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-One-
Disturbance
 

I didn’t hate my job at the Green Tea Leaf. Really, I didn't. But some evenings even waitressing at this little hidden gem in San Luis Obispo could be unbearable. It was Thursday night, which meant the streets were crawling with people in town for the farmers market, and it was rush week. Every last perky sorority girl and conceited frat guy was out prowling the masses, pressing all the young, impressionable people into uncomfortable conversations complete with big, fake, bleached-toothed smiles and forced enthusiasm. And for some ungodly reason, one of these girls was pestering me.
Okay, there were two things very wrong with this situation. First, I was in no way, shape or form impressionable. In fact, I think I was born with my opinions already intact. Yup, I’d been forcing my independent nature on the world even before I could talk. And secondly, anyone with half a brain could tell, on looks alone, that I was not sorority girl material. My black hair was more than a dozen shades away from being platinum blond and the streak that was dyed electric violet only accentuated that fact. Furthermore, if the small assortment of silver hoops in each of my ears didn’t scream rebel, then my lovely little collection of tattoos sure did. They had been a birthday present to me, from me, as well as a nice way to remind myself that, thankfully, I no longer lived under the tyranny of my rigid, stodgy foster parents.
That’s right, the day I turned eighteen they’d met me in the living room with all my bags packed and ready to go.
“If you continue to live this ridiculous lifestyle of yours and refuse to accept our rules, then we can no longer support you,” my father had said as my mother watched on in stone silence.
At least the woman had had the decency to look regretful. Fortunately, I’d already enrolled in classes at Cuesta, the local community college which was much more affordable than the better-known Cal Poly, and had narrowed down a few possible apartments in San Luis. Okay, they were more like economy-sized closets than anything else but they would suit my simple needs and that was all I could afford on my meager student loan anyway. Finding a job had been tougher. Just when my stubborn insistence on keeping my pride intact started to falter, I’d stumbled upon the Green Tea Leaf and the Help Wanted sign. It had been a gift from the gods of outcast orphans.
A bark of laughter from one of the tables snapped me back to the present and the grinning blond hovering in front of the serving counter. I arched one of my eyebrows, the one not pierced, and drew in a deep breath that I hoped would encourage patience.
“So, I think you’d be a wonderful addition to Delta Sigma Lambda,” the bright-eyed blond chattered. “Here's a flier with a list of our upcoming activities.”
Gritting my teeth and trying not to be rude, I reached out a hand and took the neon pink paper, skimming it as the girl studied my black-and-silver nail polish and equally dark eyeliner. For the first time since entering the Tea Leaf, her lips twitched in uncertainty.
That’s right Barbie, you picked the wrong victim.
My eyes raced across the list of vomit-inducing social events. A barbecue with one of the frat houses, a themed pool party where the guests were encouraged to dress as movie stars from the fifties, a scavenger hunt that included visiting all the bars in town.
Ugh. Not a single one of these “Nights of Fun” appealed to me. I sniffed and snapped the flier back at the girl. She actually squeaked and jumped an inch. Time to turn on the famous Robyn Dunbarre charm I’d often used in high school.
“Thanks, but no thanks. I’m a neo-pagan and I prefer to spend my evenings sacrificing small animals and chanting to the gods while drinking blood and dancing naked around a bonfire. Unless you have some of those activities planned, I don't think I'll be joining you.”
The girl’s blue eyes widened and her jaw dropped open.
I splayed my fingers on the countertop and smiled as she made a beeline for the exit.
“Dude, Robyn,” Jonathon, one of my co-workers, whispered, “I know Margie thinks you’re the long lost troubled niece she never had, but one of these days she’s going to hear one of your snide remarks and then you’ll be busted.”
I snorted and tossed my hair, cut shorter than it had been in high school. Margie was the owner of the Green Tea Leaf. A sweet, middle-aged woman who employed a diverse work force and enjoyed supplying the local college kids with something other than fast food and alcoholic beverages to keep them energized. The Tea Leaf was an organic cafe as well as a gift and book shop, and much of its wares and fare leaned toward the more eccentric types, such as myself.
“You know, what I said was only half true,” I responded with a sniff. I turned and regarded Jonathon, his brown eyes skeptical behind tasteful, wire-rimmed glasses. “I don't really dance naked or perform animal sacrifices or drink blood.”
“Too bad,” he muttered as he got back to making a cappuccino for one of our patrons. The machine hissed, blasting steam into the decanter of milk, almost covering up his next words. Unfortunately, I heard him. “I wouldn’t mind seeing that.”
“Jonathon!” I gasped, smacking him with a towel. “There are rules in the work place about sexual harassment, you know!”
Jonathon’s eyes widened in shock and I could have sworn he would’ve fainted had I not smiled and said, “I’m kidding! I know you didn’t mean it.”
He cleared his throat and finished up with the drink he was preparing. “Sorry,” he muttered, trying to recover from his embarrassment.
I reached out a hand and squeezed his thin arm. He towered over me but then again, most people did. Jonathon, however, was a beanpole: all height and no muscle. And he was probably the only friend I had in the world at the moment, except for Margie and Kelly, the other girl who worked here in the cafe.
When Jonathon gave me a sheepish smile I turned back to my work. With the sorority recruiter long gone, I went back to stocking the shelves. Most people loathed this part of working in the service industry, but to me it was a nice reprieve from dealing with the public, especially if we had recently received a new shipment of books. As the smooth, new age music played in the background and mingled with the sputtering of the coffee machines and the chatter of warm, conversational voices, I let my thoughts wander. Yes, I only had my colleagues to call my closest friends, but that was because those I had known in high school had either gone off to college far away from the Central Coast or, in the case of my friend Meghan, had gone to live in a different world entirely, and I mean that literally.
I paused as I placed a box of organic loose-leaf tea onto one of the shelves and drew my hand down to touch the cool metal band around my neck. The necklace, well, torque technically, had been a gift from Meghan and her husband, Cade. I gave a short snort. It was still hard to think of Meghan as happily married to the hottest guy I’d ever seen. It was even harder to imagine she was living in the Otherworld, a place I’d been semi-obsessed with for years. All throughout high school I was the one in our little group of friends who’d been into Wicca and anything pagan. Of course I had never really believed the Otherworld existed. I’d always assumed it was more of a spiritual place one might journey to in the afterlife. Turned out I was wrong.
“Robyn, could you help me at the counter?” Jonathon called from up front.
I coughed and set the box of tea down.
"Yeah, sure!" I answered, brushing my hands down the apron I wore.
I glanced at the clock on my way through the small dining area. Ten more minutes until the end of my shift. Ahhh, bliss.
* * *
Downtown San Luis Obispo was still crowded when I left work. There were always people out and about after dark, yet with the new school year just around the corner, college students old and new were making their way onto campus and settling in as they awaited the first day of class. A large clump of young students, made obvious by all the Cal Poly gear they wore, stood in my way. Gritting my teeth, I hiked my purse farther up onto my shoulder, wrapped my arms around my torso and ducked my head, ready to burrow my way through them like a bull. I managed to escape the press of fresh-faced incoming freshmen with nary a bruise nor shout of irritation thrown my way and soon I was enjoying the privilege of personal space as the crowd thinned.
The night was chilly, but not unbearable. Loosening up the death grip on myself, I glanced up at the banners welcoming the students back to school, their gold and green colors warped from the orange glow of streetlights. Cal Poly was the local state college, a good school but way too expensive for my budget. Cuesta was a better fit, and my student loans paid most of the cost. What the loans didn’t cover I had to work for; hence my job at the Green Tea Leaf. I was all on my own after all, no proud parents willing to sacrifice some of their spending money so their daughter could improve herself by earning a better education. I guess if I fit into their image of a perfect child, my foster parents would lend me the money I needed, but there was no way in hell I was going to change for them. Not because I was stubborn or thought their beliefs were ridiculous. That wasn’t the case, though they would never believe me if I told them so. They thought I was a lost soul and the only way for me to be saved was to cast aside my ‘sinful and heathen ways’. Unfortunately for them, that’s who I was. I knew deep down in my soul that their way of life wasn’t for me. I only wished they could understand that.
Sighing, I tossed my hair over my shoulder and turned down a familiar alley. My house was only six blocks from the Green Tea Leaf, but I could cut that distance in half if I took a few shortcuts and I had left my bike at home this morning. Okay, technically it wasn’t my house. I rented out the basement apartment from the four girls who lived in the main building. The space was small, but I made it work. I had a bathroom with a shower, a spacious living room and a kitchenette off to the side. I’d taken down the doors to the closet to convert it into a bedroom of sorts. My twin bed fit inside the alcove perfectly, and a set of drapes closed most of it off from the living room. Heck, it wasn’t a four-star hotel, but it was home.
I took one more turn past one of the local high schools and ended up on a quiet street decorated with a variety of Victorian-era houses, all of them in different states of decay. None of the buildings were completely derelict, but a few could definitely use some fresh paint and a garden renovation: a common problem in a college town.
The house I lived in was toward the end of the road, a pink, two-story structure complete with lacy molding around the windows and a covered front porch. My roommates, well, housemates really, must have been throwing a party because the door hung wide open, the lights were on and rap music was blaring from the windows, making the panes of glass rattle inside their frames. Three guys holding red plastic cups, undoubtedly full of beer, laughed and conversed on the path leading from the gate. I cringed as I passed by them since every other word of the conversation was an f-bomb. Lovely. Made one question a society’s education system.
Fortunately, the three vocabulary-challenged party-goers didn’t notice me as I bypassed the porch and headed for the side of the house. The door to my basement apartment was sunken into the side of the building and framed by an arbor of clematis. The flowering vine, along with the side garden space, had led me to choose this apartment above all the others when I first looked. There had been a few places that had extra living space for the same rent, but none of them featured a yard for planting flowers, herbs or vegetables, many of which were now ripe. I didn’t hang out with my Wiccan friends from high school anymore, but I still needed that connection with the earth and growing things. Breathing in the muted scent of flowers and spicy herbs, I let my purse drop from my shoulder.
I dug around for my house key in the semi-dark, gritting my teeth against the pounding music, and continued crude conversation on the porch above me.
A rustling in the bushes at the edge of the yard drew my attention away from my task the way a gunshot spooked a horse. The house sat not too far from the place where the road dead-ended and the land sloped downward into a small ravine. A seasonal creek cut through the gap and ran behind the house. Above the creek, an old road bridge stretched across the breach, creating a popular campground for some of the homeless people who called San Luis Obispo home. In my experience, most of them were harmless and usually kept to themselves. Unfortunately, a handful were dangerous. Drug use and mental illness combined with desperation often stripped people of their humanity. I hoped that the disturbance I’d heard just a few feet away wasn't someone looking for an easy victim.
Whatever had been moving in the bushes stopped, and I quickly got back to my task of hunting for my keys. Probably just another stray cat or dog. A moment later my hand swept across something hard and metallic. Aha! There they were!
Before I could so much as pull my keys free, however, something crashed through the shrubs that grew thick at the end of the street about fifty feet away. I jumped in surprise and dropped my bag. One of the homeless men who frequented the campsite beyond the end of our street stumbled onto the pavement, his arms and threadbare jacket wrapped around something. I squinted and tried to make out his features in the faint glow of the streetlamp. Despite his dirty clothes and shaggy hair and beard, I recognized him. It was Jerry, an older man who had been living on the streets probably as long as I’d been alive. I had talked to him from time to time and discovered that he was one of the kinder people who shared our city. Seeing him now, clearly trying to escape while hiding something, worried me. As far as I knew, he wasn’t into the drug scene and he didn’t waste what little money he managed to scrape together on alcohol. He also had a soft spot for the local stray dogs and cats, and I could sympathize with that.
Forgetting my desire to get inside and catch up on my favorite TV shows with a nice mug of tea, I turned back toward the street and headed to the edge of our fence.
“Jerry?” I called out.
At first he didn’t hear me. I noticed the distress on his face, and my concern spiked.
“Jerry!” I tried again.
This time he jumped and turned to look at me. The fear and anguish in his eyes increased, or maybe that was just the tears gathering in their corners.
“They got the rest of the litter,” he rasped in that gravelly voice of his.
I furrowed my brow. “What?”
“They got the litter, and the mama cat.”
Carefully, he pulled back his jacket and drew his arm out, revealing two tiny kittens in his huge hand, both pale in color.
“Who has the other kittens?” I asked, even more worried now.
“Them punks who come down and try to take my Maggie.”
Maggie was his dog, another stray he’d taken in to keep him company. Most of the meager change he managed to coax out of strangers he spent on food for her.
“Wh-what do they want to do with them?” I murmured.
I had moved beyond the fence and was now much closer to Jerry.
“They is in some kind of cult. They, they-”
His voice trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish. My heart dropped into my stomach, and my skin began to prickle. I had a pretty good idea what kind of cult he was talking about.
“Jerry, stay up here, I’m going to go check it out.”
He shook his head vigorously, so I pulled out my cell phone. “I’m just going to look. Maybe it isn’t what you think. And here’s my phone. If it looks dangerous, I’ll come back up here and call the police.”
Jerry pulled the two kittens back in close and shuffled off to the side of the road. Taking that as a sign to proceed, I headed toward the end of the street. Yes, it was unwise of me to approach a gang of sadists who were probably getting their kicks by torturing a cat and her kittens, but the raw anger that boiled up in me refused to let it go. I doubted a petite girl of five-foot-three could intimidate them into finding a less cruel hobby, but I had to try. I had my waspish personality to arm myself with, after all.
When I reached the end of the street, I could just pick out the low voices of a few people muttering. No, not muttering, chanting. That was odd. Most bored teenagers who took up animal cruelty in groups thought their actions were so hilarious. I expected obnoxious laughter, not soft chanting. Feeling a little bolder, I squeezed my way past branches and leaves and had to brace myself a few times as the narrow dirt trail shifted downward. A minute or so later I spotted the site where many of the homeless camped, a cleared-out patch of land tucked beneath the street bridge and above the shallow creek. What I saw next made me draw in a sharp breath. Five figures, all dressed in black hooded sweatshirts with the hoods up and cinched tight around their faces, stood in a circle. In the middle of the circle stood what appeared to be a small fire pit constructed of stone. Instead of flames dancing inside the stone circle, I saw something else crawling around in there: kittens. A harsh yowl from the bushes told me where the mother was. My heart clenched, and I gritted my teeth. Poor things.
The chanting stopped, and my eyes returned to those surrounding the fire pit. The lighting down here wasn’t that great but there was enough streaming down from the road bridge above for me to make out a few details. Their sweatshirts were all the same, black with a large, silver inverted pentagram emblazoned on the front. Someone pulled out a cigarette lighter and a clump of something that looked like dried sage. And that’s when I figured out what I was dealing with. Wonderful. A group of neo-pagans who would rather destroy the gifts of nature than rejoice in them. I was ninety-nine percent certain that these lunatics weren’t really pagan at all. They just used paganism as a cover for their carnage while making the rest of us look bad.
Silver flashed and I realized that one of them had a knife. Okay, things were getting pretty serious really fast. Time to climb back up to the street and call the cops. I didn’t want these sick bastards seeing me. I shifted my feet so I could turn around and head back up the trail. Unfortunately, my movement caused a large rock to come loose from its resting place and slide down the hill.
The five dark figures forgot about the squirming kittens and turned to stare directly at me. Well, at least I thought they were staring at me. Hard to tell with those dark hoods pulled up over their heads. Abandoning stealth, I bolted forward, digging my feet into the loose sand of the steep trail and using the roots and branches on either side to pull myself upward. The loud crackle of breaking foliage behind me announced their pursuit and my heart kicked up its pace. Would these people be bold enough to murder me? Did they want to risk being caught by the police? Did they care?
Panting, I pushed myself harder. Almost to the top of the trail, almost. A hand grabbed my shoulder and I caught a quick glimpse of a tattoo between the thumb and index finger. A skull with goat horns and sharp, elongated canine teeth. The symbol was familiar, but before I was able to recall anything else about it, the fingers tightened, digging into my skin, and I felt myself being yanked backward. I couldn’t freeze. If I froze, then these people would have me and goodness knows what they’d do to me. I couldn’t suppress the small cry that escaped my throat, but in the end I think it helped me. My attacker’s hold relaxed a tiny bit, and I took advantage of the moment by lifting my leg and kicking back as hard as I could. My foot made contact with something soft, the person’s stomach or groin. I was hoping for the latter. Either way, his hand released my shoulder, and I could hear him falling back and crashing into his friends.
I dug the toes of my shoes like a mountain goat into the steep trail and pushed with all my strength. By the time I stumbled out of the brush and onto the street, I was shaking and nearly stumbled over my own feet.
Jerry came shuffling over, still holding the kittens. “You okay?”
I gasped and continued to head farther away from the end of the road. Nodding, I breathed, “I think so. I’m going to call the police, though. Not sure if the kittens got away. Hopefully I distracted them long enough.”
Jerry looked nervous and I couldn't blame him. The police officers might force him out of the place he called home. I really didn’t want to go through the hassle of filing a report, but maybe it wouldn’t come to that. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed the number. When I got someone on the line, I reported that I’d seen a group of people going down into the homeless camp near my house and that I thought I saw them carrying knives. Not the complete truth, but it might encourage the cops to look into it. Hopefully, that would scare the bastards away and I wouldn’t have to get any more involved than I already was.
I hung up and moved closer to my basement apartment. If those idiots wanted to come after me, they’d have a hard time doing anything with the party raging in the house.
Five minutes later, a police car pulled around the corner, and my roommates’ guests scattered like cockroaches. The car came to a stop beside the curb, and I stepped out of my basement room. Jerry had long since disappeared, and I’d decided to play it safe by locking my doors. I had spent the time it took the cops to get here thinking about that tattoo. Back when I was still regularly attending outings with my Wiccan friends they had warned me about a small gang around town who liked to dabble in black magic. They called themselves the Noctyrnum and frequently practiced animal sacrifice. It was people like them that made ultra-religious people like my foster parents equate “pagan” with “devil worshipper”. And that tattoo on my attacker’s hand was the spitting image of the small, black symbols I’d seen painted in random places throughout San Luis.
“Noctyrnum,” Claire, the founding member of our group, had said with a grim expression. “Do not mess with these guys. They make the wannabe vampire crowd look like little girls having a tea party.”
That had been over a year ago, right after I’d moved up here and enrolled at Cuesta. At first I had been a regular member of Claire’s pagan group, Earth Bound, but eventually school and my job got in the way. Gradually, my attendance tapered off until I stopped going altogether. It had been three months since I’d last made it to a meeting, and as I thought about that tattoo and what I’d say to the police, I realized just how much I'd missed going. Maybe it was time to get back in touch.
Sighing, I walked down the narrow strip of concrete that stretched from my door to the sidewalk, my senses on high alert for any sounds coming from the bushes at the end of the street. The window of the police car rolled down as I approached.
“Were you the one who called about gang activity in this area?” the officer asked.
I nodded. “At the end of the street.” I pointed to where the asphalt came to an end some fifty yards away. “A group of young adults dressed in black and wearing hoods went down that way. I thought I saw one or two of them with a knife, and I know that some homeless people sleep down there sometimes. I was afraid they were planning on hurting some of them.”
The officer turned his head and said something to his partner, then looked back at me.
“We’ll check it out. You can go back inside now.”
“Thank you,” I said as they turned off their car and started to clamber out.
Once back in the relative safety of my apartment, I put a kettle of water on the stove and prepared a pot of tea. While I waited for the water to boil I pulled my curtains to the side and watched as the officers’ flashlight beams disappeared down the trail. Good. That should scare them off, at least for tonight. If I was lucky, that would be the last I’d ever see or hear of them in this area.
 

