could bolster your failed reign.” Her eyes flicked to Munro. “We did our best to discredit this one, but unfortunately you’re too smitten with him to see what an evil force he is.”
Eilidh resisted the urge to look at Munro. She sensed his presence beside her, strong and focused, and that was enough. “Release the druids, Cadhla. Let them go, and perhaps I will let you live. I extended mercy to you once before.”
“Mercy?” Cadhla spat on the ground at Eilidh’s feet. “That is what I think of your mercy.” Her mouth twisted into a cruel sneer. “If your beloved Oron had not freed me from my captivity, I would still be there, tortured and broken.”
Eilidh hid her pain under a perfect mask, but inwardly she was in turmoil. Why would Oron carry on such a deception? Why secretly keep Cadhla alive, torture her, and then release her?
“Oron would never betray the queen,” Munro said calmly. “Your lies are pathetic.”
“You dare speak to me?” Cadhla shouted. “You human filth. Do you know what’s pathetic? You and these other weak creatures preparing to parade around as though you were the draoidh of old.” The former queen shifted her eyes to Eilidh. “And you would allow them to do this, to destroy the kingdom I worked my entire life to build? You would jeopardise our race to justify your disgusting affair with him. Ríona told me Griogair doesn’t even lie with you. He might have been a worthless whore of a prince, but he never complained about coming to my bed. As cold as an empty rune, he called you.” Cadhla laughed at the stricken expression on Munro’s face. “And you never suspected she was spying on you, reporting every conversation to me.” She turned her gaze to Eilidh. “Just as you never suspected Oron, who served me from even before you were raised.”
Eilidh’s mind rejected the idea of Oron’s betrayal. None of this made any sense.
“If she was your spy, why did you kill her?” Munro said, his voice even but low and dangerous.
Cadhla’s smile faded. “Because you and the other humans infected her mind with your ridiculous draoidh lies. She actually started to believe you are what you pretend to be. I was content to work quietly and in the shadows until she told me of your relentless ambition. I might let Caledonia crumble to rid itself of the puppet queen, but I will not permit you to bring our entire race to its end.”
Eilidh conjured illusions of Griogair and Tràth, of Oron and the other conclave members. They all began speaking to Cadhla at once, but she ignored them and stared directly at Eilidh. The illusions shifted to nightmares, but still Cadhla seemed unfazed.
Four Watchers entered, elemental swords appearing in their hands. These were no illusions, and somehow Cadhla sensed the truth.
Cadhla took her sword and without warning, thrust it through Phillip’s belly. Thick red blood bubbled out of the druid’s midsection. Still unconscious, he didn’t make a sound. The warping magic around the three druids dimmed substantially as he hung mid-air, dying.
“You won’t get out of here alive if you kill them, Cadhla,” Munro said, his voice tight and his fury roiling.
Eilidh probed the shield around Cadhla and the druids. No physical attack would penetrate.
The former queen smirked. “I won’t get out of here alive then. I’ve already died once. I can do so again. I have strong allies. Ones that would certainly surprise you. Ones you trust.”
Cadhla had clearly trained to recognise illusions, confirming she did have at least one azuri aiding her, but that didn’t mean she was immune to all astral magic. With one quick strike, Eilidh sent a penetrating slice of pain into Cadhla’s head, a trick Oron had only recently taught her. The queen gasped and faltered enough that the three druids fell to her feet in heaps. Recovering quickly, Cadhla raised her sword again. 
Desperate to save the druids’ lives, Eilidh did the only thing she could think of. Without her illusions and with pain induction barely fazing her opponent, Eilidh screamed. With her mind-speaking ability, she sent an extended, siren-like shriek directly into the former queen’s mind, coupling it with ear-popping pain. Her attack was desperate and unfocused, and Munro and the Watchers were crippled by the sound. Although Cadhla did not collapse, her shield of air faltered. Eilidh instantly replaced the barrier with one of her own, holding Cadhla in a tight grip. Without hesitation, Eilidh delved for the source of Cadhla’s magic. Severing was a fate worse than death for any faerie, but Eilidh had to strike quickly and fearlessly. She found the process more difficult than expected, like trying to cut down a tree with her fingernails. Usually such a manoeuvre would require five well-trained elder faeries. But Eilidh didn’t let up on her assault on the queen’s mind, and eventually Cadhla buckled. With one final strike, Eilidh severed Cadhla’s connection to the flows of magic. 
Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm Eilidh. Although she wobbled, she managed to keep to her feet. The men groaned in pain all around her.
Cadhla wailed as she realised her magic was gone completely and irrevocably. “Why don’t you kill me?” she screamed.
“Shut up,” Eilidh said. Weary and tired, she bound her former rival’s mouth with air. Going to each of her Watchers and trying to soothe the pain she’d caused with her scream, she charged them to take custody of Cadhla. Without her magic, she would hardly be a threat, but she was still violent and devious. Eilidh cautioned them not to underestimate her.
“Quinton,” she said, “Quinton, we must go. Can you stand?”
He was dazed but uninjured. Getting to his feet, his gaze went to Phillip. “Is he dead?”
Eilidh nodded. “I can’t feel his light anymore.”
“Goddamnit.” Munro scrubbed his hand through his hair, grief and pain etched into his features.
“We must go quickly,” Eilidh said. “The Watchers will take care of our friends, including Phillip.”
“Where are we going?” he asked.
“Someone brushed my mind. Someone with azuri powers, so not Cadhla.” She didn’t want to say it, but she knew she had to consider Oron. “Her accomplice, whoever he is, must have been nearby. I fear he may head for the kingdom. He will not want his true identity known, so he will have to use that of another. A Caledonian identity token could not be easily faked. The embedded rune is weak, as it is fae-made and not like the powerful draoidh runes, but illusion won’t disguise the magic within.”
Munro’s eyes narrowed. “Ríona. Someone disguised as her and bearing her token would be allowed to pass.”
“By shutting the Hall, I helped him escape,” Eilidh said with frustration. “Ríona bore the token of the keepers, and they travel into any kingdom with little challenge.”