-Two-
Admirer
 

Jonathon gave me a curious look as I came tumbling into the Green Tea Leaf the following morning. I was half an hour late, even with the land speed records I had shattered pedaling my bike through the morning traffic to get there. Tardiness was a habit I had been trying to break since high school, and although I was prone to being five or even ten minutes late, half an hour was pushing it even for me. Fortunately, I still had a few minutes to gather myself before the cafe actually opened.
“You okay?” he asked as he handed me my apron.
I snatched it out of his hand, then immediately regretted it. It wasn’t Jonathon’s fault that I’d been chased by devil-worshippers in the wee hours of the night, only to spend the rest of it tossing and turning because my dreams had been haunted by the images of goat-horned vampires coming for my blood.
“Sorry,” I grumbled, pressing a hand to my aching head. “Rough night.”
“I’ll say,” Jonathon muttered.
Although Jonathon wasn’t a close friend, he was what I’d call a reliable one. His mother had been born and raised in Africa, and Jon and his family traveled there at least once a year, so the two of us always had something interesting to talk about. His stories about his father were his favorites to tell.
“Dad’s paler than death, so he stands out like a sore thumb, especially when he tries to wear the tribal garb. Doesn’t really work for his skin tone.”
He showed me a picture once of his dad in a long tunic of royal purple trimmed with scarlet and gold. Snickering, I found myself agreeing with Jonathon, though I had to give his dad credit for trying.
The sound of the door swinging open snapped me back to attention. Our first customer of the day. Time to get focused.
I spent the first part of the morning in a sleep-deprived haze. My shift only lasted two hours, but it felt like ten. By the time I was hanging up my apron and heading out the door, I was somewhat awake - which was good because I needed my wits about me if I was to survive four hours of classes.
Later, on my way to the bus stop, I tripped on a patch of uneven concrete. Okay, Robyn, snap out of it. You’ve pulled late hours before trying to finish a book or a research paper and weren’t nearly this disoriented. But it wasn’t the lack of sleep that was affecting me. It was the memory of those dreams. Never before had I had such realistic and terrifying nightmares. The visions had taken me back to the steep trail, but instead of pulling away from the hand that grabbed my shoulder, I’d fallen back into the throng of people. Rough hands tugged my hair and grabbed me in places that made my mouth go dry even now. As my attackers dragged me back down to the creek, groping me and tightening their grip, their human flesh peeled away and they became creatures like the one in that tattoo. They shoved me down, and as four of them pinned my arms and legs to the ground, the one who took on the role of their leader began chanting, that same chant they’d used with the kittens. My heart was beating nearly out of my chest and I struggled, though I didn't stand a chance against them. They were all so strong and tall, and all I could do was whimper and continue to thrash.
Then something really weird happened. My fingers and toes began to prickle, and when I looked down, I noticed a current of pale violet strings moving over the surface of my skin. No, not strings. I couldn't say what it was, but it reminded me of something. During the nightmare I had been at a loss to know what, but now that I had time to contemplate it, I realized it had looked like electricity. That was it. Like one of those plasma globes I’d once seen at a science fair; however, instead of being inside a glass ball, the tendrils of light were crawling over my skin. I shivered, recalling the strange sensation, like my arm coming back to life after I’d slept on it all night. That’s probably what really happened and somehow it had worked its way into my dream.
I glanced up from my daydream and noticed no one was sitting on the bench at the bus stop. Thank the gods! I almost ran the last few feet and plopped down onto the rough wood, not caring if the splinters jabbed me through my leggings. A few minutes later, my bus pulled up, the brakes hissing as they brushed aside a pile of dead leaves. Heaving my bag onto my shoulder, I stepped up, flashed the driver my pass, and took note of my fellow travelers. An elderly lady near the front who looked one grocery tote short of bag lady status, five guys whose glasses and polo shirts suggested they worked in the computer department out at Cuesta, one middle-aged man who may or may not have just escaped from the local correctional facility, a girl my age dressed in workout clothes, and-
A wave of slight annoyance rolled through my stomach. Standing in the back of the bus and clutching onto one of the hand holds for dear life was Evan Miller. If I didn’t know any better, I’d have sworn the guy was stalking me. I’d met him in my very first class at Cuesta last year. We had both been freshmen, new and inexperienced in the realm of college life, and Evan had mentioned he was into the Goth scene, so I’d told him about Claire’s pagan group. Ever since then, he’d followed me around like a puppy. To be completely honest, he was one of the reasons I wasn’t making more of an effort to return to Earth Bound.
Cursing myself for not thinking to put in my earphones the second I sat on the bench, I gave Evan a forced smile and headed in his direction. Sure, the guy was on the odd end of the spectrum but I wasn’t going to be rude to him.
“Hey Robyn! Haven’t seen you in any of the Earth Bound meetings lately.”
Now that was the understatement of the year.
I shrugged. “Been busy with work and getting back into school mode.”
“Oh yeah, I get it. No worries.”
He straightened up to a gangly five-foot-ten or so and flipped back his jet black hair, cut at an angle across his face. In my mind, he resembled some scrawny teen who had just been turned into a vampire. The notion of vampires made me shiver as the images from my dream resurfaced for a split second. Okay, no more thoughts in that direction, thank you very much.
“So, what’ve you been up to lately?” he asked. “How was your summer?”
“Busy.” Keeping my answers short would eventually get him to stop talking.
“Oh. I stuck around here. It’s a long trip to Ohio, you know. Besides, I took some summer classes and got a part-time job at the used record store . . .”
Evan gabbed on and I just gritted my teeth. Okay, so perhaps my theory had been wrong. Maybe the next chance I got I should at least try to take part in the conversation. Only problem was, I couldn’t think of a thing to say. By the time the bus pulled up in front of the Cuesta campus, I’d learned that Evan’s parents were getting a divorce, his little sister had gotten into a fight at his old high school, and his position at the record store meant he could get me some good deals on used CD’s. Ugh. I was trying really hard to be nice to this guy, but it was tough.
“So, where’s your first class?”
I glanced down at my binder and checked my schedule. “I have a Business Law class on the west side of campus.”
Still unsure of what I wanted to do with my life, I figured taking a few business courses and getting my general education classes out of the way wouldn’t hurt. Hey, I might end up running the Green Tea Leaf when Margie retired. I wouldn’t mind doing that.
“Room 4104?”
Once again I consulted my schedule, already suspecting the answer.
“Yes.”
“Ha! What a coincidence! That’s the same class I’m in. Cool!”
Not cool. Now I was convinced Evan was stalking me. Plastering on another fake smile, I stepped forward, my new shadow trailing after me and chattering away as we walked. Eventually we found the building, just in time for class.
The lecture dragged on forever. It wasn’t the most exciting subject in the world, and after Evan’s third attempt at making some lame joke about the professor’s hair, I finally gave him my death stare. No one could survive my death stare. Evan slammed his mouth shut with a snap, and from that point on the atmosphere improved.
“Will you be making it to the next Earth Bound meeting?” he asked as we filed out of the building with the other students.
Not if you’re going. I shrugged. “Maybe, but I doubt it.”
Evan misread my nonchalance.
“Yeah, I'm kind of over that group too.”
Evan bent down and leaned in closer. Oh, if you even try to kiss me Goth boy I’ll give you a black eye to match that mascara you’re wearing . . .
“I’ve actually joined another group, a better group. More my style. I mean, at least that’s the style I’m going for.”
I crinkled my eyebrows at him and took a small step back. Personal space, dude.
“It’s that group Claire warned us about, you know? The Noctyrnum. Look,” he let out a goofy laugh as if he had just been admitted into the cool kids club, “I even got their tattoo!”
Pulling back the black sleeve of his hoodie, he presented his hand. Cold sweat broke out on my forehead and the blood drained from my face. Staring back at me was the same symbol I had seen on the guy who’d attacked me the night before. Instantly, the images from my nightmare came swooping back in on me. I could feel their hands on me and a putrid smell invaded my nose. No. It wasn’t real . . . couldn’t be real . . . My friend Meghan suddenly came to mind. She had seen things and heard things like this but she had an excuse; she was Faelorehn. She was from the Otherworld. I wasn’t.
The sensations eased a little, and I realized Evan was talking again. I took a deep breath and willed the monsters to go away.
“Cool, huh?” he was saying.
“Sure,” my voice was a croak. “Great. Good for you. Um, I need to get moving. My next class starts in a few minutes. I guess I’ll see you next Friday.”
Evan blinked and dropped his arm, then snapped out of his moment of glory. “Oh, uh no. We have this class again on Wednesday, remember?”
“Right.”
I gave him a watery smile and turned to escape, not looking back. It was a lie, of course. My next class was in half an hour, but I couldn’t bear to be next to Evan a moment longer. The Noctyrnum. The same people who’d attacked me last night. Had Evan been with them? Was he the one who grabbed me? No, that guy was much stronger than Evan, and taller. But still, how long had he been in the group? Had he worked his way into the inner circle? Was he allowed to join the big boys in their nightly gallivanting across the city, drowning puppies and terrifying college girls like me?
Enough Robyn. No more dwelling on these dark thoughts. Giving myself a shake, I slowed my pace and turned to head for my next class. At least it was something interesting: Beginners Astronomy. Unfortunately, by the time class was over I still hadn’t shaken my paranoid thoughts. Grabbing a snack and something to drink at the closest vending machine, I made my way to the library. My business professor had already given us the outline for a research paper that was due at the end of the semester. I needed a distraction, so I spent a few hours hunting down books and choosing the best ones to take home with me. Maybe doing some research would help purge my mind. Or at least put me into a coma.
When I stepped out of the library the sun had already set. I checked my watch. The next bus arrived in ten minutes. By the time I reached the bus stop, a small group of people had already gathered. I scanned them quickly and released a breath. Evan wasn’t among them. The bus pulled up a few seconds later, unloading the students for the evening classes and taking in those weary and ready to go home. Locating a vacant seat, I checked it for fresh stains and recently discarded gum before I sat down. This time I did pull my cell phone out, shoving the headphones into my ears before anyone got the false impression that I was cute and cuddly and just dying to hear some tedious life story.
Leaning my head against the window, I counted the dark shadows of the trees as they passed by and let myself get lost in the rhythm of the new age music blasting into my ears. Twenty minutes later, I hopped off the bus a block away from the Green Tea Leaf. The door bells of the cafe chimed merrily as I pushed my way into the coffee-infused air. Although I preferred tea over coffee, the smell of freshly ground beans always made me smile.
“Hi Robyn,” Kelly, my other co-worker, called out. She was a freshman at Cal Poly, a year under me, and her parents owned a vineyard out in Edna Valley. Kelly reminded me of a bubblier version of my friend Tully from high school, and she had a talent for striking up cheerful conversations with whoever walked through our doors. With her curly red hair and bright green eyes, it was hard not to leave the cafe in a better mood than the one you came in with.
“Hey,” I responded, dropping my bag in a heap next to a corner table.
Kelly arched a copper brow and pursed her lips. “You can't be studying for exams already. School just started!”
I shook my head as I squeezed behind the counter, intent on making myself a mocha. The smell of coffee put me in the mood, and my rattled brain needed the extra caffeine.
“I had some creepy dreams last night and I'm trying to distract my mind.”
Kelly glanced at my overstuffed pack. “I see,” she said. “Want to talk about it?”
I glanced up as I squeezed chocolate syrup all over the whipped cream I'd just slathered into my cup. “What?”
“Your nightmare.”
“Nah, not really.” I finished up with my drink and licked some stray syrup off my finger. Already I was feeling better. Ahhh, the magical power of chocolate.
“Okay, but I’m here if you need me.”
Kelly patted my shoulder and grinned. All right, so maybe Jonathon and Kelly weren’t Thomas or Will or Tully, or even Meghan, and maybe I didn’t spend much time with them but they tolerated my shenanigans as much as my old friends had.
“Thanks,” I said, picking up my ridiculously large mug of sugar-spiked coffee before heading back to my table.
I didn’t stay too long, maybe a half an hour, just enough time to finish my mocha and stare at the first page of the book I’d fished out of my bag. Only a few people came in while I was there, ordering their drinks to go. Eventually, I got up and returned my empty mug to the sink.
“Off to finish that term paper?” Kelly teased.
I grinned back. “Maybe.”
“Have fun!” she called over the heads of two patrons making their way to the counter to order.
After retrieving my bike from the alleyway, I placed my bag in the basket and slid onto the seat. The night had grown cold, the fog rolling in from the ocean on the other side of the coastal hills. I dug a scarf out from beneath the books and wrapped it around my neck before I started pedaling. I headed north, cutting across the western edge of the Mission Plaza to reach my neighborhood on the other side. A few of the city’s homeless slept on the lawn, and seeing them made me think of Jerry. I wondered if the cops from the other night had made him leave his campsite. I hoped not.
Mission College Prep, the local Catholic high school, loomed like a great white monument up ahead. Taking a left turn, I rode one more block before taking another right. The streets had grown darker, the tall trees blocking out the lights, but once I reached my neighborhood, the shadows lessened once again.
Letting my feet just rest on the pedals, I coasted smoothly down the concrete path leading to my front door. Walking my bike to the gated yard behind the house, I tried to tell myself that the jitters causing me to twitch at every flicker of the street light were due to the large amount of caffeine in my system and not my fear of being jumped by the Noctyrnum again. The second my bike was securely locked into the bike rack my housemates and I shared, I grabbed my bag, found my keys, and practically sprinted around the corner, only to stop dead in my tracks and gape at what stood in my way.
 

-Three-
Lunatic
 

“Hello Miss Dunbarre. Remember us?”
Seven people, all young men from the looks of them, stood between me and the safety of my apartment. And of course they were wearing black jeans and black hooded sweatshirts, their faces hidden in shadows. My heart doubled, no tripled, its pace and my hands started shaking. I was dreaming. I had to be because there was no way that many people could have just appeared out of nowhere without me noticing. I must have already gone inside, and somehow I’d burned off all that caffeine and the aftereffects were messing with my dreams. Yay for me! Two nights of cardiovascular while I slept.
“A friend of yours said you might be interested in joining us but after last night’s little incident, I’m not so sure.”
The tallest guy, the one speaking and standing in front of the others, dropped his arm and gestured for someone to step forward. I glanced at his hand. Yup, there was that familiar tattoo, barely visible under the street lamps. His companion complied and pulled something out of a black backpack he carried. Long and coiled, like a snake. No, not a snake. A rope. Oh hell no. This could not be happening. Not here in San Luis on the Central Coast. Okay, so several years ago some poor girl had been the victim of this sort of thing, but that was a freak incident up on the Mesa close to where Meghan and Tully used to live. I was not about to become the next victim of some sadistic cult.
Suddenly angry, I made myself as tall as possible, not such an impressive feat, but still, I was not a coward. I planted my feet and drew in a deep breath.
“What the hell do you think you're going to do?” I snapped. “All I have to do is scream and someone will come running.”
Tall, Dark and In Charge laughed. It made my skin crawl. That laugh was devoid of humanity. Not a good sign.
“Does it look like anyone is at home right now and do you not think we checked before approaching you? No one will hear your pathetic cries.”
His voice seemed unnecessarily raspy, as if he was deliberately trying to disguise it. I swallowed my fear as my stomach tied itself into knots. So much for that bravery I had mustered up.
The guy with the rope took a step forward and I got ready to bolt, but then the psycho party just got crazier.
“You will not touch her.”
The leader of the Noctyrnum froze in place and a long, terrifying hiss passed between his lips. Growling, he turned in the direction from which the voice had come. He stepped out of my line of vision for a moment, and I caught a glimpse of the speaker. Tall, even taller than my harasser, the newcomer was everything the Noctyrnum members were not, with pale hair and broad shoulders that tapered into a trim waist. Archaic clothes completed the contrast. While my attackers hid themselves under their dark clothing, this stranger made no effort to hide his features or his intent.
When he stepped farther into the light my jaw dropped. Holy crap, he was hot. And he looked pissed, too. Oh, and what do you know? He was holding . . . Was that a sword? Could this night get any weirder?
My apparent rescuer lifted his sword with one hand and pulled a dagger free from his side with the other, his long legs tensing for a fight. That must have been the cue, because in the next second the leader of the Noctyrnum barked something unintelligible and everyone scattered, running off in different directions like rats surprised in their nest. Blondie must have been just as bewildered as I was, because he blinked at them for a half-second before darting after the leader. I squawked as he bolted past me, chasing his target to the end of the street and down into the creek. The telltale splash of two people sprinting through the water greeted my ears a few seconds later.
The whole incident had me so confounded that it took me a few seconds to realize I had clutched my bag to my chest and pressed my back against my door. When my breathing slowed, I shook my head and remembered I needed to get into my apartment, like right now. Someone up above had granted me this blessed second chance, and I wasn’t about to waste it.
A colorful curse floated up from the basin below the bridge. I didn’t recognize the language but I recognized the tone. The splashing had subsided as well and it dawned upon me that the bad guy had escaped. That only made me more determined to get into my apartment. Where the hell were my keys?! Snapping twigs and the sound of crashing brush reminded me that some crazy guy with two really sharp blades was climbing back up the hill.
Crap. I didn’t care how attractive he was. He was a stranger with violent tendencies and odd clothes. Never a good mix, in my opinion.
Okay, my fingertips were practically bloody now from scraping around in my backpack pocket. I paused for a moment and took a deep breath. Where had I put my keys? Oh, right! I had pulled them out before reaching the door, which meant I had probably dropped them on the path between here and the yard. Wonderful.
Gathering up what little gumption I had left, I peeled myself away from my apartment door and turned around, only to find that Blondie had made it back to the side yard. How had he done that without making a sound? He took a step toward me, moving farther into the light shining from the front porch. I yelped, slamming myself against the door again. I really hoped his intentions were honorable. I didn’t think I could handle another attempt on my life tonight.
I waited for him to speak, or to clear his throat, or to pull out his knife again and stab me in the heart. Anything. But all he did was stand there, looking me up and down as if trying to figure out what species of plant I was. Wow, way to flatter a girl.
Deciding he wasn’t going to kill me, yet, and falling back on my oh-so-charming personality, I coughed politely and then said with a smirk, “Uh, is that outfit some sort of requirement for frat hazing these days? Because the Renaissance Fair was last month.”
I waved a hand at him, indicating his leather pants and tunic-like shirt.
The young man kept his eyes on me, but at least now he was looking at my face. Dang, those were some bright blue eyes. And from what I could make out in the soft glow of the porch light he fit the part of college pretty boy to a tee: lean but muscular; handsome with thick, blond hair a bit on the long side. Even the way he seemed to glare at me matched the profile.
I opened my mouth to make another snide remark, but he beat me to it.
“You can see my clothing?”
And that, ladies and gentlemen, was my cue to get inside my apartment, bolt the door and maybe shove my futon against it just in case this lunatic got any wild ideas. Only problem was, I still didn’t know where my keys were. I did, however, know the location of my pepper spray. As casually as possible, I slipped my hand into the front pocket of my book bag. When my fingers brushed up against that familiar cool, cylindrical shape, I almost fainted with relief. Now why hadn't I thought of this when I was surrounded by those seven Satanists?
“Okay, so thank you for helping me tonight. I mean, really, thanks. Those guys might have killed me if you hadn’t come along but, I’m pretty tired and I’d like to go inside now.”
Maybe if he left I could look around for my keys. They had to be somewhere nearby.
But instead of leaving, the man stepped forward again and I all but imbedded myself in the door. I glanced down at the front pocket of my bag. My fingers tightened around the tube of pepper spray and I yanked it out, aiming it toward him. I blinked in surprise. In the split second I’d looked down to find the pepper spray, he had come within a few feet of me.
How had he covered that distance so quickly? And holy crap he was tall. I swallowed back my sudden nervousness and looked up at him. Wow. Not only was he the living embodiment of every girl's wildest fantasy but something was definitely different about him. Perhaps it was the intensity of his eyes, as if he spoke more with them than his own voice.
“Answer me,” he hissed, his bulk and height pinning me against my front door. “Can you see my clothes?”
It took me a while to find my voice. “Uh, um,” I fumbled.
“What am I wearing?” he pressed, his voice harsh but not cruel.
He had a slight accent, but my brain was too preoccupied to place it.
Okay Robyn, maybe he’s just some leftover from rush week trying to impress his new fraternity brothers. Remember that girl in the Tea Leaf the other night? Maybe they just dared him to go around town in strange clothes, asking terrified young women odd questions.
But what about those weapons? They looked real. Then again, he did scare off those guys who were probably going to spend the lovely evening peeling my fingernails back or something just as gruesome. I ground my teeth together and gave myself a mental kick. Pull yourself together and just play along!
I squared my shoulders and drew myself to my full height. The top of my head barely reached his chest.
“Fine, whatever,” I sniffed, lowering my tube of pepper spray but keeping it out in plain sight.
I ran my eyes over him, lingering a little too long in certain places, then said with a grin, “You’re wearing boots, what appear to be deerskin pants, a loose, long-sleeved white shirt, a dark leather vest and,” I paused and glanced at his wrist again, “uh, leather bracers.”
There, that should do it.
The young man tore his intense gaze away from me and swore. At least, I thought it was a curse. It sounded like the same word I’d heard from the creek several minutes earlier. Whatever it was, it was unfamiliar to me, yet the intensity of his tone made me flinch.
“You should not be able to see this,” he said, gesturing to his outfit. Then he seemed to relax. His shoulders dropped a centimeter, and those fierce eyes and tight jaw softened.
For a fleeting, ridiculous second I wanted to run my fingers over that jaw, to have my skin rasp against the stubble I saw there. My fingers curled into a fist. Dear gods, Robyn, what on earth are you thinking?
His words gradually sank in. I furrowed my brow in confusion. Wait. Shouldn’t he give me a goofy grin, say something suggestive, and then go skipping off to inform his frat buddies that he’d fulfilled his task?
Instead, he turned away from me and ran his hands through his hair, lacing them together and letting them rest on the back of his neck. For a few moments, I thought he might have forgotten me, but then his eyes snapped to mine and suddenly I felt trapped again. No one ever looked at me like that. No one. It was as if his mere gaze had reached in and grabbed my soul, shaking it until all my secrets spilled out. It was unnerving and terribly intimate. I bit my lip.
My rescuer stepped in closer and ducked his head. In a voice barely above a whisper, he said, “Are you of Eile?”
Immediately my blood went cold and hot at the same time. I knew that word. Meghan had spoken it so many times before. It was another name for the Otherworld. Holy crap. This guy knew about the Otherworld. And now that strange accent seemed familiar. Irish or Scottish, faded but with ancient undertones. Like Cade’s accent. Could he be Faelorehn? All of a sudden, I wanted to ask him a million questions. Did he know Meghan and Cade? How had he managed to find himself in my front yard? And most importantly, what was he doing here?
Unfortunately, I wasn’t able to ask him anything.
The Renaissance man gave his head a shake and muttered, “Never mind. Forget all that I have said and forgive me my rudeness. I’ll leave you to enjoy the rest of your evening.”
My jaw dropped open. That was it? He appeared out of thin air, chased away my would-be rapists, convinced me he might possibly take their place, threw a small fit because I noticed he was dressed, then asked if I was from the Otherworld. And now he was going to just leave?
“I believe these belong to you.”
He lifted his arm, my keys dangling from his index finger. I couldn’t move, so he drew out my hand with gentle fingers and placed the keys in my palm. My lungs stopped working and my heart started sprinting once more. Okay, not good to have an amped heart rate with no oxygen coming in. The tall stranger turned on his heels and headed back toward the end of the street. Shaking myself free of my shock, I stumbled forward, intent on following Blondie so I could get some answers.
“Wait a second!” I called after him.
He didn’t even break his stride. Huffing and puffing, I sped up, dropping my bag on the sidewalk.
“Hey! Would you stop please?”
The guy’s torso disappeared behind a clump of bushes. Great. He was going down into the homeless encampment. I was terrified to follow him down there, but my curiosity had overcome my common sense.
As I clambered down the dark trail, I called out, “That’s it? You’re just going to leave? Who are you? What’s your name?”
I untangled my hair from the tree branches and stepped out onto level ground, cautiously surveying my surroundings. The homeless camp was deserted. Soiled sleeping bags, empty cans and other debris lay scattered about. What little light pouring down from the bridge above created more shadows than highlights, and being down here again was giving me the willies. Clutching one arm to my side, I shrank inward and started backing up. The Renaissance man was nowhere to be seen. I couldn’t even hear him anymore.
Letting out a growl of frustration, I kicked a nearby beer bottle and turned to make my climb back up the hill. Yes, I was burning with curiosity to learn more about this guy’s agenda, but not to the point where I was comfortable offering myself up as bait in case those Noctyrnum creeps were still around. Swallowing back my disappointment, I made my way back up the hillside.
The barren, silent stretch of asphalt at the top of the trail was a welcome sight. Grabbing my bag and making sure I had my keys this time, I ran to my door, unlocked the dead bolt and darted in. It took me less than two seconds to get the door locked again, and only when I collapsed on my bed did I realized how drained I was. Intense stress will do that to you, I suppose.
I threw an arm over my eyes and just breathed. Oddly enough, it wasn’t my near-death experience that had me so bothered. It was the confrontation with the blond guy and the odd conversation we’d had. He knew about the Otherworld. His words had proved as much. But was I reading too much into it? Was I secretly hoping he was Faelorehn? And if so, what good was it now? I was human. I knew that for a fact. From everything Meghan had told me, those who were Faelorehn had certain traits, the most obvious being a person’s eye color. Meghan’s eyes used to change color, and I had always assumed it had something to do with the lighting. Turned out they really were changing color and it was because of her Otherworldly blood.
Feeling restless, I bolted upright and marched into my tiny bathroom. I flipped on the light and stared at myself in the mirror for a good thirty seconds. Nope. No change. My pale eyes remained exactly the same shade of grey they always were. I snorted in laughter, shutting off the light and shuffling back out into my living room. How ridiculous. As if I expected to suddenly discover I was Faelorehn. I was definitely becoming delusional.
Get over it, Robyn. Meghan’s the one who gets to live in the Otherworld with the hot husband who adores her, not you.
I sighed. I wasn’t jealous of my friend, honestly, I wasn’t. But I did envy her perfect life, even if it was everything she deserved. Oh well. Dwelling on what I couldn’t have wouldn’t make my own life any better, so I might as well just suck it up and move on. I glanced at my clock and winced. Past midnight. At least I could sleep in tomorrow, and by then everything that had happened tonight might end up all being part of a dream.
 




-Four-
Introduction
 

The pleasant weather of early autumn tugged on my senses, making me long for the great wide-open spaces where I could best enjoy the soft breeze across my face and the subtle change in the season. Unfortunately, I was sitting at the bus stop with a gaggle of other students eager to get to their classes. Of course, I wasn’t too eager. Mostly boring lectures lay ahead of me: business management, pre-calculus and marketing. The only light at the end of the tunnel was my seminar on navigating the social network scene. I’d be locked away in classrooms with my droning professors for a good five and a half hours, with only a half an hour break in between. Yup, Mondays were brutal, but they were supposed to be, right?
The telltale roar of an approaching transit bus brought us all to our feet. I let the elderly couple go ahead of me but darted into place just behind them. Seats were scarce, and I wasn’t in the mood to stand for the entire thirty-minute ride. Nothing like being jostled about while clinging to a hand-hold as the bus made its eight million stops before reaching the Cuesta campus.
Once up the steps, I spotted an open seat near the back. Like a cheetah zeroing in on a gazelle, I made a dash for it, squeezing into the spot just before a guy with a shaved head and a too-tight T-shirt that read Cal Poly Football could claim it. I gave him my most charming smile, shrugged and then promptly ignored his existence. If I kept eye contact too long, I might actually succumb to his nasty scowl. Fortunately, I had my earphones ready and soon my music was drowning out the rest of the world.
As we chugged along I thought about the past few weeks. Ever since that night I was nearly attacked, I’d been a bit on the restless side, which was darn near neurotic for me. The next morning, I’d woken up groggy, convinced it had all been a dream. But as the day dragged on the nagging in the back of my head wouldn’t stop and finally I had to take a deep breath and reevaluate the situation. First and foremost, I had to address the fact that a gang of sadistic animal torturers had felt that my interruption of their ritual warranted retribution. Whoever they were they knew who I was and for some reason or other, they wanted to teach me a lesson.
And what about Evan? He had mentioned joining the group and then that same night they approached me. I still wasn’t certain if he was responsible for outing me. He’d been absent from class the last few weeks and although I was relieved I didn’t have to face him after what had happened, I was a bit worried. Evan had never seemed the type to miss that much school. Even when we were freshmen, he went to class more often than I did. Was he sick? It was autumn and the flu usually started making its rounds this time of year. Or had he been brainwashed by the Noctyrnum?
Shivering, I took a deep breath and braced myself as the bus made a tight turn. The other event that had kept my brain in knots these past several days was the sudden appearance, and disappearance, of the blond warrior who had come to my rescue. Like Evan, I hadn’t seen him since that first night, and he’d been on my mind ever since.
The bus squeaked to a stop, the brakes hissing and the doors swinging open, pulling me away from my reverie. When I glanced up, I saw something that took me completely by surprise. As if my very thoughts had conjured him out of thin air, the blond god who’d chased off the Noctyrnum stepped through the doors, his height only exaggerated by the bevy of short girls standing just in front of him. My jaw dropped and my ears started ringing, drowning out the song that was blasting from my headphones.
I almost didn’t notice that the person sitting in the window seat next to me wanted to get off at this spot. The older lady grumbled some complaint as I gave her room to pass. The second she was out of the way, my eyes returned to the front of the bus with the speed of a Formula One race car. This time, Renaissance Man was wearing normal clothes, a pair of jeans and a T-shirt. In fact, he would have fit in rather well with the college crowd if he hadn't been so striking.
One of the girls in front of him finally turned around and took notice. Her eyes hit the middle of his chest first, and then her head tilted back as she stared in mute admiration. The girl’s friends soon followed suit. Blondie merely stood there, looking down at them for a few seconds before smiling. Holy crap. My stomach flipped over. What a change that single action made to his face. I had no idea he could look any better than he already did. With hair that particular shade of gold, straight, white teeth and clean-cut features, it’s no wonder he’d put those girls in a daze.
“I have a schedule to keep ladies and you’re holding up the line.”
Apparently the middle-aged bus driver was immune to Renaissance Man’s charms.
The four girls snapped out of their stupor and took over the four empty seats closest to the front. The young man stepped up, ducking a little to fit his tall frame into the vehicle, and dropped some coins into the chamber at the front of the bus. He then turned his head, scanning the long aisle as if he searched for someone. Feeling absurdly nervous all of a sudden, I crouched down behind the seat in front of me and tried to appear smaller than I already was.
He can’t possibly be looking for you Robyn, and if he is, why on earth are you trying to hide? Hadn’t you been terribly disappointed that he left you standing in the dark with not so much as a name to remember him by?
I peeked up between the seats. He’d stopped searching because his eyes had screeched to a halt, landing right on me and staying there. For a handful of glorious seconds, he just studied me, the same way he had that night we first met. His gaze was even more intimidating in the light of day.
With another rude reminder from the bus driver, my mysterious savior strode forward, stepping around the legs and backpacks of the other riders and stopping just in front of the empty seat beside me.
“Is this seat taken?” he asked.
I pretended not to hear him through my earphones, but he only remained standing, waiting for a response. Feeling like an idiot, I took the earphones out and said, “Sorry, did you say something?”
“May I sit beside you?”
Let’s see, super-hot guy who saved you from a band of marauders wants to sit next to you on a bus and asks, oh-so nicely. Guarded though I might have been, there was no way I was turning him down.
“Sure,” I said, scooting over even more.
He nodded and grinned, then lowered himself smoothly into the empty seat. The bus lurched and belched a black cloud of exhaust and we were on our way once again. I was sitting next to the guy I’d been wondering about for two whole weeks. And I had absolutely nothing to say.
Fortunately, he initiated the conversation.
“I’m sorry about leaving so abruptly that night outside of your apartment. Urgent business demanded I return home for a while.”
Okay, I guess that was a legitimate (and vague) reason to up and disappear. I shrugged. “It’s okay. I mean, you did potentially save my life, so I can’t really hold a grudge, can I?”
I smiled up at him, wondering if I was coming off as charming as I thought.
His return smile didn’t show any teeth, but it felt genuine.
“My name is Devlin, by the way. Devlin O’Brolaigh.”
He held out a hand and I took it. Lightning, warm but not unpleasant, zipped up my arm.
“Uh, Robyn Dunbarre. Nice to meet you and thank you, again, for helping me.”
And welcome to the party, awkward silence. Renaissance Man, Devlin, sat there completely at ease as if we had been good friends for years. I, on the other hand, fought like crazy to stay contained within my own skin. Every female on the bus was checking Devlin out, some more subtly than others. I decided to join the crowd. As imperceptibly as I could, I glanced at the young man sitting beside me, trying to figure out what he was all about. His ears were pierced, well at least the ear facing me. Two silver hoops hung from the lobe, peeking between the strands of hair that tried to hide them. My eyes moved south, and for a few moments I admired the tattoos running down his arm. Some guys over-did it with color and intricacy; not Devlin. These tattoos seemed to be all part of a single piece, yet separate from one another. They were Celtic in design, although looked nothing like anything I'd ever seen and I'd been in my fair share of tattoo parlors. The jeans he wore were loose on him and not a designer brand from what I could tell. His black T-shirt fit him well, tight in all the right places and the color only accentuating his tan skin and pale hair. Unlike Football Dude from earlier, whose shirt appeared to be two sizes too small in order to act as a second skin, Devlin’s was the right size. He just had the physique to fill it out properly. Yikes.
My eyes roamed upward and I blushed and jerked them away when they met Devlin’s amused gaze.
“Have you had any trouble since those men tried to harm you?” he asked.
Oh good. Conversation.
I cleared my throat and shook my head. “No. Haven’t even seen them around.”
The awkwardness returned and I wondered if I should just try to pretend he wasn't there. Yeah right. It would be just like ignoring a bonfire you were sitting way too close to. My other option was to ask him all sorts of odd questions that would place me on the crazy list. Oh well. I suspected I was already there anyway.
“So, Devlin, I was wondering."
I sensed more than saw his body shift toward me. Suddenly, I felt trapped against the bus window, which irritated me to no end. I had no idea who this guy was. He had shown up outside of my apartment and had disappeared just as suddenly, and now we just happened to get onto the same bus? And not only that. When he had looked around earlier and his eyes stopped on me, it was clear he was searching for me specifically. My irritation began to escalate. Drop-dead gorgeous or not, I had enough people stalking me. I didn't need any more.
“Yes?” he prompted.
“What are you doing on my bus?” I blurted out.
The guy looked around, his expression mildly curious. “Your bus? I had come to understand that this vehicle was provided for all residents of this area, to transport them from one place to another, correct?”
I gritted my teeth. Was he mocking me?
“What do you want?” I snapped, my eyes remaining glued to the headrest of the seat in front of me.
Devlin was silent for a moment or two. Then finally, in a low voice that no longer held any of the mirth from just a few seconds ago, he said, “I’m looking for a man you know.”
That took me by surprise. I jerked my head back and actually looked at him. My arms, which had been crossed in front of my chest, tightened their grip. The look in his blue eyes was pure murder.
He must have sensed my apprehension, because they softened a bit and he sighed.
“Robyn, I don’t want to harm you, and I don’t want to burden your life any further. If you can help me find this man, I’ll leave you be.”
“I don’t even know who it is you’re looking for,” I groused. “What’s his name? What does he look like?”
I really hoped he didn’t give me a description of Jonathon or Evan. I would never turn my co-worker, or even my odd classmate, over to a complete stranger no matter how charming he was.
“That’s the problem. I don’t know, either. But I can tell he’s been in contact with you.”
I only blinked up at him, dumbfounded.
“That makes no sense. If you’ve never seen him and you don’t know his name, then how can you possibly know I’ve been in contact with him?”
Devlin shifted his weight so that he faced forward. He crossed his arms like mine and let out a deep sigh. “I just can.”
I slapped my hands to my forehead and dragged my fingers down my face. Ugh, just once in my life it would be nice to appear invisible to the weirdoes. But despite my irritation at the whole situation, I simply wasn’t getting a bad vibe from him. And believe me, my intuition was spot-on when it came to weeding the unsavories from the tolerables. It had never proven me wrong before and right now it was telling me Devlin was not going to harm me. In fact, that intuition of mine was a little too comfortable with him if you asked me.
Oh come on, Robyn, the fact that he’s gorgeous plays a big role here, and letting someone’s good looks override one’s common sense is never a good idea.
To shut my conscience up, I threw caution to the wind and just came out and said what I had suspected all along. “Look,” I whispered so those sitting around us wouldn’t hear, “the only reason I’m having this conversation with you right now is because I know, for a fact, that the Otherworld exists and that I’m pretty certain that’s where you came from. If I didn’t, I’d be humoring you until we got off this bus, then I’d disappear as quickly as possible and call the cops if I ever noticed you following me again.”
Devlin was quiet for a very long time and for a second I was convinced he’d be the one calling me crazy and telling me to stay away from him. Wouldn’t that be a nice little turn of events on this already dismal Monday morning?
The bus pulled off of the highway and into the turn lane that would bring us onto the Cuesta campus. Yay, this little joy ride was nearly over.
“So you know about the Otherworld,” he murmured.
I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, then nodded.
“May I ask you how?”
Turning my head, I looked up at him. His eyes met mine, and I saw curiosity there. Instantly, my unease lessened and I admitted, “My friend is from Eile. And I’ve always been interested in Irish mythology.”
A small chuckle escaped his mouth and I blinked in surprise. Of all the reactions I had expected, laughter wasn’t one of them. Devlin exhaled loudly and ran one of his hands through his hair. “So that’s why my glamour didn't work on you.”
“Pardon?” I asked.
Devlin took the hand that had just been in his hair and indicated his torso. “I was using glamour that night, to disguise my clothing. My magic isn’t as strong as most. Well, it has a more specific purpose than most glamour of the Otherworld. Anyway, it fooled everyone else I encountered that night, but apparently not you.”
He smiled, the same smile he’d given those girls the first time he walked onto the bus. And just like that I forgot I wasn’t supposed to trust him and that even though he had introduced himself and we’d been talking the last several minutes, he wasn’t my friend.
The light changed and the bus turned into the parking lot.
“Are you using glamour now?” I heard myself ask.
Devlin shook his head. “No, I learned my lesson.”
“You made a good choice, on the clothing I mean. You really,” look hot, “uh, blend in more now.”
He smiled again and said, “I received some good advice.”
“Ah. From whom?”
“My friend Enorah. She lives in the Otherworld.”
I cleared my throat, “Your girlfriend?”
Now why had I gone and asked him that, and what did I care?
This time Devlin’s laugh was more of a bark. “Oh no. She’s more like a surrogate aunt.”
Why I felt relief was a mystery to me. Probably just my nerves finally settling.
The bus groaned to a stop, and I realized it was time to get off. Clutching my bag, I stood up then stopped. Devlin wasn’t moving.
“I need to get off the bus so I can go to class.”
Devlin stood and then stepped to the side to let me go. I hurried down the aisle, feeling the need to move away from him. His presence was just too overwhelming, and I wanted to get out into the fresh air so I could breathe.
I stepped from the bus and moved to stand on the sidewalk, taking a few deep breaths as everyone else piled off behind me. The bus doors shut with a hiss and a snap, and soon the great diesel behemoth was off to make another trip around town. Shaking my head slightly, I lifted my foot to take my first step toward class.
“When are you free to speak again, Robyn Dunbarre?”
I nearly screeched. Jerking my head around, I spotted Devlin standing behind me with no one else around. He was even taller outside of the bus.
“Sorry?” I said.
“I would like to finish this conversation, but I do not wish to keep you from your appointment.”
“It isn’t an appointment,” I grumbled, shoving my hands in my pockets. “I have class.”
He only tilted his head, as if waiting for me to elaborate.
I rolled my eyes and tilted my head to the sky. You’d think I’d be more elated that a Faelorehn man had singled me out among all the measly mortals to be his new buddy in this world, but it only meant my life would grow more complicated than it already was. I dropped my head and considered him. I would love more than anything to get to know him better, but that was very dangerous ground. For ten long seconds, I battled my good sense until I finally caved.
“All right. I’m busy most of the week, what with school and work. How about Friday night? I finish my work shift at ten, is that too late for you?”
Technically, I could meet him several times this week but at least on Saturday morning I didn’t have to worry about getting up early to go to work or to school. That way if our conversation ran late, which that wicked, Bohemian side of me was hoping it would, then I could sleep in.
Devlin nodded. “I’ll see you then.”
“Wait! How will you know where to find me?” And how did you know I’d be on this bus to begin with?
Devlin grinned. “I have my ways.”
And with that, he turned and strode away. With some effort, I forced myself to stop staring at his butt so I could get mine to class. He had his ways? I wondered what that meant, but decided to put off thinking about it until later. I had a very long Monday ahead of me that would require all of my focus.
 