“Let’s go,” Munro said. Before they left, he turned to the Watchers. “Protect them with your life,” he said, indicating Aaron and Douglas. “They are my friends, but they are also vital to our kingdom.”
“Yes, Lord Druid,” their leader replied with a salute.
“We must hurry,” Eilidh reminded him, and they rushed through the Hall toward the portal.
∞
Rory woke as he often did: tired, weak, and full of fear and anguish. Flùranach dominated his confused and cloudy thoughts. He knew what she experienced every moment of the day and night. If she was distressed, the misery became his. Without a doubt, his only respite would come if he made her happy. His mind cried out against it, but he had to survive, and this was the only way. Sometimes life turned shitty, and this perversity was the lot he drew.
A figure stood in the half-opened door, and he immediately recognised Flùranach. She was like a bright light burning his eyes. He struggled to look away despite the pain. The burden in her heart weighed on his chest.
“Hi,” she said softly. The beauty that once enticed him turned his stomach.
“Hi.”
“Are you okay?” she asked.
He stared, unflinching, doing his best to gather his strength. If he would survive, he had to make her happy. Giving the best smile he could muster, he said, “Sure.”
A choked sob escaped her lips, and his chest tightened with her dismay. She knelt beside his bed, and he fought the urge to scoot away. “Rory, please don’t hate me.”
“I don’t,” he said, but even to his own ears, the words sounded forced. Doing his best to shove aside his true emotions, he softened his tone. “I could never hate you.” He had to soothe her pain to get relief from his own.
She lifted a hand as though to touch his arm but hesitated, holding her fingers in mid-air a moment before withdrawing. “Munro talked to me before. Did you overhear?”
Rory shook his head. He vaguely remembered seeing his friend, but the recollection blurred. One thing he did recall was muffled voices from Flùranach’s room. Her anguish had sent barbed spikes of sorrow into his heart.
Whatever she’d expected, Flùranach appeared relieved Rory hadn’t heard the conversation. “I came to say goodbye,” she said, her voice small and childlike.
Panic rose in his chest. He remembered being shuttled through a portal and something cutting off his connection from Flùranach. He’d never experienced such pain in his life. “No,” he said. “You can’t go. Please. It hurts so much.”
“Don’t worry,” she said. “I won’t let anything harm you.” This time she did touch his arm, but when he winced involuntarily, she stopped.
A thought came to him through the mist of his confusion. “Where’s Oron?” He knew the old faerie kept Flùranach not only separated from her power, but from Rory. No matter how he’d begged to be in the same room with her, Oron refused to relent.
“I don’t know,” she said. “I heard people talking, then shouting and faeries fighting. The shields holding me wavered. Then whoever came ran away. My grandfather unbolted my door and told me I must stay. He made me promise not to leave my room. I’ve never seen him like that. He held my power for a while, but I could feel him getting further away. Eventually, the shielding vanished.”
Rory’s mind reeled. He couldn’t imagine what would have made Oron go and leave Flùranach unattended.
“I had to try to see you, talk to you. I waited a while, wondering if he would come back, but he didn’t. So I used my power to unlatch the door. It was hard and took a long time. I’m not used to moving physical objects with my mind, but I managed.” She shivered. “There’s two dead bodies out there. My guards, I suppose. I didn’t know them.”
“You didn’t…”
“No,” she said quickly. “They were dead when I got there.”
Rory hated that her presence brought him relief. Two different emotions battled within him, leaving no room for him to wonder or worry about the fate of the faeries in the next room. Part of him wanted Flùranach imprisoned and punished for what she’d done to him. On the other hand, as long as they made her unhappy, his life would be unbearable, so much so that he’d considered ending it. The crazy thing was that his mind wouldn’t let him hurt himself because his death would hurt Flùranach. Wherever she went and whatever she did from now on, he had to follow and help her. This was his punishment for going against the queen’s orders and for lusting after Flùranach. “Are we running away again?”
She sighed but didn’t immediately reply. “Will you make me a promise?”
“Of course,” he said. As though he could refuse?
“Promise me no matter what happens, you’ll remember what our life was like before, back when we were happy and I was your giggle-goat.”
He tried to smile, but her sorrow weighed on him. The minutes stretched. It should be an easy promise to make. “Those were good days,” he said finally.
“Take my hand. One last time.” She held out her small hand and waited.
He couldn’t fight her. She held his will in a vice. His bear-like hand enveloped her smaller one. When they touched, the intensity of their connection increased. Her grief flooded his mind, and a groan escaped his lips. In the midst of it all, he sensed her determination. He clung to that as tightly as possible.
“Rory.” She said his name like a command. His attention snapped to her. “The words came to me. Quietly at first, but then more insistently. Two phrases. One might repair our bond and make the link more natural. I’d have to submit to you the same way you have to me. But we would become more like what we wanted.”
“And the other?”
“The other would release my hold on you. We’d be forever separated and possibly never able to bond with another.” 
Rory’s mind spun. She found a way to release him?
“What if I offer you a choice? Do you want to stay my druid? If it didn’t hurt? You told me once you would like that. I’m starting to understand my gifts a little. I don’t think just any azuri could do what I’ve done. Nobody else can recognise the place the bond happens and touch the cords.” She paused, and when he didn’t answer, she repeated, “Do you want to stay my druid?”
He wanted to scream no. Even if it meant he could never bond another, he couldn’t bear the idea of being tied to her forever. But no matter the truth, the slave bond wouldn’t let him hurt her. “Of course I do,” he whispered. Hot tears streamed down his face. He couldn’t look at her.
She sighed, sadness bearing down on her heart. “Betrale
to denna dem’ontar-che.” The words left her lips like an incantation. Nothing happened. She watched his face, then frowned. “I was sure…”
The rest of her words were swallowed in a fog as Rory’s mind closed down. He couldn’t see or hear her, but for the first time in a long time, he felt at peace. He didn’t want to leave the serenity of the moment, but the sensation passed. Opening his eyes, he stared into hers. 
“Do you hate me?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said and pulled his hand back from hers. When he saw the hurt on her face, he smiled with relief at not being forced to experience her pain. But then remorse flooded him. After all she’d done, all the damage she caused, and what she stole from him, why did he feel compassion for her? “But I don’t want to,” he added. The words were a half-truth, but it was the best he could do.