-Five-
Meeting
 

Naturally, the remainder of the week dragged on for an eternity, and making it through class on Monday without losing my mind was a particular challenge. Had Renaissance Man really boarded my bus to talk to me? No wait, his name was Devlin. And what kind of name was Devlin?
Otherworldly. I batted away the small voice in my mind. True, I had admitted as much to myself, and I’d even talked to him about it, but for some reason I was having a hard time accepting the fact that a guy from the Otherworld was seeking out my company. Hold it, Robyn, your best friend and her husband are from Eile and you’re totally cool with that. Maybe I didn’t have such a hard time with knowing Meghan was from the Otherworld because I’d known her for so long. Devlin, on the other hand, was a complete stranger. Besides, the only reason Devlin sought out my company in the first place was because he wanted to find someone else. Someone I apparently knew. Someone he couldn’t name or describe. Which made sooo much sense.
The crash of dishes into the sink snapped me to attention. Where was I? Oh, right. I was at work and I had about an hour before my shift ended. Before I was to meet up with Devlin of the Otherworld.
Swallowing hard, I got back to sweeping the floor in the dining area. Jonathon was sharing the final shift with me as well and he had been giving me concerned looks all evening. Once I’d made my rounds, I stepped behind the counter with a dustbin full of questionable material and proceeded to empty it into the trash can. Jonathon leaned one elbow on the bar and pinned me with his gaze. After several seconds spent knocking invisible dirt off of the dustbin, I finally faced him.
“What?” I demanded.
“Nothing. Just wondering what’s up with you. You’ve been jumpy all week.”
I set the broom and dust pan aside, crossed my arms and scrunched up my face.
“Cute, Robyn,” he said in response to my scowl. At least he backed off a little after that.
The next forty minutes passed by easily with me working the cash register and Jonathon preparing the drinks. The customer traffic had tapered off by then and I contemplated getting the mop out to start on the floor early when the doorbell announced another customer. Both Jonathon and I had been in the back, me preparing the mop and bucket, Jon grabbing some items to restock before we closed. He looked over at me.
“I’ll get it,” I grumbled and shuffled back out to the front.
I’d taken my apron off so I had to loop it over my head and retie it in the back, which explained why I wasn’t really paying attention when I stepped out behind the counter.
“What would you like?” I asked as I fought with the tie. Stupid apron.
A familiar voice answered, “The best you have to offer.”
My hands froze and I jerked my head up. The blood drained from my face and then abruptly refilled it. Standing in front of the counter with his arms crossed over his chest was Devlin. This time he was wearing a sweater and jeans.
He smiled, and my heart dropped into my stomach. Immediately I chastised myself for such a reaction. Good lord, Robyn! You’ve seen hot guys before and haven’t even batted an eyelash. What is it about this one that’s got you so wigged out?
But I already knew the answer. It wasn’t that he was so attractive, though that certainly was a factor. It was something else about him, an aura he gave off. The same kind of aura Meghan’s Cade had. Must be an Otherworldly trait, I told myself as I brushed my hair out of my face and returned my attention to Devlin.
“Well, most of our drinks are very good,” I offered.
Devlin put his elbows on the counter and leaned in toward me, his smile almost predatory.
“I wasn’t necessarily talking about your drink menu, but I’ll try whatever you like the best.”
For the first time in my life I was struck speechless. Was he flirting with me? And if so, awesome! Trying not to trip over my own sudden awkwardness, I mimicked his posture, propping my elbow on the counter and leaning in close. I didn’t have to bend nearly as far as him.
“I’d recommend a mocha then, Robyn Dunbarre style. Small, sweet, but with plenty of spunk.”
Devlin’s blue eyes lit up and a small jolt of pleasure shot through me. I had managed to charm the walking embodiment of charisma. Yay for me!
“Sounds wonderful,” he said, standing up straight again and losing a little bit of that mischief he’d walked in with. Good. If he laid it on any thicker I might actually faint.
He reached into his jeans pocket and pulled out a ten-dollar bill. Wondering where he’d gotten money to use in the mortal world, I rang up his purchase and gave him his change.
“Have a seat and I’ll get that drink ready for you. In a to-go cup?”
Devlin nodded and I glanced at the clock. Ten minutes to closing. Maybe I could talk Jonathon into mopping the floor for me. I started preparing the drinks, one for Devlin and one for myself. A few seconds later, Jon came out from the back with the supplies he'd been gathering earlier.
“Want to lock the front door? I know it's a bit early but …” he stopped midsentence when he spotted Devlin sitting at the far table. “Um, never mind. I see we still have a customer.”
And how was I going to explain that I planned on leaving with said customer as soon as my shift was up? I finished preparing the mochas, added the whipped cream and snapped on the lids.
“Here’s your drink,” I called out to Devlin.
I set the paper cup on the counter and then turned toward Jonathon. I grabbed his skinny arm and pulled him toward the back of the store.
“Listen, I can’t explain everything right now, but that guy is here to meet with me.”
Jonathon’s dark eyebrows shot up into his hairline, and he tried to glance over my shoulder for a better look at Devlin.
“Seriously? Pretty-boy out there? I didn’t think that was your style, Robyn.”
I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore the slightly bitter tinge to Jonathon’s tone.
“It’s not what you think, honestly. I’m helping him with a school project,” I lied. Well, not a total lie. I was helping him with a project, supposedly.
Jonathon pried my fingers off his arm and then crossed it over the other, looking down at me as if I were a small child who insisted it was perfectly safe to juggle a set of knives.
“How well do you know this guy Robyn? I mean, he may seem harmless, but all the crazy ones do. I’ve read about sociopaths. They are very charming and are really good at manipulating people.”
I tried not to sigh in exasperation. Jonathon had a point, and if Devlin hadn’t convinced me in one form or another that he was from Eile, I would have taken my friend's advice to heart. In all honesty, I was just too curious about this Otherworldly man to give credence to my friend’s advice.
This time I reached out and grabbed both Jonathon’s arms, just above the elbows. “Don’t worry, Jon. He won’t hurt me.” At least I didn’t think he would. “Could you mop for me tonight? I'll owe you one.”
Jonathon gave a weary sigh and then said, “Okay. But if I don’t hear from you tomorrow morning I’m calling the cops.”
I gave him a playful shove. “I’ll text you the moment I’m alone and safe in my apartment.”
Within five minutes I’d ditched my apron, shrugged on my coat and purse, and grabbed my coffee. Devlin waited patiently for me the entire time. When I finally approached his table, I noticed he was holding his coffee cup and giving it a curious look.
“Stronger than tea, but very good,” he admitted.
I smiled then took a deep breath and said, “Ready to go?”
Nodding, he stood up and moved toward the door, opening it for me. I waved to Jonathon and then gave him the thumbs up. He only shook his head and got back to mopping. I felt kind of bad ditching him like that, but it also felt good that he was concerned about my safety. Almost like having a brother, I imagined.
The night air was chilly for mid-September, so I pulled my jacket tighter and nursed my mocha, seeking whatever warmth I could find.
“Are you cold?” Devlin asked beside me. He moved to take off his sweater.
“No,” I lied. I was chilly, yes, but I wasn’t about to make him suffer for it. Besides, I had a feeling I’d trip over the hem of his sweater if I put it on. “I’ll be okay once I drink some more coffee.”
I lifted my cup and gave him my best smile before taking a sip. Mmm, hot, chocolate-infused bliss.
“I thought we could talk on the way to my apartment. Maybe stop in the Mission Plaza for a while?”
Really, this was Devlin’s meeting. He should be the one making conversation. I shot him a sideways glance and, even though his posture seemed casual, what with his chin slightly tilted toward the ground and one hand in his pocket, I noticed a tightness around his mouth and eyes. Even in the dim street lights I could tell something troubled him.
Eventually, he nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”
We crossed into the plaza, and I led him away from the area where the vagrants often spent the night. Our conversation had the potential to be chalked up as psych-ward worthy, so the fewer eavesdroppers around the better. Across from the sloping lawn, I spotted an open bench with at least fifty feet of empty space all around it. Perfect. I indicated the spot, and Devlin turned that way. Once we were seated, we rested quietly for several moments.
Across the plaza, on the other side of the creek, a handful of restaurants and cafes were still going strong. Some of the eateries also sported bars, so they stayed open into the wee hours of the night. The upbeat rhythm of indie rock drifted from one storefront while the loud clink of silverware and the happy chatter of voices arose from another. All around, the lively sounds of night life in San Luis Obispo inundated us, but Devlin and I remained silent.
After several more sips of my coffee, I couldn't take it anymore. “So, when we talked on the bus you mentioned you were looking for someone?”
Devlin released a long breath and dropped his head, his hands gripping his coffee cup for dear life. I felt my eyebrows rise. Something must really be bothering him.
“I really shouldn’t be talking with you at all, but perhaps it is too late for that,” he murmured.
My whole body stiffened. That was never a good thing to hear.
Devlin turned his head and observed me, his blue eyes dulled by the darkness around us. Despite all that, I read something in them: worry, fear, desperation. Dear lord, Robyn, what have you gotten yourself tangled up in?
“I must start by asking you some questions, if you don't mind, so I know how much I can tell you.”
“Go ahead.” Hey, I was already sticking my head into the rabbit hole, might as well shove myself all the way in.
Devlin’s eyes dropped and focused on my neck. I resisted the urge to reach up and touch what rested there. He could only be looking at my torque, the one from the Otherworld.
His gaze shot back up to meet mine. “Who is your friend, the one that lives in Eile?”
Okay, this shouldn’t be too hard. Meghan was a pretty big name in the Otherworld, what with her being the high queen’s daughter and all. Hopefully, mentioning her would improve my status in his eyes. Yet again, he could have loyalties with the other side. He could be a supporter of the Morrigan.
Before leaving to live with Cade, Meghan had been pretty tight-lipped about the life that awaited her in Eile. I think she kept most of the details to herself because she didn’t want me and Tully and the boys to worry. It was probably a wise move on her part because after everything was over, she wrote each of us a long letter explaining who she really was and that she and Cade and her mother and all the Tuatha De had fought against the Morrigan. I had no idea Meghan had it in her, and I’d been so proud. And of course, I’d changed my mind about the Celtic war goddess. Before I’d thought she was a totally badass deity with a bit of a wicked streak. Someone I’d idolized. Turned out she was far worse than I’d imagined.
That had been a few years ago, and even though the Morrigan was no longer a problem for my friend and her new family, that didn’t mean the goddess’s evil magic didn’t linger. Meghan had said as much in her letters, and now I wondered if Devlin might be a bitter follower of the once-powerful goddess. And that would definitely be bad news for me if I started blurting about my best friend and how she and her allies had defeated the war-hungry tyrant. My instincts, however, were telling me otherwise. Devlin was no threat to me. But just how far could I trust him?
Drawing in a deep breath and making a decision, I turned to him and said, “Meghan Elam. Well, she might have taken her husband’s name. You’ve probably heard of her. She’s the high queen’s daughter."
Devlin went absolutely still. Oh crap. I’d been wrong.
“Is her husband Caedehn MacRoich?”
I couldn’t remember Cade’s last name, but I knew his full name was Caedehn.
“Maybe. She introduced him as Cade but I’m not sure what his last name is.”
“He’s a little taller than me, dark red hair, green eyes. Well, at least they’re green when they aren’t changing.”
“Yes!” I said, feeling suddenly relieved, and overjoyed. “You know Cade?”
“I once went on a quest of sorts with him and his sister, Enorah, the one who advised me on my mortal wardrobe.” He pulled the sweater away from his body.
I smiled. “She has good taste,” I admitted. His clothing might not be the height of fashion, but the look suited him well.
Devlin grinned and continued, “During this quest, Cade helped recover my brother when he was nearly killed by a predator.”
His expression grew dark, but he shook himself out of it and took a breath. “Cade is a good man. Your friend did well in choosing him.”
That warmed me. I hoped Meghan was happy with the life she now led. I took a small breath and sipped my coffee once again. There were a thousand questions I wanted to ask Devlin, but for some reason only one came to mind.
“I forgot about the eye color thing, with the Faelorehn that is. Meghan’s eyes were always switching color and we just brushed it off as a trick of the light. You said Cade’s do as well.”
I glanced up at him and narrowed my eyes. “I haven’t seen yours change.”
Devlin stilled and that dark look threatened to return to his face. The music across the plaza faded into another song, another beat. One of the people sleeping on the Mission steps several feet away fell into a coughing fit. A couple with a dog moved swiftly and silently through the plaza, their nighttime jog taking them deeper into town.
“It is because I am Lorehnin,” Devlin finally murmured. “I am only half Faelorehn.”
I blinked. I had no idea someone could be half Faelorehn. I opened my mouth to question him further, but Devlin had already moved on.
“You might be wondering how I know you’ve encountered the one I seek.”
It was a statement completely off subject and it held none of the humor from our previous conversation. Apparently, the whole half-Faelorehn thing was a sore subject with him. Fair enough. I’d have to avoid that topic in the future.
I set my coffee cup down then brushed my hair behind my ears and cleared my throat. “Yes, I have been wondering about that.”
Devlin turned slightly toward me and held out a hand. “It’s easier to understand if I show you,” he said, his voice soft.
Not sure what he meant, I tentatively held out my own hand. Devlin took it with his, setting his coffee cup aside, and then used both his hands to turn mine over so that it rested palm up. Instantly, that incessant chill that had been biting at me melted away and my whole being felt warmth. Unable to look him in the eye, I simply sat there, staring at my palm and listening to his words.
“All creatures of Eile, both Faelorehn and those who are not, have a given amount of glamour. Some have more than others, and those who spend any time in the mortal world gradually become drained of theirs. In order to build up more of Eile’s magic in their blood, they must return and absorb it over time.”
He took the hand not supporting mine and gently brushed his fingers over my palms. A shiver coursed through me, and I fought to banish it.
“The people and animals of the Otherworld leave behind a trail of glamour, and even those in the mortal world have a small amount of it. My particular brand of glamour has the ability to detect even the minutest traces of this magic and to distinguish it from all the others. May I get a closer look at yours?”
Devlin rested his fingertips in my palm, and I looked up at him. We sat mere inches apart, and I had to concentrate on keeping my heart rate steady.
“Uh.” What had he asked me? Oh, right. He wanted to study my magic. We mortals had our own glamour? Awesome.
“A closer look?” I managed.
Devlin nodded. “Yes. I’ve already seen a sample.”
“Really?”
“Traces of your magic linger around your apartment. All I had to do was follow the trail. How do you think I figured out where you work?”
I blinked at him. Now why hadn’t I asked that from the get go?
He continued: “I have a fair idea of what your magic feels like, but living glamour is always a better option than shed glamour.”
That sounded interesting. “Living glamour?”
With the patience of a kindergarten teacher explaining the concept of addition to a troupe of five year olds, Devlin answered, “Living glamour is the magic still inside of you. It is stronger, more potent because it has your soul and body to protect it. Shed glamour is that which has been disregarded or left behind. People shed their glamour in many ways, either by using it in a spell or by leaving traces of it behind simply by walking down the street.”
I shrugged. Didn’t sound too bad. “Then I guess you can take a look at my living glamour,” I said. “Will it hurt?”
Devlin shook his head, his lips quirking into a playful smile. “Oh no, watch. If you concentrate hard enough, you might see mine at work.”
I swallowed, my eyes going wide, then ducked my head and stared at my palm where he’d touched me. I thought I noticed a faint yellow glow coming from the tips of his fingers. The glow eventually subsided, and I thought the show was over, but then a pale violet glimmer rose up from my skin and fused with his.
My mouth dropped open, and I glanced back up at Devlin. His smile was bright and beautiful.
“You have unusual magic, Robyn Dunbarre.”
I blinked several times. “What does that mean?”
Devlin let out a soft snort. “Mortal magic is so much different than Otherworldly glamour. It’s quiet and subtle, more willing to do what it’s told. The glamour of Eile can be wild. Most of us, when we are young children, learn early on how to control it so that it doesn’t grow to consume us. Yours is neither submissive nor dominant; different from the magic found in both our worlds. But perhaps I haven’t had enough experience with mortal magic to make a sound judgment. Or maybe you’re just one of those mortals who understands and absorbs the natural power of your world better than others.”
He turned toward me and grinned. “Made it much easier to find you, though.”
Biting my lip, I retracted my hand. For a split second, Devlin seemed to resist my attempt, a puzzled expression on his face. Suddenly he was a thousand miles away but before I could wonder about the reason for it, the moment passed, taking my curiosity with it. Once both my hands were free, I folded them neatly in my lap.
“So tell me,” I said, my voice slightly hoarse, “what did you just do and what has it got to do with this person you are hunting?”
Devlin put space between us as he leaned over and picked up his coffee once more. He took a sip and then took a deep breath before continuing. “I used my glamour to draw out yours. When I discover a trail or a drop or a speck of glamour, I push mine out to gather the foreign magic and return it to me. Once my own glamour has had a chance to study it, it gives me a map of sorts to follow in order to locate the source of this new magic. What I did with your hand was send some of my glamour into your body so it could study yours and bring me back a sample.”
I held up my hand, newly distracted by this fascinating subject. I splayed my fingers in front of me. “It was yellow, then violet.” I glanced up at Devlin. “So my glamour is purple?”
He shrugged. “That would be my conclusion, though I wouldn’t really call it glamour. Natural magic would be a better term.”
I formed my lips into a scowl. That’s right. Mortal here. Only nice, Otherworldly folks got to tote around real glamour. Oh well. Not something worth dwelling on.
Clearing my throat I said, “And this is how you also found this person you're looking for, right? By getting some of his glamour and following it?”
Devlin nodded. “Basically.”
“And why exactly are you looking for him?”
Devlin leaned over and placed his elbows on his thighs, lacing his fingers together in front of him. He glanced out across the plaza, his gaze focused. I wondered what he saw and whether or not it was simply something in his mind; something not present here in the physical world.
“I’m sure your friend Meghan told you about the war with the Morrigan.”
“Yes,” I answered. “She didn’t give me too many details, but she said that she and Cade and all of the queen’s subjects defeated her.”
“That’s the abridged version. In order for you to understand what I’m doing here, I’ll have to tell you more. I was there with my brother, as well as Enorah and many of the others who lived in the Weald. The battle didn’t last long, not even an entire day, but it was dangerous for us. Those who are full-blooded Faelorehn are immortal, but they can die. The Tuatha De, those among the Faelorehn who are something more, like the Morrigan and Meghan’s mother, Danua, cannot be killed, but they can be destroyed, their glamour pulverized into a million particles and scattered throughout Eile. Eventually, over hundreds or thousands of years, those granules of glamour will find one another, and the god or goddess who was vanquished will rise once again.”
Devlin paused and looked at me, one dark blond eyebrow arched. I nodded, letting him know I followed.
“While those small pieces of glamour remain scattered, many who wish to gain power will seek them out. Sometimes the one to collect them is simply a mother hoping to heal her sick children, or a young girl wishing to catch the eye of her sweetheart, but sometimes it is someone who desires to raise themselves to the level of the gods.”
“And this person you’re looking for, he’s one of those who wants to be all-powerful,” I said, putting the pieces together. “He’s trying to collect the Morrigan’s lost glamour.”
Devlin lifted his head and smiled, a hint of admiration shining in his eyes. My stomach did a little back flip and I had to press my hands to the bench seat to keep from falling over. Careful, Robyn. If this guy can knock you off your feet while you’re still sitting down then you’re definitely in trouble.
“Precisely,” he answered.
My nerves back in order, I turned to him and asked, “Then why is he here in the mortal world? Shouldn’t he be traipsing around the Otherworld hunting for bits of glamour?”
“One would think so. And that is where my search began, however it always leads back here.”
He waved a hand around, indicating San Luis as a whole. Looking for someone in a college town was like trying to find a needle in a haystack. Fortunately, Devlin had that little glamour map to help him out.
“I’m not sure why he has chosen to spend so much time here, but I do know he is probably using the same dolmarehn that I am.”
“Dolmarehn?” I asked.
“A portal between our worlds. There is one a few miles from here. A small cavern beside a waterfall.”
“I know that place,” I said. “There’s a hiking trail nearby, the Reservoir Canyon Trail, I think. You can get to the Otherworld through that cave? Really? Can you show me?”
I started to stand up, but then I remembered first, it was already late into the night and secondly, what Meghan had told me once. When I’d asked her if I could visit her in Eile, she’d told me that mortals couldn’t cross into the Otherworld.
My knees bent and I sank back down onto the bench.
“Sorry,” I murmured. “Forgot I was mortal for a second there.”
I flashed my teeth, though the smile brought me no joy. Devlin sat up and stretched out a hand, brushing my cheek with his fingers. “Don’t ever be sorry for what you are Robyn,” he whispered.
Again, that pleasant crackle of electricity fluttered over my skin, and I started to wonder if it was his glamour that had such an effect on me or if it was something else entirely. His comforting caress was so unexpected I once again found myself at a loss for words.
Devlin took his hand back and returned to his previous position of resting his elbows on his knees.
“The glamour I have tracked is most prevalent around the small creek behind your house,” he continued, picking up on the earlier part of our conversation.
I furrowed my brow, thinking. Could this shadow he chased be one of the homeless people living under the road bridge? It was possible. After all, Cade had once disguised himself as a homeless man. Meghan had told me as much during one of her visits last year. But that didn’t explain how Devlin knew I’d been in contact with this Otherworldly stranger, so I asked him.
“Trace amounts of his glamour showed up on your front lawn and around your door.”
I felt the blood drain from my face. Oh, and didn’t that just make me feel violated.
“Oh god, I know who it is,” I rasped.
Devlin shot up, his back straight, his eyes alert. “Who?” he growled.
I shook my head. “No, I mean, I don’t actually know him and I never saw his face, but I think it was the man who tried to attack me that night you intervened.”
Devlin looked confused. “There was a large amount of newly shed glamour around your house that night, but I didn’t detect any coming off the man who attacked you.”
Well, if Devlin was unable to explain it, I sure as hell couldn’t.
“What do you know about him?” Devlin eventually asked.
“Nothing, but I suspect he’s a member of the Noctyrnum.”
Devlin’s incredulous look prompted me to continue. “The Noctyrnum. A local gang. They get their kicks tormenting homeless people and torturing stray animals. My friends, my pagan friends, are part of a group called Earth Bound. We focus on appreciating the earth and all things living in nature but the Noctyrnum stand for every stereotype that gives pagans a bad name. Some people would call them Satanists or devil worshippers. The truth is, they are just a bunch of sadists who get some sick, twisted satisfaction out of hurting others.”
My throat tightened. I knew about the Noctyrnum because of Claire and the others in Earth Bound, but their existence had never been real, or relevant, to me until the night they attacked me.
I almost jumped out of my skin when Devlin laid his hand on mine. Apparently, I was still nervous about the attack, even two weeks later. I gave Devlin a watery smile as my face heated. Smooth, Robyn.
“Then it is likely that this troupe of evil-doers is hiding my quarry.”
“Or he is using them as a cover,” I added. That was the more likely possibility, in my opinion.
Five intoxicated college students chose that moment to come bursting out of the back of a restaurant on the other side of the creek, their obnoxious laughter and unfiltered conversation like a bomb detonating amidst our fragile, serious conversation. Two young women struggled to keep their friend upright while the two guys with them looked on with glazed expressions. I rolled my eyes and clenched my teeth when they started crossing the foot bridge that would bring them closer to Devlin and me.
As if he sensed my unease, Devlin said, “It grows late. Perhaps it’s time I return you to your home.”
He stood and reached out a hand, easily pulling me to my feet. I grabbed my now-empty coffee cup and his, depositing them in a nearby trash bin as we left the inebriated revelers to figure out how to cross the bridge on their own. The lively sounds of music and conversation faded away as we left the downtown area behind. Every so often we passed by a house overflowing with music and clamorous conversation, but once we reached my neighborhood the night descended into silence. Ah, no parties on my block this Friday, thank goodness.
I nearly laughed at that thought. Only a few short years ago I’d been the rebel in high school, the one who had no fear of challenging the social norm. And don’t get me wrong, I enjoyed a good party as much as the next person, but there’s a big difference between hanging out with your friends, stirring up a bit of mischief, and spending time with a bunch of desperate young adults pressing together in a less-than-sanitary frat house like a school of senseless, pickled sardines. Sure, I still enjoyed flaunting my wild side from time to time, with the right people of course, but when real life hit me, after my parents cut me off and I had to make it on my own, I realized I didn’t have time for all that extra drama anymore.
I glanced up at the Otherworldly man striding so silently beside me. Oh? No time for drama? Then why on Earth are you humoring this stranger who is bound to turn your life on its head?
I generally ignored my conscience when it was telling me things I didn’t want to hear, but this time I decided to answer it. Because, I responded, I’ve been behaving myself for far too long now. Time to test the waters and see where they take me. I liked that idea and at least now that I was a little older and a little wiser, I could do so without falling overboard. At least, that’s what I hoped.
 

-Six-
Faelah
 

The two streetlights at the head of my road were broken, leaving only the one across from my house to blaze down on us like some spaceship hoping to abduct a few wayward souls. The house itself was quiet and dark, all but the porch light out front, so I imagined my housemates were out on the town with everyone else. Yes, I would bid farewell to Devlin, then go inside, take a nice, hot shower and crawl into bed. It had been an exhausting day, an exhausting week, and I was ready to catch up on my sleep. Unfortunately, the powers that be had other plans.
My foot had just touched the pathway that would lead to my door when a loud crashing noise and a low, rumbling growl floated up from the far edge of the yard. Instantly, the hair on the back of my neck stood on end and my heart rate spiked.
“What was that?” I hissed.
Devlin, who had remained silent for the past several minutes, instantly froze. The rustling and growling continued, moving ever nearer. This time Devlin stepped so close to me that I could feel the heat from his body and sense the aggression pouring off him. Swallowing my fear, I glanced up at him. His blue eyes were fierce, his full attention focused on the tree line at the end of the street. I followed his gaze, squinting. What was he looking at? I couldn’t see a thing. Then I noticed it. The shrubs were pushed aside, as if some large animal had squeezed through. Only one problem with this scenario: There was no animal. The plants sprang back to their previous state, but there was absolutely nothing there to see. What the hell?
A heavy hand fell upon my shoulder and I yelped.
“I want you to go inside and lock the door behind you,” Devlin snarled in a low voice. “Do not come out, under any circumstances. Not until I tell you it’s safe. Do you understand me?”
This was a side of him I had seen only once, on the night I’d first met him. Whatever had just invisibly entered my yard was about to get its ass handed to it. Nodding my head, I turned and quickly made my way to the door. I fumbled with my keys and dropped them twice before finally getting the door open. After locking myself in, I switched on my small outside light and climbed onto the futon below the narrow window that looked out into the yard just above ground level.
Despite the added light from above my door, there were still plenty of shadows in the yard. I was, however, able to make out Devlin’s figure, that tall, broad build impossible to miss. He continued to gaze toward the end of the street, presumably staring at whatever invisible monster had crept up from the ravine. It had to be something Otherworldly. Of its own accord, my mind shot back to the weeks following my graduation from high school. Thomas, Will, Tully and I had reserved a campsite at Lopez Lake, and Meghan and Cade had met us there. It was the first time everyone had gotten to meet Cade, and that night the campground became inundated with Otherworldly creatures. Cade had taken care of the worst of them, but apparently, once you killed one of them in the mortal world, their glamour failed and they became visible to human eyes. I had a bad feeling that the thing Devlin now faced was one of these monstrosities. I really hoped it wasn’t as large as the one from Lopez Lake . . . That beast had been as big as a bear and the most terrifying thing I’d ever seen.
Before my thoughts could run away with me, Devlin lunged to the side, either trying to avoid whatever it was he saw or trying to surprise it, I couldn’t tell for sure. Some force slammed into him though, because he was pushed back toward the street, almost tripping over the edge of the sidewalk. I covered my mouth, trying not to scream. It really sucked that I couldn’t see what was after him, but then again, maybe that was a blessing in disguise. When I braved another glance out the window, Devlin was sprinting toward the end of the road, half-turned around so he could yell something over his shoulder. I had no idea what he had said, but I assumed it was something to entice the creature to follow.
When Devlin disappeared down the slope into the creek, I was really tempted to leave the house. I began drumming my fingers on the window sill as I waited. Thirty seconds later, a shout of pain made up my mind.
“Devlin!” I cried, shooting off the futon and flying toward my door. It took forever to get the deadbolt to turn. Flinging the door open, I ran out into the cold night, turning left after bursting through the gap in the fence as I sprinted toward the edge of the trees.
Sounds of a struggle drifted up from the creek below, and then a bone-chilling bay split the night air. I fell into a crouch and covered my ears. It reminded me of a werewolf out of some twisted fairy tale, come to rip the hearts out of every human it came across. In the next breath, the horrible sound was cut short, only to be replaced by an angry yelp, then silence.
Working up my nerve, I regained my feet and crept to the edge of the slope. Not too far below, the homeless camp was painted in pools of shadow, the weak lights decorating the bridge above offering little help in cutting away the darkness. Out of the corner of my eye, something stirred. I narrowed my gaze, trying to make out what it was. On a sandy strip of land, the low point of the canyon where the creek made a wide turn, Devlin crouched. In one hand he held the sword he’d had with him the night the Noctyrnum cornered me. His other hand was pressed to his right shoulder. A pool of light shone beside him and as I studied the scene, something large and dark emerged from the gloom. I rubbed my eyes, wondering if my state of exhaustion and the adrenaline rush from my panicked run had affected my brain. Gradually, the black shape became more solid and I had to press my hands to my mouth to keep from screaming in horror. Something of substance had just manifested on that shallow creek bank.
Devlin, who had been supporting most of his weight on one bent knee, pushed his sword into the ground to brace himself as he tried to stand. He staggered, his foot catching on a root, and he went down, his sword falling to the side as his hands splaying out to catch himself. I rushed forward, making my way down the rocky path as quickly as I could without falling flat on my face. Once I hit even ground I sprinted to his side.
“Devlin! Are you alright?”
I tried to reach out and take his elbow. Not that I’d be able to lift him. He was easily twice my weight. As soon as I touched his arm, he hissed and jerked it away from me. I mirrored him, yanking my hand back as if an angry alligator had tried to snap it off.
“I told you to stay inside,” he growled through clenched teeth. “What if I hadn’t been able to kill it?”
He lifted his head then, his blond hair cloaking the left side of his face, one fierce blue eye regarding me with some dark emotion I couldn’t name. His harsh gaze shot through me like an arrow, piercing the fragile bubble of trust I’d extended to him. Stepping backward, I crossed my arms and did my best to look unaffected by his irritation.
“I’m sorry,” I managed with some vitriol. “I saw you come down here, and it sounded like you needed help.”
“That thing,” Devlin said, jerking his head toward the grotesque lump of dead flesh, “is a faelah, a Cumorrig. It’s an Otherworldly beast that was created by the Morrigan. Had it decided to go after you, it would have torn you to pieces.”
I swallowed hard and felt my false bravado deflate ever so slightly. And that’s why I came down here, to see if you needed help you big dummy! I wanted to shout at him. Unfortunately, that scene from Lopez Lake was playing in my mind like a news ticker scrolling across the bottom of a TV screen.
Devlin sighed and slowly pushed himself to his feet. He grimaced and clutched his shoulder again, his bloodied sword dragging in the sand.
Desperate to forget about my impulsive rush to his aid and his annoyance, I took a breath and said, “Where did you get the sword?”
He limped forward a few steps before answering me. “I had it hidden down here. That’s why I drew the Cumorrig away from your house. I knew I couldn’t kill it with my bare hands.”
Feeling the need to lighten the mood, I smiled and added, “I don’t see why not. You scared those Noctyrnum off the other day with only a few words.”
Devlin stilled, and I was afraid I’d said something wrong. “What’s the matter?”
“If that Cumorrig is here, then the person I hunt may have more power than I previously thought.”
That sounded bad. “How so?”
Devlin stopped just before the trail started climbing the hillside. He placed his hands loosely on his hips and rocked back, sucking in a breath as he did so. I wondered how badly hurt he was and if he’d be able to make it back up to the house.
“The Cumorrig were the Morrigan’s special hounds, her servants. Most of them were destroyed when she was, but some of them managed to survive. They are very dangerous and very hard to control. Either the faelah was attracted to its master’s familiar magic, or the man I hunt is guiding it. Whatever the case, he has gathered enough of the Morrigan’s glamour to garner the attention of her most loyal servants.”
I did not like the sound of that, especially since all these Otherworldly things had decided to hang out in my neighborhood. Oh well. Perhaps it was all one big coincidence. Yeah, and cats loved to play in the water.
“I may need some help climbing up,” Devlin grumbled grudgingly.
Good. Maybe he was done being mad at me. Slapping on my brightest smile, I said, “No problem. I think I’m just the right height to act as a crutch for you.”
After a few minutes of struggling, one near-slip and an attack from a wayward branch, we both came out onto the street, a little scratched up but all in one piece.
“Where are you hurt?” I asked.
Devlin sighed. “The Cumorrig managed to get in two bites: one on my shoulder, the other just above my knee.”
Dog bites, from what I'd heard, were bad enough, but bites from the Morrigan’s evil hound? Probably a lot worse.
“Come on,” I said, grabbing Devlin’s hand and pulling him toward my apartment. “I have peroxide and some antibiotic ointment with your name on them.”
To my great relief, Devlin didn’t fight me as I opened my door and nudged him inside. Fortunately, my apartment was relatively clean. Unfortunately, it didn’t seem big enough to fit Devlin. He had to duck his head to get through the low door and, once inside, he seemed to fill the space like a small sun.
“Sit there on the edge of my futon.”
I pointed toward the makeshift couch and slipped into the bathroom. I pulled out the brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide, some cotton balls, a spare towel and the ointment.
When I came back into the living room, Devlin was sitting with his elbows on his knees, his fingers laced. From his drawn face, I could tell the bite wounds hurt, but he was doing his best to hide it. After switching on all the lights, I pulled up a chair and dumped the supplies on my desk.
“Okay, let’s see the damage.”
Without even questioning my expertise as a medical specialist, Devlin grabbed the hem of his sweater and pulled it off, undershirt and all, rolling the garments into a ball and dropping them onto the floor. I nearly fell off my chair. All of my ridiculous imaginings about what lay hidden under his clothing were shot right out of the water. That broad chest and golden skin stretched tautly over lean muscle was the full color edition compared to the black-and-white representation I’d pictured in my mind. Beautiful tattoos, similar to the one on his arm and peacock blue in color, decorated his shoulder and lower abdomen on one side. I blinked when I thought the pattern shimmered, but brushed it aside as just an illusion due to my overwrought senses. Scars, old and new, crisscrossed his skin, the largest being four long, jagged lines on his left side.
“The worst of it is on my back,” Devlin said, indicating his right shoulder.
Oh, yeah. I was supposed to be tending to his injuries. I picked up my chair and placed it behind him, then sat down and continued my perusal. My eyes drifted upward and fell upon the angry bite marks on his shoulder. Frowning, I tried to distract myself by admiring the otherwise perfect skin before me. Man, he had an attractive back. Immediately I gave myself a mental kick to the face. Come on Robyn, guys don’t have attractive backs. Attractive backsides, yes, but not attractive backs. I glanced at him again. Nope. According to my eyes the long expanse of skin ranging from the nape of his neck to his hips could be easily classified as drool-worthy. Huh. Who would have thought?
Without my consent, my fingers stretched forward, grazing his skin. It was smooth and warm, just as I imagined it. Devlin became unnaturally still under my touch. Great. He probably thought I was taking advantage of the situation.
Getting over my deer-in-the-headlights daze real quickly, I opened my mouth and said, “You’ve had some history with violence, haven’t you?”
He shrugged, my hand traveling with the movement.
“No more than most living in Eile.”
That made me think about Meghan. I hoped she wasn’t getting attacked by the terrible creatures of the Otherworld on a daily basis. Then I remembered that she didn’t have to live in the Otherworld for that little perk. They’d come after her when she lived with her human family in Arroyo Grande.
Devlin’s voice soon broke me free of my internal musings. “You may do what you can, but these injuries need to heal in Eile,” he said, glancing over his shoulder.
I blinked up at him. Huh? What had he said?
Devlin noticed my stupor, but, thank the gods, he didn’t seem to realize it was because I was too busy mooning over his half-naked form.
“The natural magic of Eile will help me heal much faster.”
Oh. Got it. Time to help the poor guy out instead of becoming a nuisance.
“Well, at least let me get it cleaned up,” I offered with fervor.
Devlin’s eyes drooped and he began to list to the side.
“Oh no! Don’t pass out on me!” I said, jumping up from my chair and grabbing the arm closest to me. The motion was too much because Devlin swayed in my direction, pressing up against me so we were forced into an awkward hug.
My cheek ended up pressed against his uninjured shoulder, his lovely skin heating my senses. I took a breath, inhaling his scent, and some primitive longing deep inside of me sparked to life. There was something wonderfully familiar and comforting about that smell. It made me think of frost-encrusted valleys on a crisp, autumn morning and the woods after a summer rain. I was so tempted to wrap my arms around him and just fall asleep right then and there. Unfortunately, Devlin didn't agree with me.
“I’m sorry, Robyn,” he murmured, gently putting his hands on my shoulders and extracting himself from me. Instantly, I felt cold again.
“Not your fault,” I grumbled, fiddling with my hair as my cheeks burned with embarrassment.
Ready to move on from the awkward moment, I returned to my chair. From my desktop, I grabbed the bottle of peroxide and the towel.
“Now, if you could just stay upright for a few more minutes.”
Devlin glanced over his shoulder, a small smile playing across his lips.
“Could you turn a little to the right?” I asked.
My patient nodded, then twisted his torso so his injured shoulder fell into the brightest patch of light. I nearly dropped the bottle onto the floor. Up close and in better light, the wound looked even worse. Several puncture marks riddled his shoulder, a few of them deeper than the rest. Thick, dark blood trickled from three of them and I could already see evidence of swelling. I swallowed hard. No wonder he was dancing on the edge of consciousness.
“This might sting a little, so brace yourself,” I warned as I unscrewed the lid. “Okay, here goes.”
Tilting the bottle, I poured a substantial portion over the injured area.
The clear liquid hissed and bubbled, and I did my best to catch it all with the towel. Devlin didn’t even twitch. Twice more I doused the area, cleaning up the blood with cotton balls.
“That will have to do for now,” I said. “I hope I've at least managed to clean out the dirt.”
He turned and nodded.
“So, you said it bit you somewhere else?”
“Yes, on my leg.”
Devlin stood and I felt my eyebrows crinkle in slight confusion. When he reached up and started to unbuckle his belt, I bolted upright.
“You don’t have to take your pants off!” I blurted.
Devlin paused and eyed me as if I’d just started babbling in some foreign language. And there went the blushing again. Wonderful, Robyn. Way to stay even-keeled with your patient.
“Please, sit back down. Maybe you can just roll your pant leg up?”
Without another word, Devlin complied, the denim barely fitting over the top of his knee. Thank goodness he hadn’t dropped his pants, I might just have passed out from sensory overload had he done so. His leg was just as toned and perfect as his torso, and I resisted every temptation to touch him more than necessary. I repeated my technique with the peroxide, pouring it over the wound and catching the runoff. Fortunately, the bite on his leg wasn’t as bad as the one on his back. When we were finished, Devlin rolled his pant leg back down and picked up his shirt. He stood up and wavered a little before trying to take a step.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
Devlin reached out and gently brushed his fingers along my jaw line. I froze, trying to fight the shiver that ran through my blood. Did he realize how intimate touching me like that was? Maybe it was a normal, everyday gesture in the Otherworld.
“Thank you, Robyn, for your help, but I must return to Eile if I wish to heal anytime soon.”
I grabbed his hand and lowered it, not because I didn't enjoy his touch, but because I didn’t think it was a good idea for him to go for a long hike right now and I needed all my wits about me if I was to successfully argue my point. Surely he could spend one night in the mortal world?
“Devlin, you said the passageway back into the Otherworld is near the Reservoir Canyon Trail. That’s miles away, and you can hardly walk without falling over. Why don’t you stay here tonight, get some rest, and then leave in the morning? I could even drive you if you want.”
I still had my old car from high school, which I only used for grocery shopping and trips out of San Luis, but I was on the edge of exhaustion myself and the idea of going back outside after what had happened wasn’t a very welcome thought.
I glanced behind him. My futon would be big enough. If I folded it out flat and maybe shoved a table against one end.
For a few moments I thought he was going to say no, but then he ducked his head in concurrence and let out a deep sigh.
“I would appreciate the hospitality,” he murmured.
Feeling suddenly cheerful, I got to my feet, clapped my hands together and said, “All right, how about some tea then? I’ve been known to keep only the best.”
Devlin looked up and gave me a lazy smile. “Tea would be most welcome.”
While we waited for the pot to boil, Devlin and I worked together to pull the futon flat and gather what he needed for the night. Being the destitute college student that I was, I didn't have much, but there was an extra pillow on my bed and an old quilt I kept folded in the corner.
When I handed them to Devlin his face grew concerned.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“I don’t want you to get cold.”
I glanced at the quilt he clutched in his hand. I only ever added it to my own bed in the winter when the nights were especially chilly.
“Oh, no, I won’t get cold. That’s why it was folded in the corner.”
Giving Devlin my best smile, I headed into my tiny kitchen to attend to the screaming tea kettle. While the tea steeped, I excused myself and took a shower, the whole time thinking of Devlin sitting in my living room, naked from the waist up. Since I was alone, I let my mind wander, picturing him standing beside me, the spray of the shower running through his blond hair and down the planes of his body.
That’s enough, Robyn, my conscience snapped. If you allow your thoughts to get any lewder you won’t be able to face the man again without turning into a giddy school girl.
Once I was dry and properly dressed in my least revealing pajamas, I re-emerged from the bathroom to join Devlin in the living room. He was sitting on the futon, his legs outstretched in front of him and his back pressed against the wall with his head tilted downward. At first I thought he was asleep, but as I approached, he lifted his chin and looked at me with tired eyes.
“Hungry?” I asked, giving him a weak smile.
Devlin returned my grin and nodded his head lazily.
I disappeared into the kitchen and whipped up some tomato soup and a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches. Devlin was still leaning against the wall when I returned, but he became much more alert when I offered him a plate with a sandwich and a mug of soup.
“Thank you,” he murmured. “Usually my brother is the one offering me food. He’s a much better cook than me.”
His eyes grew sad for a moment, so I encouraged him to keep talking. “How many brothers do you have?”
“Just Rhyne,” he answered. “Our mother died when we were young and our father was never around, so the two of us were left to raise ourselves.”
I reached out a hand and brushed it against Devlin’s arm. “I'm sorry.”
He shrugged. “We survived, thanks mostly to Enorah and the Wildren of the Weald.”
I gave him a confused look and he smiled, stirring the spoon around in his mug. “I told you a little about Enorah earlier. She and a handful of other Faelorehn have made a home in Eile’s great forest, the Weald, and that is where the orphaned children of the Otherworld tend to gather. It’s a haven from the dangers of the outside world, and it gives them a chance to grow up among people who care about them.”
How utterly depressing, yet wonderful at the same time. To grow up alongside other orphans in a magical forest? What I wouldn’t have given to have gone to the Weald when I was young.
I cleared my throat. “I was an orphan, too.”
Devlin’s look of surprise was almost comical, but I only nodded somberly. “Here in the mortal world, if you are an orphan and have no relatives to take you in, you are either adopted or go into the foster care system. I was taken in by my foster parents when I was four and they later adopted me. Before that, I was passed from one home to the next. I have no idea who my real parents are.”
I had thought I’d come to terms with my past long ago, but for some reason discussing it with Devlin was tantamount to tearing open a nearly healed scab. A deep sadness threatened to well up, and I had to fight against it to keep it from overwhelming me.
Gentle fingers touched my chin and tilted my head up. Devlin again, extending that tender kindness. He considered me with liquid blue eyes.
“I’m sorry, Robyn,” he whispered, “I know what it is like to grow up without a family, but not to know who my true parents are? I can’t imagine that.” He drew a deep breath and continued, “My brother and I never knew my father, but we knew my mother loved him very much. Her love would have been enough for us, but then she died. I ended up caring for my brother until we gave up trying to make it on our own and sought out the Weald.”
He let my chin go and turned back to his plate, picking up a wedge of sandwich and taking a hearty bite. I bit my lip, wondering if I really wanted to talk about my family issues with him. It wasn’t a subject I willingly brought up. Even with Meghan and Tully and the boys, my closest friends, I avoided that topic. But something about Devlin encouraged me to throw my misgivings aside. Maybe it was because of the aura of comfort and protectiveness he gave off. Or maybe it was the fact that he, too, had grown up without his true mother and father.
“I’m sorry about your mother,” I said again.
Devlin nodded his head once, then reached for the other half of the sandwich. He must have liked it, because he finished it before I had a chance to take a bite of mine.
Although he didn’t prompt me, Devlin’s presence soon had me talking about my own somewhat lonesome childhood. Despite my apprehension, I gradually found the words and memories coming easier to me.
“When I was younger, I had this addiction to running outside in the middle of a thunderstorm. We don’t get them here that often, so maybe I was enthralled by their rare visits.” I shrugged and gathered up a spoonful of tomato soup.
“Aren’t most children terrified of thunder? In Eile we can get some fierce storms, capable of tearing ancient oaks up from the roots,” Devlin said.
I shuddered at the thought, then shrugged. “Our storms aren’t nearly that terrifying, even the so-called bad ones. But I was a strange kid. My foster parents were horrified by my affinity with thunder and lightning. Of course, as I grew older they viewed my odd behavior as defiance.”
Devlin glanced up from his plate. “Defiance?”
I released a small sigh. “My mother and father are really religious. They would dress me up and take me to church with them every Sunday. I never really felt comfortable there, so when I was little, I’d act up. Somehow, they eventually got me to behave properly, but once I started high school, I refused to go. For years I’d done everything I could to be the daughter they wanted, but I don’t know, maybe something in me finally snapped and I realized that no matter how hard I tried, I wouldn’t change. After my freshman year in high school I went overboard on the whole free spirit thing. A lot of it had to do with me, but I think a lot of my rebellion was a direct attack on their principles. To them I was a suffering soul who needed saving, when the truth was I just didn’t share their beliefs."
“Surely they understood your wishes.”
I released a sharp laugh, then shook my head. “Are you kidding? My interests turned toward the more pagan lifestyle. I might as well have been the spawn of Satan. I’m pretty sure that’s what they believe even now."
I snatched up the remaining half of my sandwich, taking a savage bite and chewing it like it was a piece of beef jerky. Okay, maybe I was being a little dramatic, but ever since I’d gone off to college, my parents had seemed to distance themselves even further from me, so of course I was a bit bitter.
After swallowing my food, I said, “On the morning of my eighteenth birthday I woke up and walked out into the living room to find my stuff packed up in boxes and my parents standing in the archway of the kitchen. They told me that if I didn’t start living by their rules and turn away from my ‘sinful’ lifestyle, then I could no longer live under their roof.”
Not their words exactly, but pretty close. The memory flooded into my mind like water bursting through a broken dam. And like that icy rush of water, the recollection was just as painful, slamming into me and driving the air from my lungs. I had not wanted to relive that memory, but unfortunately that’s the direction the conversation had turned.
The tomato soup churned in my stomach, and the rage I always kept hidden away threatened to burst free. What on Earth had convinced me that this was a good topic of conversation? Despite the occasional phone calls and letters I sent home, my foster parents remained unyielding. They didn’t want to hear about my grades or my job or my friends. All they cared about was whether or not I had “come to my senses.” They had given me food and shelter and a good education, and I was grateful to them for that. But none of those things filled the emptiness I felt in my heart for the one thing I really wanted from them: love. To be accepted for who I was and to be loved regardless of my flaws or beliefs. That’s all I had ever wanted from them.
When I returned my attention to the living room, I discovered that Devlin had moved. He was right in front of me, on his knees so that he was level with my face.
“No one should ever have to suffer such a betrayal, Robyn,” he said softly, reaching out to me. Only when his thumb wiped away something wet from my face did I realize I was crying. Immediately I stiffened, pulling away from him like a frightened, feral animal. What the hell? I wiped at my face in horror. Had Devlin worked some bizarre, Otherworldly spell on me? I never cried. Any drop of sappy emotion that tried to escape always got burned up in the atmosphere of my scorching temperament.
The softness in Devlin’s eyes hardened, and he reclaimed his hand.
“Sorry,” I grumbled, doing my best to hide my discomfiture, “I don’t usually like to talk about my foster parents.”
Devlin stood carefully, grimacing from what I assumed was the pain in his leg, and crossed his arms, the sentimental moment gone. “You have no need to apologize. If they cannot accept your differences and learn to appreciate them, then they don’t deserve you.”
I smiled and huffed, the shadow of a laugh. Scrubbing my eyes with the heels of my hands, I said sardonically, “Thanks. And I appreciate your concern, but I’m being a little ridiculous. Must be from all the excitement tonight, and I’m pretty tired.”
“Then we’d best get some rest.”
Devlin turned away from me and resettled himself on the futon. He almost fit on the entire thing by lying diagonally, but his legs still hung off the end.
“Good night,” he called out, “and thank you for tending to my injuries.”
“Good night, Devlin,” I returned. “And thank you for your kindness.”
My mouth tugged up in a small smile. I stood and took our plates and mugs into the kitchen before following his lead. Once I was under the covers, I hoped exhaustion would knock me out before too long. Unfortunately, falling asleep is pretty tough when your imagination still wants to play. Images of Devlin’s attentiveness kept repeating in my mind, my subconscious adding on its own details and exaggerations. Not a single one of my former boyfriends had ever treated me that well, even after we’d been dating for several weeks. A trait found only in Otherworldly men? Or a characteristic exclusive to Devlin?
Eventually I gave myself a mental shake. Robyn, what are you doing? You hardly know this guy; it’s bad enough you’ve invited him to stay the night in your apartment, and you cried in front of him.
Fantasizing about him will do neither one of you any good. Yes, my internal voice was correct and I knew that nothing could ever work between Devlin and I, but what harm could it do to daydream? With that final thought, I curled up around my pillow and gave in to my most wild imaginings before eventually falling asleep.
 