She turned to leave and he asked her, “Where will you go?”
She looked back at him, tears streaming down her face. “The human realm scares me, but I have little choice. No kingdom would have me after what I did.”
He hesitated, then said, “Don’t go.”
“If I stay, they’ll kill me. Now that you’re free, my death will hurt no one.”
He wanted to tell her to leave. What did he care? She’d ruined his life. Everyone knew what she’d done to him, and nobody would ever look at him the same. Worse than that, any hope he had of making a real bond was gone. He’d never be able to have that deep, loving connection he knew Munro and Douglas had with Eilidh and Tràth. “We need you,” he said finally. “You can find druids. Who knows how many more of us are out there?”
For the first time, a small light went on in her face. “Does this mean you forgive me?”
His words might mean the difference between building up the druid brotherhood and them being the only ones for a very long time to come. With more, they would develop their powers, learn, grow. He should lie. Never in a million years could he forgive her. He felt sorry for her, but he wouldn’t go back or forget. “We need you,” he repeated and looked away.
She nodded. “The door is open,” she said as she turned to leave. “You can leave too, if you like.” Then she was gone, and Rory curled up on his bed. He wept with relief but also with regret. He should have tried harder to convince her to stay, but in truth he never wanted to see her again. Part of him hoped they did catch her and kill her. What kind of man did that make him?



Chapter 24
 
As soon as Eilidh and Munro stepped through the blue portal, she approached the head of the Watchers. “Has the scholar Ríona passed through this way within the last hours?”
“Yes, Your Majesty.”
Eilidh grimaced. Every Watcher must learn to detect illusion. If Cadhla ignored illusions so successfully, at least some of them should be able to master it. Eilidh had grown complacent, thinking all azuri could be trusted. The events in the past month had caused her to doubt, and the realisation pained her. By teaching them to perceive illusion, she would lose one of her own most powerful defences. She would be foolish to think the practice would not spread, now that it was proven possible. “Ríona is dead. If you find someone disguised as her again, detain her.”
Together Eilidh and Munro ran for Canton Dreich, not sure what they’d find there. “Where do we begin?” Eilidh asked.
“Oron,” Munro replied.
“I cannot believe he would betray us, no matter what Flùranach claimed. He made the suggestion to raise me as queen. He trained me to defend myself and expand my power. So many times I was vulnerable to him. This conspiracy doesn’t make sense. He had the opportunity to kill me a hundred times over.” Even to her own ears, the argument sounded weak in the face of the evidence before her.
“If he kept Cadhla alive and imprisoned without your knowledge, we must admit we don’t know everything about him,” Munro said.
They ran the rest of the way in silence, and Eilidh churned the possibilities in her mind. If only she hadn’t doubted Flùranach. Perhaps Phillip would still be alive. The loss burned in Munro’s mind, filling him with anger and grief, adding to his exhaustion—and hers.
When they saw the towers of Canton Dreich in the night sky ahead, they turned and took the path to Oron’s home. The house was dark and silent, and Eilidh’s senses told her no faeries were inside. Munro insisted on going in, to look for signs of where Oron, his granddaughter, and Rory might have gone. The druid swept ahead, moving from room to room, heading to the lower level where Flùranach and Rory had been held.
Munro cried out for help, and Eilidh rushed downstairs. Shock filled her when she saw two faerie Watchers lying dead on the ground. In a small side-room, Rory lay on his bunk, a blade in his hand and his forearms seeping with bloody cuts. Munro knelt beside him and thrust the knife aside, then quickly tore material from the bedcovering to bind his wounds. “Hold on, Rory. Dammit, hold on.”
Eilidh used her astral powers to locate a healer at Canton Dreich and sent an urgent call for help.
Rory’s eyes fluttered open. “Hey, if it isn’t Eastwood,” he said softly. 
“We’re gonna get you help, mate. You hold on. Do you hear me?” Munro said. He turned to Eilidh. “We need a healer, now.”
“Already done,” she said and glanced toward the door. She hated to be insensitive, but she had to ask, “Rory, where is Oron?”
“I don’t know,” he said. “Flùr told me there was some kind of fight, and he left.” He looked at Munro. “She let me go.” Tears streamed down his face, and he repeated, sobbing, “She let me go.” Munro held onto his friend.
“She’s not with him?” Eilidh said, alarmed. That girl would only add to their trouble.
“No, she said she was heading for Scotland,” Rory said. Shifting his eyes to Munro, he whispered, “You gotta let me go too, mate. It’s been a good run, but I’m tired. I can’t deal with this anymore.”
Munro growled, “Bullshit. We’ll get through this. I promise you.”
“You planning to tell me everything is going to be all right?” Rory said bitterly.
“No, but things will get better.” He glanced up at Eilidh. “I’m staying here. Find Oron. I’m no use against astral power anyway.”
She hesitated. He was right. He couldn’t defend them against a trained faerie, and he would only be putting himself in danger for no reason. Still, she regretted he wouldn’t be beside her.
“Call for Griogair and the conclave,” Munro said.
Just then, a faerie’s presence approached the house. A quick scan told Eilidh it was the healer. “Help is here,” she said. Seeing Rory so pale and resigned, she knew Munro made the right choice. She had to protect the druids. They’d lost one already that day. At the moment, Rory needed Munro more than she did. “Stay with him.”
She left as soon as she directed the healer inside, confident Rory was in good hands. Phillip’s death troubled her, and Rory had been deeply wounded in more ways than one. Clearly Rory’s injuries were self-inflicted. She carried the responsibility for his distress as she did for Phillip’s death. Phillip had been the one she knew the least. She should have made an effort to befriend them all. He had just been so quiet, never one to speak first or try to stand out from the crowd.
Griogair, she called in her mind as she left Oron’s house. I need your help. The South garden wall. Quickly.
Running as fast as possible, loss and loneliness pressed down on her with every step. Severing Cadhla had exhausted her, and Eilidh didn’t know what to do. Had Oron been attacked unprovoked, or had he fought with his fellow conspirators?