-Seven-
Monster
 

I woke up the next morning feeling groggy. I lifted my hands to my hair. Yep, a rat’s nest. There was grit in my eyes, I desperately needed to pee, and I had a sinking feeling I hadn’t brushed my teeth before going to bed. Ugh, what had happened last night?
Shrugging and deciding a nice hot shower would take care of everything, I pulled back the curtain that separated my bedroom nook from the rest of my living space. When I spotted the futon, tucked back into place with my old quilt folded neatly under my extra pillow, it all came back to me. Ah. That’s what had happened last night . . .
Gingerly, I pulled the curtain back into place and dropped my face into my hands. An image of Devlin sitting in front of me blossomed in my mind. I pictured his perfect body interrupted only by old scars and the artwork inked into his skin. For a fleeting moment, I wished he was standing before me now so I could study those beautiful tattoos more closely. Last night I’d been too flustered to take the time to admire them. They had a Celtic aspect to them, that much I could remember, but they looked nothing like the knotwork and swirl designs I’d seen on some of my pagan friends.
Other than the rhythmic ticking of the wall clock hanging over the door, my apartment was uncharacteristically still. I listened for the sound of the faucet or the hiss of the shower head, but all was silent in the bathroom as well. Climbing out of bed and grabbing a sweatshirt, I crossed to the door and pulled it open, bundling up against the chill of a late September morning. After giving the yard and street a thorough examination I concluded that Devlin was gone. Disappointment washed over me, followed quickly by a sense of relief. Having Devlin in my life, in any aspect, was not a good idea. He was a distraction, one I didn’t need right now. Taking a deep breath of the foggy air, I turned around and headed back into my apartment, trying to convince myself it was all for the best.
One look at the clock reminded me that it was too early to be awake, especially since I hadn’t gone to bed until after two in the morning. Unfortunately, I wasn’t tired anymore. It would hit me later in the day, but I could deal with it then. I needed some task to keep my mind occupied. I decided that making my bed was a good place to start, and as I moved in that direction, I noticed the note. A piece of binder paper had been taken out of one of my notebooks, the edge neatly picked clean of torn paper bits. It fluttered to the ground as I brushed past my desk. Curious, I reached to pick it up and saw my name neatly scrawled across the front. My heart skipped a beat as I unfolded the paper.
Robyn,
Please forgive my absence this morning. It was necessary for me to return to Eile as soon as possible, for the wound I received had begun to grow worse by dawn, and I did not want to disturb you from your rest. Again, I cannot thank you enough for your help and I wish you well in your future endeavors.
- Devlin O’Brolaigh
I flipped the paper over, expecting to find more. A small wave of disappointment crashed over me. That was it? Thanks for patching me up, but I’ve got to dash. Have a great life! With less enthusiasm than usual, I crumpled the paper up and tossed it into the trash bin beside my desk.
“Well Robyn,” I said out loud, “looks like life is going to go back to normal for you. Forget about these strange, past few days and move on with your life.”
Don’t get me wrong, my life would be so much less stressful if it were to return to the way it was before the faelah started showing up. Only problem was, I wasn’t that good at normal to begin with, and Devlin O’Brolaigh was far too memorable to easily forget.
* * *
Three weeks breezed by and Devlin stayed true to his word. In the beginning, I’d hoped he might change his mind and cross my path again. Eventually, I realized my encounter with Devlin O’Brolaigh was to be one of those experiences I’d look back on years from now as a memory I couldn’t distinguish between dream and reality.
I immersed myself in school and work, and I even started spending time with my pagan group again. The Monday after Devlin left, I climbed on the bus that would take me to campus and was somewhat surprised to see Evan there. He had been gone for so long that I had concluded he’d dropped the class. At first I was relieved to see him, then I remembered the encounter with the Noctyrnum and irritation pricked at me. I had to confront him about that, but I needed to do so delicately. Getting up from my seat, I walked to the back of the bus and sat down next to him.
“Hey Evan,” I said, keeping my voice casual.
He smiled weakly and responded, “Hey.”
One quick look told me that his reason for missing school couldn’t have been a pleasant one. He seemed thinner, his eyes more sunken and his skin paler.
I cleared my throat. "So, where’ve you been?”
His slight grimace didn’t escape my notice, but I decided not to mention it.
“Had the flu or something,” he grumbled.
“You feeling better?” By looks alone, I’d say he could use another few days of bed rest.
He shrugged. “A little.”
That moment probably wasn’t the best time to talk to him about my encounter, but it was eating away at me and sometimes it was best just to jump all at once into the frigid water.
“Listen, Evan, I need to ask you about something.”
He went very still, as if he knew what I was going to say.
Bracing myself for an uncomfortable response, I said, “A few weeks ago I was approached by some people outside my apartment. I think they were members of the Noctyrnum, and they knew my name. I was just wondering if you told them about me by any chance.”
The bus slowed to a stop, unloading a few people and picking up more. As we started moving again, Evan took a small breath and let it out slowly.
“I’m sorry, Robyn,” he murmured, his chin dropping to his chest, his black hair falling forward to hide his face.
Instantly, my hackles lifted. You son of a bitch! I wanted to shout. They almost dragged me down into the creek to kill me!
Before I could so much as glare in his direction, the words burst out of his mouth. “I’m so sorry, Robyn! They didn’t hurt you, did they? At our first meeting they asked us if we knew of any people who might be interested in joining. I thought of you because you’re the only person in Earth Bound who ever made an effort to be my friend.”
My ire vaporized as Evan went on his agitated tirade. It was clear that he felt bad about the whole thing. And what he said was true; I’d been the only one to humor him at our Earth Bound meetings. Evan gave off an uneasy vibe, something everyone in the group had picked up on. I had felt it too, but I had decided to give Evan a chance by being friendly with him. And what did that get me? A new admirer with stalker tendencies who had given my name up to a band of brutish animal torturers who just might have ties to an immortal degenerate toting around the Morrigan’s dark magic. Yay for me!
Sighing and shoving those negative thoughts out of my mind, I mustered up what patience I had left and turned to face my friend. “Listen Evan, you can’t hang out with those people anymore. They’re bad people. They didn’t hurt me, but they could have.”
His eyes grew huge, and I held up a hand. “I haven’t seen them in weeks. I don’t think they found me worth the effort, so I’m not going to worry about it anymore. But you need to get away from them. Look, I’ve decided to start going to Earth Bound meetings again. Maybe you could, too. I know not everyone has been all that welcoming to you, but maybe if all of us make a little effort, it will work out. What do you say?”
Ugh, why was I encouraging him to spend more time with me? Because despite your prickly exterior, you are a softie at heart, Robyn Dunbarre.
Yeah, yeah, yeah, I grumbled at that inner voice.
Something seemed to cross Evan’s face, an expression I couldn’t put my finger on, but it was quickly replaced with hope.
“Do you think so?” he asked.
I nodded and lifted my shoulders. “It’s worth a try.”
Our bus came to a stop, and I realized we were on the Cuesta campus. I stood, hiking my bag back onto my shoulder.
“So, are you all caught up or do you need to borrow my notes?” I asked as we stepped off the bus and headed toward our mutual class.
“I emailed our professor last week and he sent me an update,” Evan answered.
We fell into companionable silence after that, and for the handful of days that followed, Evan seemed to grow more confident and less awkward around me. On the weekends, I saw him at the Earth Bound meetings. Everyone appeared happy to see me that first Saturday after I’d been absent for so long, and of course there was that slight awkwardness toward Evan at first, but he must have taken my advice to heart because he was acting a lot more friendly and easygoing than before.
Sophia, one of the members who had been almost as shy as Evan when I’d first met her, pulled me aside and asked if Evan and I were now a couple. My look of disbelief was only half as disarming as my snort of laughter.
“No way. What makes you think that?”
Sophia shrugged and pushed her glasses back up on her nose. “You just seem to be nicer to him, and I guess also because of how he looks at you.”
My smile faded and the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Oh no. Had my bout of kindness made everything worse?
“How do you mean?” I asked softly, not wanting to draw attention to this ludicrous conversation.
Sophia glanced over my shoulder, presumably looking to see where Evan was, before leaning in and whispering, “Like the way the vampires look at their potential victims in the Blood Borne books.”
I gritted my teeth and closed my eyes. Sophia had a weakness for paranormal romance novels, and I could only imagine what words the author had used to describe the vampires’ longing glances. Great. Wonderful. Fantastic. Here I was going out of my way to save my socially awkward classmate from a gang of borderline criminals, a classmate whose big mouth had gotten me into trouble in the first place, only to have the whole thing backfire on me. I show him a little extra kindness and do I get a simple thank you? Nope. I get my creepy stalker back.
I dropped my face into my hands. At least the Noctyrnum had forgotten about me. But so had Devlin. As much as I regretted his absence, though, I was glad for it. A girl could only handle so much drama at one time, after all.
“You okay?” Sophia asked.
“Fine,” I mumbled through my fingers.
“Hey, I could be wrong,” she offered.
I took a deep breath and looked up. Sophia’s eyes were huge through her glasses, her expression one of slight guilt. I smiled and patted her on the shoulder.
“Evan just isn’t all that good at the social thing. I think he’s read too much into our friendship. I’m not that worried about it.”
I risked a glance in Evan’s direction and felt a shiver run down my spine. Oh good lord, Sophia was right. The way he looked at me didn’t sit right and if I hadn’t known any better, I would’ve said those were someone else’s eyes studying me. For a few fleeting moments, I wondered if his time spent with the Noctyrnum had changed him. Had they manipulated him in some way? Had they taken advantage of his vulnerability? I hoped not.
I sat in my apartment later that evening, cruising through all my social networking sites and trying to forget about the unsavory conversation I’d had with Sophia. Several of the posts I stumbled upon reminded me that Halloween was only a few weeks away. I grinned. That meant Earth Bound’s Samhain celebration was just around the corner. Last year we had celebrated with a potluck, and I had brought a gingerbread cake. This year I was in the mood for apples, so I started clicking through one recipe site after another, grinning as the search for the perfect apple pie reminded me what a good idea it was to start hanging out with my pagan friends again. I only stopped my perusal when a light tapping on the window caught my attention.
Feeling slightly apprehensive, I scooted my desk chair back and stepped over to my futon, kneeling on the cushion and leaning against the wall so that my face was even with the narrow window. The curtains were drawn and it was dark out, but I knew my porch light was on and figured I should be able to see who was out there.
Taking a deep breath, I cracked the curtains just enough to peek out. I almost screamed when a black nose and pair of dark brown eyes framed by a furry face greeted me. Collapsing on my futon, I clutched at my racing heart and took several deep breaths before walking to my door, turning the deadbolt and stepping out.
“Jerry? Jerry, are you out there?” I hissed, narrowing my eyes as I searched for the homeless man.
Maggie, his elderly shepherd mix came bounding around the corner, her tail wagging frantically. She had been the one to scare me half to death.
I knelt down and scratched behind her ears. “Where’s your papa? Where’s Jerry?”
Maggie seemed more nervous than usual and a trickle of unease spread through me. Had something happened to Jerry? I stood up, gathered what courage I had, and headed toward the end of the street. When I was only a few feet away from the broken section of the fence that indicated the path down into the canyon below, something behind the neighbor’s dumpsters moved.
I clapped my hands over my mouth to stifle the scream that ripped up through my throat.
“That you, Robyn?” a familiar, gruff voice asked.
My hands dropped to my heart as I tried to look into the shadows. “Jerry?” I rasped.
That familiar, scruffy face peeked out, his dark eyes bright with fear.
“Where’s my Maggie?”
At that moment, the dog whined and crawled out from behind me, making a mad dash to her master. Jerry grabbed hold of her collar and pulled her behind the trash bins with him.
“Jerry, what are you doing back there? Has someone forced you away from your place down near the creek?”
The man shook his head vigorously. “No ma’am. But there’s something down there. Scared me and Maggie here half to death.”
Suddenly, I wanted to be locked away in my apartment, but I couldn’t just leave Jerry and Maggie out in the dark.
“Are you okay out here?” I asked him.
He nodded. “I’ll take Maggie to the Mission with me. More people over there. Bugaboos don’t like a lot of people.”
If Jerry’s tone hadn’t been laced with terror I would have laughed. “Bugaboos?” I queried.
Jerry nodded. “Creepy crawly things you can’t see. But they’re down there. People say I’m crazy, but I can hear them. I can feel them down there, too.”
He huddled further behind the dumpster, and after what I’d experienced with regards to Otherworldly things, I wasn’t about to argue with him.
“Okay, I want you to go with Maggie now before they come up here,” I said, because one, I believed him and two, I’d feel better once I knew he was far away from whatever it was that had spooked him. I really hoped it wasn’t another one of the Morrigan’s hounds. That thing was huge and horrible, and I knew if it came after me I’d probably be toast.
I watched Jerry scurry off with his dog, making sure he disappeared around the corner of the street before I turned to go back to my apartment. Unfortunately, that was as far as I got before I heard it: a low growl that trickled down my spine like a drop of icy venom. Immediately, my senses went into hyperdrive and my heart prepared itself for a marathon run at a dead sprint. The sound was coming from my right where, fifty feet away the trees and bushes stood perched on the edge of the small ravine.
Do not look over there, Robyn, my conscience told me. Too bad I wasn’t good at following orders, even my own.
Taking a deep breath and swallowing back my nausea, I turned my head. Bad idea. Very bad idea. I had not expected to actually see anything. After all, I hadn’t seen the last creature until Devlin killed it. This one must have been out of glamour because at ground level, where the shrubs grew thickest, a long, half-rotten arm with dagger-length claws dragged at the ground, leaving behind huge gouges in the asphalt.
“Oh crap,” I breathed, taking a slight step back and trying not to panic. If I bolted, the thing would surely notice me and run me down.
The creature rumbled again and this time it decided it was done with playing hide-and-go-seek. That long, half-rotten arm was joined by another, and then a head, neck and torso entered my field of vision. It was bigger than the dog, whatever it was, and half of its face had melted away, leaving nothing but a bony skull. The rest of its body had a similar pattern of rotting flesh barely hanging on to oily bones. If I were asked what animal it most closely resembled, I’d call it some deformed representation of a saber toothed cat. A nice little freak show act all packaged up and ready to provide me with some nightmares for the rest of my life. Oh, how I regretted coming outside. My instincts told me to make a run for it. Unfortunately, I was frozen in place.