When she approached the south garden wall, not only was her mate there, but a full complement of Watchers accompanied him. The pair who had been her personal bodyguards only a few days before led them. Feeling reckless and not caring about appearing regal, she flew into Griogair’s embrace. “The girl spoke the truth,” she said after a few moments. “Cadhla is alive. She killed Phillip in the Halls of Mist.” A ripple of gasps went through the ranks.
Griogair squeezed her reassuringly and then let her go. “Quiet your mind, Eilidh,” he said softly. “Tell me from the beginning.”
She breathed for a moment and cleared her mind, trying to ignore that it was Oron who taught her these techniques. Then, in an ordered manner, she told her mate everything that happened after he left them at the portal.
“Munro was right,” Griogair said. “We need to call the entire conclave. Are you able?”
She nodded. Seeking out every mind on the joint conclave of twenty-four, she sent them the message that they were urgently needed. The effort taxed her already flagging strength. She saved Oron for last, calling him but holding out little hope he would appear. “I cannot be certain what happened at Oron’s house, but I have to consider he may have betrayed me. The thought cuts deeply. I don’t understand why he would hate me so much. On the other hand, Cadhla confirmed he helped her from the beginning, before I was even raised.”
Griogair frowned. “I trust your instincts more than the words of this mad woman. What does your heart tell you?”
“My heart?” Eilidh repeated bitterly. “My heart tells me Oron would never betray me. He treated me as a daughter. Yet Flùranach swore he kept Cadhla alive, and her words have proven true.”
The prince-consort inclined his head. “I believe that, yes. She would have proven a valuable resource as a prisoner. Oron’s hatred of her may have convinced him she did not deserve a quick death. He could both use her and have some measure of revenge. But, remember, Cadhla is a liar. If you ignore her words, where does that leave you?”
“Thinking Oron kept Cadhla alive, but was not the one to release her and not her conspirator?” Her mind raced from one impossible thought to the next. “Then who? Which azuri would hate me enough to want me deposed?”
“One powerful enough to deceive many eyes at once, enough to touch your mind and think you wouldn’t notice. Someone close to you.”
“Someone on the conclave,” she said, looking at Griogair with surprise.
“Someone who hates not only you but Oron and Munro, both cruelly implicated in the plot.”
“Oron is old and powerful and many resent my rise to the throne, but who would hate Munro? Has he not brought us druids? Given our kingdom hope of a strong future? There are twelve azuri on the joint conclave.”
“One is new, only raised in the past year.”
“Yes, to replace Beniss…” Eilidh began.
“Beniss who died by your side, fighting to save Munro. She has a sister on the conclave, Galen, and a grandson as well.”
Eilidh’s mind reeled. When Munro had brought the druids to the Isle of Skye, before Eilidh was queen, Galen gave the druids Beniss’ house. She had become Eilidh’s staunchest supporter, and yet, her grief for the loss of her sister had ended so suddenly. One day, she hated Eilidh. The next, she was by Eilidh’s side every moment, offering advice and supporting her every decision, even when Oron disagreed.
“Galen,” Eilidh said. “It must be Galen. I believed she had abandoned her hatred, but she has cause to hate all three of us.” She looked at Griogair. “Good cause. No one would blame her.”
“You are the queen of Caledonia,” Griogair said sharply. “She owes you her life and loyalty.”
Eilidh nodded, but twinges of guilt burdened her. 
“If she did ally with Cadhla, she was likely responsible for the deaths of hundreds at Nir Doute. What cause would justify that?”
“None,” Eilidh said grimly.
“None,” Griogair agreed.
One by one, conclave members arrived, demanding to know why they’d been summoned. Eilidh ignored their protests, instead insisting she would explain when all had arrived. She needed to question both Oron and Galen to get to the truth, but she believed in her heart Galen had betrayed her. The eldest female on the conclave wormed her way into Eilidh’s confidence by supporting her staunchly at every turn. Eilidh’s fears were confirmed when all arrived but those two. They waited, but after a short while, Eilidh knew they wouldn’t come.
She signalled to Griogair it was time to reveal the truth to the conclave. While he told them the bare bones of the story, she cast her mind to Oron, reaching for his thoughts. If you are being held, show me some sign of how to find you, if you are able.
A blue beam flashed in the sky from the north, then disappeared almost as suddenly.
“There!” Eilidh shouted. She turned to the Watchers. “With me, but do not act until you hear my command.” She didn’t need to remind them Galen and Oron were the most powerful of all azuri in Caledonia. 
They saluted their response, and the conclave had no choice but to fall in as Eilidh directed them toward Oron’s signal.
The long, tense minutes stretched as Eilidh led the group through the forests outside Canton Dreich. She tried not to think of the tragedy that would occur when she had to confirm what must be a death sentence for Galen. Despite her crimes, Galen, Beniss, and Oron had been the three eldest azuri on Skye, each over a thousand years old. Their knowledge of astral flows could never be replaced. Beniss was dead, and soon Galen would be too. How many such losses would Caledonia endure? It seemed as though vital resources were slipping through Eilidh’s fingers unabated.
Soon the group came to a large hollow in the woods. Oron and Galen faced one another in the centre, surrounded by strange spiders and beetles, menacing creatures of illusion attacking both elders. Eilidh marvelled as the astral plane shook with the power of their battle. The air filled with whispers, and she struggled to hold her concentration as a deep aversion made her want to flee.
“Oron!” she shouted, but neither combatant looked her way. Oron! she sent into his mind.
Galen’s head whipped in her direction, and she opened her mouth, but Oron grabbed her, stopping her before she could speak or incant. 
“We must help him,” one of the conclave elders hissed at Eilidh. The Watchers tensed, waiting for the word from their queen.
“Wait!” she commanded them. Her mind reeled. She had to be sure. Watching the pair in the hollow battling so violently, she couldn’t delay. “It’s Oron,” she said. “Aim your attacks at Oron!”
Without hesitation, the Watchers rushed in, bravely cutting through the illusions they couldn’t dispel and surrounding Oron, doing their best to bind him, body and mind, while dodging his defences. Oron did his best to fend off their attacks, but within seconds, he was overcome. Galen fell back, resting against a tree, her pale blue eyes fixed on Eilidh, a soft smile on her face.
Oron stood, bound and gagged with ropes of air, struggling against the fracturing shield that held his substantial power at bay.
Griogair looked at her. “Your Majesty?”
“Reveal,” Eilidh chanted to the night. In the air around them was the most complex illusion Eilidh had ever encountered. It had even achieved a kind of permanence, so that when the caster was cut off from the astral flows, the false images remained. Slowly, as Eilidh added her power to the Watcher’s, she was able to find its root. Galen’s face wavered, revealing the elder Oron beneath it. The captive’s face melted next, revealing the hateful glare of Galen. 
Eilidh stood strong, but inwardly her emotions swirled. “For crimes against the crown, for high treason and the attempted murder of a leader of the joint conclave, for complicity in the murder of a draoidh lord and that of Leith, a prisoner in the care of Caledonia, I sentence you to be severed from the flows of magic and put to the sword.” Without turning her eyes from Galen, she asked, “Does the conclave commend my words?”
One by one, they all gave their assent. Even Beniss’ grandson, Galen’s nephew, did not withhold his vote. When all behind Eilidh had spoken, Oron added, “I commend the wisdom of the queen.” He stood straight and bowed. “How did you know? There were so many illusions filling the hollow, she thought it would be impossible for you to detect the presence of such a minor trick as a simple mimic.”
“You responded to my mind call. Even though she had stilled your voice to prevent you from responding, I realised you heard me. And all the beetles and spiders? They would be a silly device for two as powerful as you to use in combat. Elders of your experience would ignore such illusions easily, so why use the energy to deploy them except to fool onlookers?”
“I’m glad my lessons have taken root, Your Majesty,” Oron said with a bow.
Eilidh gave him a tired smile. She was glad to have been proven right but sad at all the death that had come because of this woman’s hatred for her. She looked at Galen, then turned to the Watchers who held her. “The sentence is to be carried out immediately.” With a meaningful glance to Oron she added, “I will witness and verify it myself, to be certain there is no doubt.”
She felt no satisfaction when Galen crumpled when the conclave severed her from the flows, nor when a Watcher swiped an elemental sword across her neck.
∞
Flùranach woke a quarter-moon later, alone in what had been Rory’s room at the druids’ villa. She was prepared to disguise herself and trick the minds of any who came and went, but none entered this room, and Rory never returned. Then faeries arrived and began packing away the druids’ belongings. She gleaned from their conversation the druids were moving to a new home in the Halls of Mist. One of the druids, she heard, had died. The servants spoke of the Lord Druid with solemn respect, talking about the hundreds who had claimed the right to stand at his death rites. Her heart broke, fearing it was Rory. He’d been in a terrible state when she left him, but staying would only hurt him more. She blended in with the bustling activity, then went outside the main house to hide and wait until all had gone so she could weep for whichever of her friends had returned to the embrace of the Mother.
She’d thought about turning herself in to the queen’s Watchers many times, finding her grandfather, or ending her miserable existence. She doubted anyone was even searching for her. Why would they want her back after what she had done? Rory would never forgive her. She saw it in his eyes, heard it in his thoughts, even as he was asking her not to go.
Her gaze drifted south, toward the portal to the Halls of Mist. She imagined she could feel its shine. She’d seen the portal once but never passed through. Perhaps she should go look. A quick disguise would alter her features. To glimpse the druids one more time, that would be worth the risk.



Chapter 25
 
Nearly a month after Galen’s death, Eilidh invited royals from every fae kingdom to the Caledonian Hall to celebrate the erection of the Druid Hall. In that month, Eilidh had many important things to attend to. 
Phillip was given death rites worthy of his station. Because he had no remaining family in the human realm, his remains were returned to the Mother of the Earth in the tradition of the fae. Touching tributes poured out from all of Caledonia and beyond, and she and the druids all felt embraced by the kingdom.
Once the truth was known, the people of Nir Doute welcomed Eilidh to join the remembrance ceremonies for those who died at the hands of Cadhla and Galen. The queen did so gladly, endearing herself to the hearts of her people as she wept openly for every life lost.
Munro brought the fire druid Huck before her, and she granted him leave to travel through or reside in Caledonia as he wished. Every kingdom had bestowed similar generous offers to all druids, including Huck, even though he had not yet touched the Source Stone. Munro and the others had wisely begun to work on a training and education plan for new druids, assuming they would someday find more. They agreed the shocking introduction to power should not occur until each druid was committed to existence in the Otherworld and understood he, or she, would never be able to return to life in the human realm. Huck was eager, but Eilidh approved of their plan to take things slowly.
An effort was made to find Flùranach. Eilidh even went so far as to have her Watchers scour the borderlands for any sign, but the girl had vanished. It pained the queen and worried her, but she had to accept her failure. Oron bore the weight of responsibility, and losing his granddaughter aged him fiercely. The search would continue, but Eilidh held little hope. She commanded the Watchers to be on the lookout but scale back their efforts. Flùranach was powerful and skilled with illusion, not to mention deception. If she did not want to be found, there was little anyone could do to force her to return. 
Eilidh breathed in and out slowly. She stood behind the opaque screen, which shielded her entry into the reception hall where her guests waited. So much had happened, and much of it filled Eilidh with sadness. But her outlook had improved. The tide that threatened to overwhelm her reign had reversed course since Cadhla’s capture and Galen’s death. Although Eilidh wasn’t thrilled the druids decided to take up residence in the Halls of Mist, she understood their reasoning. Rory was recovering better than she dared hope, and the druids seemed intent on forging their own path.
Griogair stuck his head around the screen, appearing startled to find her standing there, lost in thought. “Is something wrong, my love?”
She smiled. Their growing relationship was one of the things that brought her comfort. “No, I just needed a moment to breathe.”
“You can still change your mind,” he said. “Greet your guests, smile and pretend to listen to the pleasantries, then we’ll go to the Druid Hall opening as planned.”
His offer tempted her. She might easily skip this next confrontation. “I must do this,” she said finally. “Shall we go in?” 