Nightmare kitty shook itself, as if it had been swimming around in the creek, then lifted its head and started sniffing the air. When the hollow sockets of its eyes leveled on me, I knew it was time to act. I bolted, heading straight for my door. The creature released a screech that nearly brought me to my knees. Panting, I kept going, even when the pounding of feet hitting the asphalt behind me grew closer. With a scream working its way up my throat, I reached my door. As my hand touched the handle, I got a shock strong enough to zap halfway up my arm.
“Damn it!” I hissed as full-blown panic started to take over. I pulled the sleeve of my sweatshirt over my hand and reached for the handle again. This time the shock wasn’t so bad. What the hell?! Had a power line fallen on the house? I looked over my shoulder. No time to worry about it now. Turning the knob, I threw the door open and slammed it behind me, quickly slamming the deadbolt into place.
I was still leaning against the door when something huge thudded against it. A scream escaped my lungs and I fell to the floor, curling up into a ball and covering the back of my head with my hands. My breath was coming in huge, uneven gasps. Had I just trapped myself inside my apartment? All that mummy cat had to do was rake at the door a few times with those claws and he’d be in and I’d be done for.
As the monster raged outside my door, my mind raced. How the hell had I gotten dragged into all of this? For years I’d been obsessed with the Celtic Otherworld, would have done anything to be a part of it. However, now that it had somehow found me I was quickly ready to be done with it. Then, all of a sudden, the attacks on my door stopped. Uncurling just a little bit, I took a few deep breaths and moved away from my door. The sharp, ear-splitting sound of nails being dragged across glass drew my attention to the window. Through the small crack in the curtains I could see the demon cat’s gnarled foot, the long claws running across the glass. Oh no. The door was pretty sturdy but it wouldn’t take much for the thing to break through glass. Fighting against my fear, I jumped up onto my bed and huddled against the inside wall. Not that it would do me much good but for some reason I felt safer there.
The cat’s claws reached the end of the frame and raked across the metal latch in the middle. A bright bolt of violet electricity sparked and the creature yowled, tumbling back onto the lawn before righting itself and darting off into the dark with its decomposing tail tucked between its legs. My mouth hung open in disbelief. There must be a live wire somewhere. Or had I just imagined the whole thing?
Too terrified to move, I continued to hug my knees to my chest, waiting for the beast to change its mind and come back. At some point, I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I remembered was waking up to the harsh buzz of my alarm clock. Ugh. No wonder I had a headache. I swung my arm over to hit the snooze button, then cracked one eye open to see what time it was. A quarter to nine. Man, I must have been really tired because my alarm always went off at eight. With the noise silenced, I stretched my arms above my head and contemplated going back to sleep when the memories from last night hit me like a sudden bad smell. Jerry, crouched behind the trash bins, the Otherworldly monster chasing me down, the weird electrical current surrounding my apartment. And then I remembered it was Sunday morning and my shift at the Green Tea Leaf started fifteen minutes ago.
Throwing out a tirade of curse words a pirate would blush to hear, I leapt out of bed and started digging through my spare closet for something to wear. After pulling on a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, I paused for a few seconds to send a text to Kelly, explaining that I was on my way. As soon as I was completely dressed, I applied my makeup in record time then grabbed my purse and keys and pulled open the door. I took the first step up into the yard and froze when my feet hit the narrow, paved walkway. Memories from the previous night flooded my brain and I shivered. My bicycle waited in the fenced area behind the building and even though I’d convinced myself the monster was long gone, I still threw the gate open and jumped back as if I expected it to be waiting for me. Feeling ridiculous, I scurried over to my bike and quickly released it from its lock.
The Green Tea Leaf was crowded when I arrived, the buzz of conversation reminding me of a beehive. Both Kelly and Jonathon were on shift, as well as a new girl I didn’t recognize. I maneuvered my way through the throng of caffeine junkies and slipped in behind the counter.
“I’m sooo, sorry,” I breathed to Kelly as I headed straight for the back room to get my apron.
“You can explain later,” she said out of the corner of her mouth.
I had my apron on in record time, and soon I was immersed in my work. Kelly moved over, and I took charge of the cash register, ringing up orders like a pro. For the next several minutes, I let the job consume me. By half past ten the crowd had thinned and I could finally take a break. Only trouble was, now I had time to think about last night’s attack.
“So, why were you late this morning?”
Jonathon’s voice made me squeak and jump about three feet. Sighing I turned to him and said, “Someone tried to break into my apartment last night, so I had trouble falling asleep and then slept through my alarm in the morning.”
That was the story I’d decided to tell everyone, only because the truth was a bit far-fetched.
Jonathon dropped the broom he’d been using to sweep up spilled coffee grounds. His eyes grew wide and his lips parted. “Are you serious?” he breathed. “Did you call the police? Did the person get in? Are you okay?”
I held up my hand and frowned when I noticed it was shaking just a little. Hmmm, guess I didn’t have to worry about coming off as genuinely freaked out.
“They didn’t get in. Just scraped up my door a bit. And the police have already taken my statement. They’re going to scout the area for the next few nights.”
“Oh, good,” Jonathon said.
“What’s good?” Kelly asked, stepping out from the back.
She had her purse over her shoulder and was sucking on an iced coffee.
“That Robyn didn’t get murdered last night,” Jonathon supplied.
Kelly almost choked, and I glared at Jonathon.
“I didn’t almost get murdered. Someone tried to break into my place. That’s why I was late this morning.”
“Oh my god!” Kelly wheezed once she’d cleared her throat. “Are you alright? Maybe you should come stay with me for a while.”
“I’m fine,” I insisted.
“But what if it’s the same guy who’s been on the news.”
I looked at Jonathon, but he only shrugged.
“What do you mean?” I asked tentatively, afraid of what Kelly might say.
“The cops think it might be a serial killer. They’ve found two dead bodies in the creek between here and Avila in the past week. A man in his forties and an elderly woman. They suspected the woman was one of the local homeless, but the man was from out of town. According to the news, the cops found no evidence of foul play, but the reporter hinted otherwise. It was a pretty big story. How could you have missed it?”
My blood had gone cold before Kelly even finished speaking. A serial killer? Here? It was possible. Heck, it had happened before, students gone missing, never to be found. Normally I’d be a little bothered by the idea of a killer roaming the streets. After my encounter with the Noctyrnum, I had even more reason to be afraid.
Before we could discuss it any further, the new girl stepped up to the front counter. I turned and really looked at her for the first time. She was tall, as tall as Jonathon, and her sleek, black hair was pulled into a neat ponytail that fell down to her waist. Her skin was pale but flawless, and she had an aura of grace about her that seemed more natural than manufactured through practice. Thick, dark lashes framed pale brown eyes, and full lips rested under a petite nose.
“Sorry to interrupt,” she said in a melodious, slightly accented voice, “but where do we keep the spare napkins? One of our customers had a spill.”
Kelly jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “In the back. Second shelf, three rows down.”
“Who is that?” I asked, momentarily distracted from my own drama.
“Moira Barry. New employee,” Kelly said. “She’s a freshman, and I think she’s from Ireland or England or somewhere like that.”
Moira came back out of the store room and smiled at me. I smiled back, hoping she wouldn’t be as flaky as the last newbie Margie had hired.
“Hey, Jon,” Kelly drawled, snapping her fingers in front of his face.
Jonathon blinked and pulled his gaze away from the girl. Kelly grinned and arched her eyebrows at me, forcing me to snort in laughter.
“I’m sure it’s every girl’s dream to have you gawking at her, but you might want to take it down a notch.”
Jonathon grumbled something indecipherable and his cheeks darkened as he carried the dustpan full of coffee grounds to the back. I elbowed Kelly.
“You didn’t have to embarrass him,” I said.
She shrugged. “But it’s so fun to mess with him! It’s like having one of my brothers around. Anyway,” she heaved a great sigh and took another sip of her drink, “I’m off to see my parents. Since my brothers are home they insist on a family dinner.”
She made a face, and I tried to act like I understood. If only Kelly knew how lucky she was to have her annoying siblings and over-protective parents.
“Hey, and be careful, okay? I know you mean well and all in trying to help the homeless people living behind your house, but maybe you should keep your distance, you know?”
I sighed and let my shoulders slump a bit. “It wasn’t any of the homeless people Kelly.”
“How can you know for sure?”
Because I saw what tried to break in and it definitely wasn’t human. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell her that.
“I just am. Don’t worry. I’ve got my pepper spray and a whole treasure trove of nasty words I can throw at anyone who wants to give me any trouble.”
My smile felt forced, but Kelly seemed to buy it.
“All right. See you Tuesday afternoon then? And try not to be late for your shift this time.”
I flashed her my favorite rude hand gesture, and she stuck her tongue out at me. A few minutes passed before Jonathon came out of the back room with a stoic look on his face.
“Don’t worry lover boy, Kelly’s gone,” I said with a smile.
His frown deepened and he glared at me, which only made me laugh. I threw my hands up in a defensive posture. “Only teasing!”
Jonathon cast Moira a wary glance when she joined us a few minutes later, but fortunately for his pride, she got busy wiping down tables and gave no indication she had heard any of our conversation.
“Hey, think you can man the cash register for a few? There’s a lull right now, so I’m going to go find out more about our new co-worker.”
Jonathon blanched, but I held up a hand. “Don’t worry, I won’t even mention you. I might like to torture you, but I’m not that cruel.”
Tucking my hands into the front pockets of my apron, I walked around the counter and headed toward the small group of tables set up beside our floor-to-ceiling front windows. Moira paused when I got closer, a look of concern on her face. Good lord, she resembled a rabbit caught in a trap. I smiled, hoping the gesture would convince her I wasn’t coming over to chastise her on a job poorly done.
“Hi, I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself earlier. Robyn Dunbarre.” I held out my hand and she reluctantly took it.
“Moira Barry,” she responded.
I glanced around the shop. Only a few customers lingered and no one was in line to buy coffee, so I shrugged. “Have you had your break yet?”
Moira shook her head.
“Me neither. Want to sit with me? You can tell me more about where you’re from and what you’re doing in San Luis.”
The girl leaned her broom against the window and took a seat across from me. I didn’t normally reach out to people, but considering Moira was going to work with me, I thought it best to get to know her. Turned out she was from Wales and her brother had recently moved to the Central Coast for business reasons, so she’d decided to look at colleges in California. After that, Moira proceeded to talk animatedly about her favorite reality TV programs. Yay for me.
Crossing my arms, I leaned back in my chair and tried not to look bored. She spoke a lot with her hands, and I was afraid she might accidentally smack anyone who should pass by. That would be an interesting development. Yet as carefree and bubbly as she seemed, something about Moira was off, as though her outer appearance was only a shell covering something else, something I couldn’t quite see. I narrowed my eyes, wondering what my instincts were trying to tell me. When I glanced back up at her face, I noticed that her eyes appeared lighter in the sunlight.
“That’s an interesting tattoo,” she said out of the blue, snapping me out of my contemplation.
Dusting off that weird vibe I was getting from her, I glanced down at my forearm where a primitive-looking design rested below my elbow. Three swirls and some zigzags depicted a rudimentary thunder cloud with lightning. The image had come to me years ago and never really left my mind. Odd, I know, but I had liked it enough to give it a permanent place on my skin. Usually the sleeves of my shirts were just long enough to cover it, but not today.
I sniffed. It was only one of a few tattoos I’d gotten since turning eighteen. There was a robin on the back of my left shoulder and a larger Celtic pentagram above and just to the left my right hip, as well as the one Moira was studying with not-so-subtle interest.
“Thanks,” I finally said, my tone dry.
She cautiously eyed the rest of me before saying, “Are you like, into witchcraft or something?”
Given my black eyeliner, pierced eyebrow and black hair with its electric violet streak, I shouldn’t have been surprised at her assumption. And here I thought I was the master of forthright, uncomfortable questions. After getting over my mild shock, I shook my head and gave her a tight grin.
“I wouldn’t call it witchcraft,” I answered as coolly as possible. “In high school I discovered Wicca and started doing my own research. I consider myself a pagan now.”
How about that for blunt?
Moira looked horrified, so I took a deep breath and prayed for patience.
“We’re not devil-worshipers. Pagans just feel more in tune with the Earth and nature. I’m part of a local group called Earth Bound. We get together and sometimes go on hikes or talk about old pagan rituals and mythology. We celebrate seasonal festival days throughout the year too.”
To my great surprise, Moira started to relax.
“Really? You know, back home we talk about the old Celtic myths, but I don’t know anyone who is really pagan. My parents and most of their friends told me pagans were idol worshipers and that they practiced black magic.”
I made a face. “Yeah. That’s a very common misconception but it isn’t true. When Christianity and modern religions moved into pagan areas, they demonized their gods and then adopted their practices in order to convert them. Sure, some ancient pagan rituals were pretty atrocious, but we don’t do anything like that anymore.”
A memory of the Noctyrnum trying to sacrifice kittens came to mind. I shivered and batted the image away. Okay, most of us didn’t practice ritual sacrifice anymore.
“Wow, that sounds pretty interesting,” Moira was saying.
For some reason, I found myself asking, “Why don’t you come to our next meeting? It will be the Saturday after Halloween. We’ll be celebrating Samhain, the Celtic new year.”
Moira’s eyes grew wide again, but I simply held up a hand. “You don’t have to dress up if you don’t want to, and there will be lots of goodies. You can come with me if you’d like; that way you won’t feel so out of place.”
For some bizarre reason, I felt it was important to prove to Moira that my beliefs weren’t evil. Maybe because I’d be working with her in the foreseeable future or maybe because I was just tired of people judging me.
Moira bit her lip, and her hands fidgeted with the dish towel she had in her lap. After several seconds, she conceded. “All right. Why not? It might be fun.”
There was a razor sharp edge to her smile but I chalked it up as nothing more than nerves warring with curiosity.
“Awesome. I’ll get you the information later this week. When’s your next shift?”
The door swung open, and the bells chimed as a small herd of new customers flooded in. We rose from the table, and I returned to the cash register to help Jonathon while Moira returned to table-wiping duty. As I called out orders to Jonathon and handed back change, I thought about my interaction with Moira. Sure, she wasn’t the usual type of person I hung out with, but maybe if I got to know her, my opinion would change. And maybe whatever it was she seemed to be hiding would eventually work itself free.
 