With an understanding nod, he slipped back into the reception room, giving her one last moment to gather herself. She wore impressive jewels and finery, even though she’d recently vowed to make some changes to her so-called image. Tonight was a time to make an impression.
Assuming her most dazzling smile, she entered as though she’d won a great victory. A hundred royals from every kingdom had accepted her invitation, including her step-son, Tràth. He stood in the back corner, avoiding the other royals as best he could. She wanted to speak to him, but this moment was for one in particular, and Eilidh had work to do. Many royals inclined their heads as she made her way through the room, and she returned the gesture of respect. She knew them all now, and over the centuries to come, some would become great allies, but others would turn to bitter adversaries. It was the way of fae politics.
With Griogair by her side, she approached the Andenan monarch. “Queen Vinye,” Eilidh said with a smile. 
“Queen Eilidh,” the lovely faerie queen replied. She wore her flowing black hair arrayed around her shoulders, and intricate strands of gold made delicate filigree designs that accented her luminescent brown eyes. “I’m pleased to learn the troubles in Caledonia have calmed somewhat. A traitor in your own conclave? It’s shocking to imagine.”
“Isn’t it?” Eilidh struggled to bury her anger deep and gloss her emotions with the veneer of flawless civility. “In light of your support, I have arranged a gift for you.” She signalled her head steward, who brought forward a large golden box with a hinged top. 
“A gift?” Vinye’s eyes shone. “But, my dear queen, I have done nothing so many others would not have offered, were they brave enough to do so. Your power is quickly becoming a thing of legend, and so many of our fellow royals are reluctant to move. But soon they will follow my lead.”
“I think not,” Eilidh said in a low voice. The steward bowed before Vinye and offered the box. 
With a puzzled smile, Vinye watched as the steward pulled back the lid. The queen shrieked with surprise when she saw the contents, and her face contorted with shock. 
All conversation stopped in the reception hall and a circle of inquisitive faces gathered around. 
“Show them my gift to Queen Vinye,” Eilidh said. “I’m sure we’re all curious.”
Vinye shot a glare around the room as the steward lifted Cadhla’s head from the box by its hair. The macabre trophy was perfectly preserved by tightly wound flows of air magic. The former queen’s face appeared as haughty and miserable as it had a month before, on the day she was beheaded by order of the Caledonian conclave.
Composing herself, Vinye said, “I’m at a loss, young Queen Eilidh. Why would you think this an appropriate gift? There was no love lost between your predecessor and myself, but I do not wish her body parts to decorate my Hall.” The crowd tittered with uncomfortable laughter.
At Eilidh’s nodded signal, the steward replaced the head in the box and closed the lid. “I may be young,” she said to the crowd, “but I know how to ask questions, questions Cadhla was only too eager to answer. We spent several days together, she and I, and oh, the tales she told of how her new friend Vinye was all too eager to help her sow discontent in Caledonia.”
“A ridiculous accusation,” Vinye said, her chin held high.
“You must find our situation uncomfortable, the way the borderlands of our kingdoms rest in close proximity in the human realm. Just think. If I were deposed, it would be a simple thing to gobble up the gates, absorb our borders into your own. We’ve seen such things happen often when one of our kingdoms succumbs to the human encroachment. The wastes of Andena grow more bleak by the day. Your borderlands were once pristine but now harbour one of the largest human cities in our part of the world. That small area alone boasts nearly fourteen million humans, each with vehicles and technology that disrupt our flows. Within a century, there may be no sacred altars left on which to beg the Mother’s gifts of fertility. If the Andenan kingdom withers, what will happen to her queen?”
“We have many altars left in the north and east,” she said.
“True. You might not hit a crisis for another century. But by then, my power might be too strong. Why not strike while you perceived instability and weakness? When Cadhla escaped, it made sense she would go to our nearest neighbour, the one who would gain the most if Caledonia crumbled. She boasted of allies in my conclave. Her plan could hardly fail. And who could convince Ríona to spy for Cadhla better than the queen of Ríona’s own homeland? When she reported Caledonia’s druids would soon be elevated to the highest level of power in any kingdom and claimed they would be revered, bringing new hope, you panicked. The mass killing at Nir Doute, Cadhla claimed, was your idea.”
Vinye paled. “How dare you suggest such a thing?” She glanced around, but the crowd backed away from her. “You would believe this child over me? I have ruled Andena over six hundred years!” she shouted.
“Cadhla also told me how you did it. The poison came from a shipment of Andenan honey, ordered to make honeyed froth for a local festival, intercepted on Galen’s order, delivered by Cadhla herself. She didn’t need illusion to disguise her features. As queen she’d been reclusive, and no one would expect her to play the part of a servant. I have the one remaining container of the honey here.” Eilidh gestured to another servant, who brought forward a small crate of the Andenan delicacy. “You expected they would use it all, and why not? Unfortunately for you, they found the taste so delicious and the gift so precious, they couldn’t bear to use it all at once.” 
A murmur went up in the room, and the royals gaped at Vinye in disbelief.
“Prove me wrong,” Eilidh said. “Let my servant unseal this crate so you might enjoy the taste of home. If Cadhla’s last words were a lie, what harm could there be?” Eilidh held herself still, waiting for Vinye to answer. In truth, none of the poisonous honey had remained. This shipment was more recent and completely untainted. If the Andenan queen accepted her challenge and ate the honey, her accusations would fall apart and Eilidh would be publicly diminished.
“You have poisoned this honey yourself,” Vinye said, her gaze dark and dangerous. “Not content to take Cadhla’s throne, you want mine as well.”
“Have your own people test the seals. They have not been tampered with. I can produce the council of Nir Doute, if you wish to question them about the shipment or how they stored the crate. Their own investigation proved that all who died drank froth prepared with Andenan honey, and no one who did not drink it became ill.” She watched Vinye closely, not certain what the woman would do when cornered.
A long moment of silence stretched in the reception hall. Finally, Vinye licked her lips and spoke. “I do not doubt your word, Queen Eilidh,” she said, “but I protest my innocence. Had I known Cadhla used Andenan goods to carry out her atrocity, I would have done everything in my power to stop her. As I said, Cadhla and I had a long history of rivalry which bordered on animosity. I’m shocked to learn she hated me so much as to attempt to implicate me in her evil and murderous plots, but surely you can see there is no evidence of my direct involvement. In fact, I will order an immediate investigation and will not rest until the true culprit is found and punished.” She gave a bow fractionally lower than one queen would ever give to another, signalling her defeat.
Eilidh was both disgusted and frustrated. She’d hoped Vinye would confess, but when she and Munro had discussed the plan, he warned her it was unlikely. Eilidh gave a barely perceptible inclination of her head in reply, and watched as Vinye straightened herself and turned to go without meeting the eyes of anyone in the hall. As she reached the door, Eilidh said to her steward, “Go with Queen Vinye to the Andenan Hall and deliver Cadhla’s head. She should keep my gift as a reminder. See the poisonous honey is destroyed.” Eilidh did regret no one in any kingdom would touch Andenan honey again. It had a lovely flavour.
As soon as Vinye left, the room broke into excited chatter. Monarchs and minor royals alike made a point to congratulate Eilidh on weathering the difficult first year of her reign. Many found subtle ways to distance themselves from Vinye and most offered sympathies regarding the atrocity at Nir Doute.
Griogair’s cousin, the queen of Tvorskane, helped turn the subject to the events of the day. “And what of the druids?” Queen Zdanye asked. “We are all delighted they will take their place in the Halls of Mist, as the absence of the draoidh has marked a decline we would rather not admit. But will you not feel their loss sorely in Caledonia? I do hope this doesn’t indicate a rift between you and your own bonded druid, who I understand has taken up residence at the Druid Hall.” Some gasped at her audacity, but Eilidh had been prepared. Griogair had suggested having his cousin voice the question so many would ask themselves in the privacy of their kingdom Halls.
Eilidh opened her mouth to answer but was interrupted. Munro entered and walked directly to Eilidh, his voice sounding throughout the room. “My bond with Her Majesty is unbreakable. The druids’ friendship with Caledonia will endure through the ages. Those who wish to ally with us will know alliance comes with an unbending loyalty to the queen who gave us a home when others treated us with contempt.”
The royals inclined their heads with respect as Munro strode confidently to Eilidh. He took her hand and bowed over it. “My queen,” he said with a mischievous smile. For some reason, it amused him to speak to her formally in public.
“Lord Druid,” she replied, happy to see him looking so content. She’d had an answer prepared for Zdanye’s question, but his was better and had the added impact of seeming spontaneous and heartfelt. “Are our friends ready for our arrival at the Druid Hall?”
“Yep,” he said with a grin.
Eilidh had to fight not to roll her eyes. What on earth was fae royal society going to make of these new lords? She glanced at Griogair and had to laugh. She recognised the look he was giving Munro. It was one he usually reserved for her when she wasn’t acting regal enough. “If I may beg your indulgence, my consort and I wish to have a private word with you. Prince Tràth will lead our guests to the Druid Hall. I promise we will only detain you a moment.”
“Sure,” Munro said.
Eilidh caught his subtle wink and realised he was intentionally trying to fluster Griogair and perhaps tweak the other royals as well. Enjoying his rebellion against formality seemed somehow wrong, but she couldn’t resist his smile. “This way then,” she said, gesturing to a side room. Tràth guided their guests out of the reception hall, and Eilidh relaxed. She relished these private moments, which had become even more rare of late.
∞
Munro followed Eilidh into the cosy side room and took a curved chair next to hers. Griogair draped himself across a settee opposite them. They sat in silence. For the first time in a long time, the atmosphere between the three of them felt awkward. He waited patiently as Eilidh struggled to find words. It wasn’t like her, so Munro watched with some curiosity.
 “What’s wrong?” he finally asked, taking Eilidh’s hand. “You’re so tense. Was it what I said to the queens and them?”
“The queens and them,” Griogair muttered.
“No,” Eilidh said. “I want to talk about us.”
Munro raised his eyebrow and sat back.
“Considering your position,” she began slowly, “it would be disrespectful to continue to ask you to hide our relationship.”
“And sneaking around wasn’t disrespectful before?” he asked, then softened his tone. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I know why you got married, and I know why we have to be discrete. Why should my so-called position mean anything has to change?”
“Eilidh is right,” Griogair said. “The entire Otherworld will be watching the druids. Now is not a time to do anything that will diminish you in the eyes of the fae.”
Munro swallowed hard. “So no more sneaking around?”
Eilidh looked into his eyes, her delicate skin shimmering in the dim light. “Our dilemma is that it would be disrespectful to my mate and damaging to our reputation if I openly took a lover who is…” her voice trailed off.
“Human?” Munro asked. He tried to keep the contempt out of his voice, but although many things had changed, some things probably never would.
“No,” Griogair said. “What Eilidh is trying to communicate, but doing so clumsily, if you’ll forgive my saying so, is you are now in a position superior to mine.”
Munro couldn’t hide his surprise. “We couldn’t tell anyone about us before because I’m lowly human, and no one can know about us now because I’m draoidh? That’s kinda fucked up.”
Eilidh cleared her throat. “Just so.”
He didn’t feel jealous of Eilidh’s relationship with Griogair, but now she seemed to want a change. “Look, I know you two are close. Are you saying you want out?” He couldn’t bear the thought of keeping her bound to him if she didn’t want to be, even if severing their bond did mean they might lose some of their magical abilities. “I’ll only ever offer this once, but if our bond is hurting you, I will say the breaking words. On the other hand, we don’t have to break our bond just because you want to be with someone else. I’ve always been here for you, and I always will. The choice is yours.” He fought to keep his emotions in check. He didn’t want to lose her, but he wouldn’t force her either.
“Oh, Quinton,” she said, hurt radiating through their bond. “I’m doing this badly.” She looked to Griogair for support.
“What Eilidh is suggesting, badly indeed,” Griogair said with a flit of a smile, “is that you claim her. You are aware that as draoidh, you can claim any mate. It’s an ancient tradition. None will fault her, nor will any look on me with disregard if you exercise your right and claim the one everyone seems to know you love.”
Munro glanced from Griogair to Eilidh, then back again. Taking his place beside her was what he’d thought he wanted, but he also sensed Eilidh’s love for Griogair. “No,” he said. “She loves you. I’m not going to drive a wedge between you. Because as much as I want her, she needs you. Yeah, I’ve heard about the tradition, but frankly, it’s barbaric to claim another person.”
Eilidh closed her eyes for a moment and breathed in. “This isn’t going the way I’d envisioned. There is no need for Griogair to step aside,” she said, clearing her throat. “Polyandry has been practiced by queens in distant history.”
“The practice is rare,” Griogair interjected, “only because the taking of life mates is unusual, observed infrequently outside the royal classes. For us, commitment seldom involves love. If a faerie has one mate she does not love, why have two?”
“So you’d be married to us both?” Munro sat back, his thoughts spinning.
“Our lives wouldn’t be so different from the way they are now,” Eilidh said.
Griogair shot her a look. “It would be completely different. You would have the rights and privileges of one of the royal class. That might mean little to one of the draoidh, whose station is at least equal to ours. What matters is you could hold her hand in public.” He smiled. “We have become like brothers, you and I. Trust me when I say I know it is no small thing to be relegated to the background.”
Munro took Eilidh’s hand and frowned. “I need to think.”
Her heart sank, sending ripples of anguish through their bond. “Is there another?” she asked. “I’ve hardly seen you this moon because of your work on the Druid Hall. When you offered me release from our bond, was it because that’s what you want?”
“What?” he said sharply and squeezed her hand. “No. Get that thought out of your head.” He sighed. “I’d tried to imagine our future, and I was prepared for a long life in the shadows. I’m not good at being in the limelight.”
“I don’t think this is what any of us expected,” Eilidh said, “but if you want me, take me as your mate. I love you more than life. With every breath, I sense your essence within me, and you bring me joy. I want you by my side. Please, Quinton. Claim me.”
He wanted her more than he could say, and her words made his doubts melt. “Would you mind very much if I kissed your wife?” Munro asked Griogair, keeping his eyes locked on Eilidh.
“Your mate,” the prince corrected. “If you will say yes.”
“Do we have to have a wedding, or do I make some announcement?” Munro asked.
Eilidh laughed. “You claim your right publicly. Today, if you like. I will accept, then after the opening of the Druid Hall, our servants begin to plan an outrageously ostentatious public ceremony that will bore you, annoy me, inconvenience Griogair, and be the gossip of every kingdom.”
Munro leaned over and kissed Eilidh, and their bond swelled as their magic knitted together even more closely than before. “Okay,” he said softly, cupping her face in his hand. “I’m in.”
Eilidh put her arms around him and held him close. She laughed happily, and Griogair smiled at them both. “Let’s go open that Hall,” he said. “I’m eager to see what you druids have been planning in secret these past weeks.”
The three of them stood, and Munro grinned. “Wait till you see what we made. I built a stone statue in the centre of a fountain that moves when you talk to it. Aaron and Rory have figured out how to use their water magic to make my stone malleable, almost life-like. And get this, with Hank’s fire, its eyes have this spark. You’d swear it was alive. Come on. You won’t believe everything we have to show you.”
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The Caledonia Fae series by India Drummond
 
Book 1: Blood Faerie
Unjustly sentenced to death, Eilidh ran—away from faerie lands, to the streets of Perth, Scotland. Just as she has grown accustomed to exile, local police discover a mutilated body outside the abandoned church where she lives. Recognising the murder as the work of one of her own kind, Eilidh must choose: flee, or learn to tap into the forbidden magic that cost her everything.

Book 2: Azuri Fae
A faerie prince disappears in the borderlands, and his father enlists the help of outcast Eilidh and her bonded druid, Quinton Munro. Tantalised with hints of a lost and ancient magic, they learn that time is working against them every step of the way. Is the prince’s disappearance related to the vanishing of an entire Scottish village?
Faced with deception, assassination attempts, and a mad queen who would sacrifice her own child to keep a dreaded secret, Eilidh struggles with an impossible situation. Her people demand she commit treason and betray the man she loves. Will she do what duty requires, or throw away the chance to reunite the kingdom in exchange for the life she hadn’t dared hope for?

Book 3: Enemy of the Fae
With a young, inexperienced monarch on the Caledonian throne and traitorous plots implicating those nearest Queen Eilidh, unrest is rife in the kingdom. She must sift through the intrigues and lies to survive, all while trying to discover which of her trusted companions hates her enough to commit mass murder.
Pressures threaten to overcome the young ruler, and to protect Quinton Munro, her bonded druid, she must send him away. His journey becomes a mission when he stumbles on an ancient truth that will shake the foundations of the entire faerie realm. Confronted by infinite danger and the promise of limitless power, Munro faces the most difficult choices of his life. Will he hide the truth to preserve stability in the faerie kingdoms or embrace the promise of his true druid heritage?
One friend will die because of that truth, one friend’s betrayal will cause irreparable scars, and the once tightly-knit band of druids will learn that not all magic is benevolent.

Book 4: Druid Lords 
The druids of Caledonia have taken their place in the Halls of Mist, only to learn that their path is fraught with many dangers. When their newest member, Huck Webster, finds a woman of magical talents in Amsterdam, their troubles multiply. Lying between them and a peaceful existence are a dead prince, a furious queen, and a druid accused of murder. Each druid must search his soul and discover where his talents, and his loyalties, lie.

Book 5: Elder Druid
As the Druid Hall celebrates the completion of the Mistgate, their leader Munro is abducted, leaving them in disarray. Queen Eilidh declares Munro dead, which threatens the fragile balance of power in the Halls of Mist. With the druids crippled by grief and uncertainty, no one notices the insidious force influencing them from a dark mirror realm.
That force has a voice, a sinister whisper in Lord Druid Douglas’ ear, compelling him to feed the Source Stone and driving a wedge between him and his companions. Trath's magic could protect the druid lord, but the prince has fled heartbreak in search of a different life. But will his quest bring redemption or ruin?
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