-Eight-
Halloween
 

Those next few weeks flew by like crimson leaves caught in an autumn breeze. Moira was opening up more at work and although she was settling in with our routine, something about her just didn’t sit well with me. Every time I thought I had found the trail that led to some answers concerning my enigmatic co-worker, my mind would get fuzzy and my focus would turn to something else. It was frustrating, to say the least.
Kelly decided early on that Moira had a strange case of over abundant self-consciousness. If that was what made her so aloof around us, I had no idea why. I mean, Moira was tall and gorgeous with flawless grace and a perfect complexion. Every man that came into the Green Tea Leaf noticed her right away. One guy actually spilled his scalding hot coffee all over his friend because he’d been so busy gawking. Even Jonathon was having trouble focusing at work.
“She’s too perfect,” he told us before the cafe opened one morning. “I mean, I feel like an amoeba standing next to her.”
Kelly rolled her eyes and I gave Jonathon a hard look. I was about to open my mouth and argue with him; tell him that such a notion was juvenile and ridiculous, but I held off. As airheaded as she might seem, Moira did have her attributes. Not to mention that whole exotic, foreign thing going for her. Shrugging and giving Jonathon a sympathetic look, I got back to work, making a deal with myself not to hold Moira’s personality against her. She probably couldn’t help it, after all.
“Hey Robyn,” Moira asked later as we were getting ready to close up, “can I still go to your pagan outing?”
I’d been mopping the last patch of dry floor, and some of my hair had fallen out of its clip. I straightened and blew it out of my face.
“Huh? Oh! Right, sure!” I managed as I set the mop aside. “I never gave you the information, did I?”
I pulled out a piece of paper and jotted down the address of the location where we were gathering for the bonfire.
“Dress is casual and we’ll probably be meeting around four.”
I grinned and handed her the paper. She took it and pursed her lips, reading through what I had written
“This Saturday, November third, right?” she asked as she tucked it into her pocket.
“Yeah,” I answered.
Moira smiled. “Sounds like fun. See you then!”
She disappeared into the back and gathered her things. I waited for her to exit out the front, then mopped up behind her before sneaking into the back myself. It took me fifteen more minutes to clean out the dirty mop bucket and turn off all the lights. Once darkness descended upon me, I made my way to the front, setting the alarm and locking the door behind me.
Halloween was a day away, and already the college town was alive with idiots who thought running around at night and scaring people was the height of entertainment. Normally, I would have loved it, but ever since the night saber-toothed mummy cat tried to rip me to shreds, I’d been pretty edgy after dark. Okay, I guess technically I’d been jumping at my shadow longer than that. A few weeks had passed since my latest Otherworldly encounter, and I hadn’t heard or seen anything since, so maybe I needed to just let it go and relax. Then again, it was Halloween, the time of year when the evil creatures of the Otherworld were supposed to lurk in our own.
Gritting my teeth, I stood up on the pedals of my bike and picked up speed. The sooner I got home and locked inside my place the better.
Only a few people in grotesque masks tried to scare me on my way home and most of them had a real issue with the whole hide-and-jump-out process. Yes, barely silenced laughter and the rumble of quiet voices behind low cut shrubs were a dead giveaway. Once within the safety of my apartment, I pulled out my costume for tomorrow. This year I had managed to throw together an autumn fairy ensemble. The dress had been an old one I’d added scraps of gold, green and copper fabric to, and the wings I’d designed myself out of wire and a golden, gossamer-like fabric I’d found on sale at a local fabric store.
Grinning in anticipation, I returned the costume to my closet then curled up in bed with one of my favorite books. Sometime around midnight I finally dozed off, hoping that the faelah, should they be unable to resist the lure of the mortal world, might pick another town to roam around in tomorrow night.
* * *
Twice, I considered donning my autumn fairy outfit the next morning but the recollection of how much time I’d spent forming the wings so they’d look just right finally convinced me that wearing my Halloween costume to class was a bad idea. If one of the crazies on the bus didn’t crush them while trying to find out what realm I’d come from, surely some idiot in one of my classes would insist on touching them and make a tear. Nope. As tempting as it was, I left my costume in the closet where it was safe and opted to wear my black leggings and dark purple skirt. My favorite T-shirt from high school, a black one sporting a pentagram, went on next, followed by a black zip-up, hooded sweatshirt with the silver outline of a skeletal tree. Ah yes. And for the first time in several weeks, I took my time with my makeup, applying more dark eyeliner than usual. I flat-ironed my hair and left it down, the length now just brushing my shoulders and the electric violet stripe in front recently re-dyed, and pulled on my black and purple striped, elbow-length gloves. Before leaving, I looked in the mirror, grinning at the image that greeted me. Memories from high school, the good ones, came flooding back.
Feeling rather cheerful, I left my apartment behind and walked to the closest bus stop. Along the way, I popped in my earphones and selected my pre-set Halloween music soundtrack to get in the mood. As if I needed any more encouragement. This was my favorite time of the year; All-Hallows Eve. Samhain. The Celtic New Year. The beginning of the dark half of the year. The nights were growing longer, the trees were painting the skyline in various shades of red and yellow, and the flavors and scents of the harvest were all around. I shivered with delight, looking forward to my work shift later that day. Margie had allowed us to hang some Halloween decorations, and she’d even let me put together a Halloween mix to play in the cafe. Sure, I’d rather be with Jonathon and Kelly or some of my pals from Earth Bound, walking around the city in full costume, avoiding the drunken troublemakers and observing all the younger kids in their cute costumes than be stuck in the Green Tea Leaf making drinks and counting back change, but it wasn’t too bad.
The bench at the bus stop was crowded when I arrived, so I leaned against a nearby tree and traced the pattern in the bark with my finger. The bus pulled up ten minutes later, and we all piled in. I ended up standing most of the way, so I was eager to get to class and sit down. A chilly wind brushed the grounds clean of lingering leaves, and I had to tuck my hands under my armpits to keep warm, despite my gloves. The weather was unnaturally cool for this time of year. Normally the Central Coast experienced warm temperatures in October, but I wasn’t about to complain. It should be cold on Halloween. Fortunately, my professor had noticed the chilly weather as well because a wave of warmth hit me when I entered the classroom. As our instructor stepped through a side door and began lecturing on the basics of running a business, I put my wandering thoughts aside for the time being and focused on jotting down helpful notes.
By five-thirty in the evening, I was back at home, the night already starting to grow dark. I popped a frozen pizza in the oven and jumped in the shower, letting the hot water warm my fingers and toes. Fifteen minutes later, I was wrapped comfortably in my bath robe. I checked the oven and proceeded to dry my hair until the buzzer rang. As my dinner cooled, I carefully pulled on my costume and applied my makeup. Slipping on my wings, I twirled in front of the mirror, smiling like an imp as the gold highlights glinted back at me. An old memory of my friends from high school came to mind, and a sudden ache threatened to take root. I stopped my foolishness and frowned. Sometimes I really wished Tully and Meghan had stayed in my life. The letters and emails just didn’t fill that void, and although I had my new friends in Earth Bound and at work, they just weren’t the same.
Plopping down on the edge of my bed, I fished out the boots that best matched my dress and wings and tried not to feel depressed.
It’s Halloween, Robyn! Cheer up! I decided to take my own advice and remembered that the Green Tea Leaf, decked out in all its spooky glory, awaited me. It would be a night of creepy music, specialty Halloween drinks and hanging out with Kelly, Jonathon and Moira. Sophia and some of the others from Earth Bound promised to drop by and hang out for a while, so really, I had nothing to be morose about.
I glanced at the clock and realized I had better hurry. I scarfed down two slices of pizza, put the rest in the fridge, and grabbed a sweatshirt. Fortunately, my wings fit over the extra bulk, and in no time I was whizzing down the street, bypassing trick-or-treaters both young and old.
Downtown was buzzing with activity, the local bars and restaurants even busier with the college crowd on this particular night. I took note of several people in costume. Okay, partially in costume would be a better description. I didn’t think animal ears and an overdose on black makeup really counted as an entire outfit, but at least my peers were making an effort of sorts.
It was an entirely different story inside the Green Tea Leaf. Not only were the windows decked out in fake spiderwebs and glowing orange jack-o-lantern lights, but the place was rocking to the rhythm of some spooky music.
“Robyn!” Kelly cried as she threw her arms in the air. “Happy Halloween!”
I grinned. My co-worker knew my love for this particular holiday, and she was definitely showing her spirit tonight. Kelly was getting her 80’s on with frizzed hair, a large neon sweater with the neck and sleeves cut away, and a pair of matching leggings.
“Great costume,” I told her as I batted at the ponytail hanging from the side of her head. “You should wear this every day. You might end up bringing the look back into fashion.”
Kelly made a face and pulled me behind the counter where Jonathon, appearing scholarly yet macabre while sporting a mad scientist look, gave me a welcoming wave.
“Love the wings,” Kelly crooned. “Though they might get in the way.”
“Not if you let me work the floor the entire night. And I think we recently got in a shipment of books that need placing.”
“We shall see. I don’t mind, but Moira might want some of the action, too.”
As if our conversation had called her into being, Moira stepped out of the break room wearing skin-tight black leather pants, a matching jacket, spike-heeled boots and cherry red lipstick. I wasn’t too sure what she was supposed to be, but if I hadn’t known her I would have said she was a wayward member of a degenerate biker gang.
“Hey Robyn! Happy Halloween!” she cried, bending down to give me a quick hug.
Feeling like a little girl being gushed over by an older cousin, I gritted my teeth until she let go. What had her all exuberant tonight?
“What are you supposed to be?” she asked, one dark, drawn-in eyebrow arching in curiosity.
“An autumn fairy,” I said, resenting the fact that I had to crane my neck to look her in the eye. Honestly, they should make some law against tall people wearing heels.
“Oh, cool.”
Without another word, Moira snatched up an apron and sauntered out onto the floor and proceeded to fill out tonight’s Halloween specials on the board.
For the next several minutes, all the male zombies, ghouls and goblins that walked in through the front door changed direction as soon as they spotted Moira. Half an hour into my shift she was trading smiles with a pirate I suspected of being slightly intoxicated while his crewmates looked on in lascivious interest. I was about to say something to discourage them, but the familiar sound of the door chime refocused my attention.
The first thing I noticed about our new customer was his height. For a split second my heart stopped dead in its tracks because I thought it was Devlin, finally returning to the mortal world. Upon second glance, I realized this guy had black hair and equally dark eyes. He wore a long, black leather trench coat and some heavy-duty boots in the same color. His stride was smooth and long, and as he brushed past my table, I got a full view of his face. And there went the air from my lungs. Dressed in that leather, with that hair, and freely airing the whole bad-boy image, the words tall, dark and handsome only scratched the surface when it came to describing him. All he needed was a motorcycle to complete the image.
As I scraped my jaw up off the floor, Hot Guy made a move toward the front counter. Jonathon eyed him warily before his eyes darted in Moira’s direction. Ah, yes. This newcomer would definitely catch Moira’s attention. Jon took his order and then he turned, his eyes landing on me for several moments. And like a total dork, I glanced over my shoulder to see if Moira was standing right behind me. Nope. No biker chick to compliment this guy’s devious look. She was still distracted by the pirate. I turned back around only to discover him walking in my direction. Oh. My. God. He was going to come sit at one of the tables I’d just cleaned. I really hoped I’d managed to wipe up all of the grime.
Before I could go into full-blown panic mode, something flew squealing across the tiled floor and threw itself onto the newcomer. I blinked as Moira gave him a huge hug. Wow. Just when I thought she couldn’t get any more brazen.
“Mikael! What took you so long to come visit me?!”
She pulled away and punched him in the shoulder. The guy, Mikael, grunted and rubbed the spot where she had hit him, then gave a small smile.
False vampire teeth flashed, and he acted like he was going to bite her neck. Moira shrieked again as she tried to get away, and I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes. Or vomit in my mouth. Oh yay! Apparently we were getting a show tonight.
Moira recovered from her near-death experience and straightened up. She glanced over at me, her eyes widening with surprise.
“Oh, Robyn! You must meet my brother. This is Mikael.”
She pulled him over, and a lazy smile graced his face as he eyed me from head to toe. The points of his fangs protruded from his lips, and those dark eyes told me they saw more than they should. And curse it, I actually blushed. I hadn’t blushed from a guy’s attention since high school. But this wasn’t just some guy. He was a walking sex symbol.
Shaking myself out of my school girl stupor, I reached out a hand. “Robyn Dunbarre. Nice to meet you, Mikael.”
He took my hand with lingering ease and my palm pressed against more leather. I glanced down. To complete the badass vampire look, he had painted his nails black and donned some leather gloves with the fingertips cut away. Almost tempted me to strip them off so I could see the rest of his hand. And that thought left me thinking about stripping away other things.
Retrieving my hand from his grip, I batted those lewd thoughts from my mind and said, “So, are you visiting from Wales?”
Mikael gave Moira a curious look and she smiled shyly. He returned his attention to me and said, “No. Moira and I moved here earlier this year. I’m merely dropping in to visit my little sister and to check out this new job of hers.”
His voice was smooth and cool, with the same mixed accent as his sister.
“Oh, that’s right, forgot she told me that. Are you still in school?” I pressed.
Mikael stood up straighter, and I had to crane my neck even further to keep my eyes on his face.
“No. I graduated two years ago. Now I own my own company.”
“Really?” That was quite impressive. “What is it that you do?”
He gave me a sly smile and perused me with his eyes once again.
“Oh, I’m in the entertainment industry. I spend a lot of time recruiting new talent.”
And by the way he kept looking at me, I suspected I might be a candidate. Fortunately, I knew better.
“What sort of talent?” I asked, backing up a little against the nearest table as Mikael inched closer to me.
The wire frame of my fairy wings pressed into my back, but I ignored the uncomfortable pinch. Those precious, fragile wings that I’d been so worried about ruining became an afterthought as Moira’s brother gave me his full attention. Everything in the tea house faded into oblivion and it was just me and Mikael. Suddenly, I was one of the damsels in distress from Sophia’s vampire novels, and I couldn’t wait to feel Mikael’s teeth sink into my neck.
The loud clamor of silverware crashing into the sink broke me out of my momentary hypnosis. I blinked several times and shook my head as Mikael slowly eased himself away from me. Whoa. What had just happened? I glanced up at him, and his eyes were bright with some emotion. Man, I could usually handle myself around attractive guys, but something was very different about this one. Maybe he had the same aura with women that Moira had with men. That could not be good.
“What’s going on over here?” Kelly asked.
She must have been the one to dump the dishes in the sink because she came waltzing out from behind the counter with a towel in her hand.
“Kelly, this is Mikael my brother,” Moira said, stepping aside to make room for our co-worker.
Was it just me, or did Moira seem annoyed at Kelly’s innocent intrusion?
Kelly eyed Mikael and quickly fell under the same spell that had overtaken me: wide eyes, slightly slack jaw complete with a stream of imaginary drool. Yep, this guy was definitely the male version of Moira.
“Pleased to meet you Kelly,” Mikael said, extending one of his leather-clad hands.
“Please, yes, thank you,” Kelly mumbled as she continued to stare.
Her hand lingered in his, but he didn’t seem to show the same interest in my co-worker as he had in me. I had to fight the tiny prickle of triumph that shot through me. Honestly, this wasn’t a competition. I was not going to turn into one of those women who fought like a feral cat over a hot guy who could care less about who won in the end. Besides, Kelly was my friend.
Moira pulled Mikael away and introduced him to Jonathon. Naturally, he didn’t have the same reaction as us girls, and he was thoroughly relieved to hear that this newcomer was Moira’s brother and not her boyfriend.
Mikael stayed in the cafe until Moira’s shift ended, about forty minutes later. As I attended the constant flow of customers, it was hard not to glance in the vampire’s direction every now and then. And Kelly reminded me every chance I got how lucky I was to be working the floor so I could accidentally bump up against Mikael any time I wanted. I promised to keep my distance for her sake.
When it was time for her to leave, Moira grabbed her purse and met her brother at the door.
“We’re still on for this Saturday, right?” she asked me.
I glanced up, needing a few seconds to figure out what she was talking about. “Oh, yeah, right. The Samhain bonfire.”
“Mind if Mikael comes with me?”
She pressed a hand to his biceps, and he gave me a charming smirk.
My bones started to melt. Oh boy! A whole afternoon and evening with hot vampire guy!
I grinned. “No, I don’t mind at all. And don’t forget it’s the north end of Avila Beach, where the fire pits and volleyball nets are.”
Moira beamed. “Great! We’ll see you there!”
She joined her brother at the door, and the two of them headed out into the dark night, blending well with the other masked and costumed college students.
“If I hadn’t previously promised my family I’d help them out with a wine event this weekend, I’d so be tagging along with you.”
Kelly’s voice just behind me made me jump. I turned to look at her only to find her shaking her head in severe disappointment.
I adopted a pained look and patted her shoulder. “I’ll be sure to enjoy him for both of us then.”
Kelly sighed and rolled her eyes before disappearing behind the counter. We still had over two hours before closing, and I could see a large group of revelers headed for the front door.
Half an hour later I was making my rounds at the tables once again. Business had slowed down for the moment, so I let my mind wander. And naturally, my thoughts headed straight for Mikael. Of course he was good-looking; he was Moira’s brother after all. I had become so lost in my own daydreams that I didn’t notice a customer standing over me until I almost bumped into him.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” I grumbled. I glanced up to make sure I hadn’t offended him, and my eyes went wide with surprise. “Evan! Hey, what are you doing here on Halloween night?”
I had seen my friend at school earlier that week, but he had been in too much of a hurry to chat after class. In all my time working at the Green Tea Leaf, Evan had only come in a handful of times before, early on in our friendship when his attention had been a little suffocating.
Now he stood before me looking like a zombie. I’m sure that part of it was his costume, but something seemed off about him tonight.
“What’s up?” I asked. “Want to order a drink and hang out for a bit? I know it isn’t a raving party, but we’ve got great decorations and tunes.”
He seemed to awaken a little from his trance, giving me a watery smile and saying, “Okay.”
Evan turned and shuffled over to the cash register, and my concern spiked. If I hadn’t known any better, I’d have said he was the victim of a drug deal gone wrong. His attire suggested he was some sort of zombie mummy, and the fake blood on the gauze wrapped around his wrists and arms looked disturbingly real. Even the false lacerations on his face and neck made me uneasy.
After placing his order, Evan returned to the table I had just finished cleaning. He plopped down in the chair and sighed heavily. Yup. Something was definitely wrong.
I dropped my washcloth on a neighboring table and sat down across from him. “All right, spill. What’s up with you?”
Evan stared at his coffee for a whole ten seconds before looking up at me. His eyes were bloodshot and his skin was pallid under the Halloween makeup.
I reached out and placed a hand on his wrist, causing him to hiss and pull it away from me. Okay. That wasn’t normal.
“Evan, what’s going on? Are you okay?”
Fear pooled in the pit of my stomach, and I was about to insist that he go see a doctor when he bolted up out of his chair.
“No. No! I’m fine, okay?”
He forced his fingers through his hair and began pacing erratically, like a cornered tiger who couldn’t decide which way to run.
This wasn’t good. I shot my eyes toward the front counter and noticed Jonathon and Kelly watching us carefully. Jonathon gave me a look and inclined his head toward the telephone. I held up a hand. No, don’t call the police yet. Wait a little bit longer.
I turned back toward Evan. “All right Evan, calm down. You look worn out.”
I gave him one of my sassy grins, the one I reserved for my closest friends. “Come on, it’s me, Robyn, your friend. Maybe you just need to go home and get some rest.”
I reached up for him, but he jerked his arm away before I could make contact.
Abruptly, his crazy, irrational behavior came to a full stop. He stood still, looking relaxed and a bit dazed. Then he turned and stared out the window at nothing, saying in a bland voice, “I’ve got to go. See you in class.”
Without a second glance, he started for the door, his steaming cup of coffee forgotten on the table top.
I released a shaky sigh, my throat tightening a bit. What the hell had that been about? Kelly and Jonathon must have been wondering the same thing because they asked about it as they came to stand beside me.
“Dude, I know you’re trying to be nice, Robyn, but that guy is unstable,” Kelly said as she glanced out the window, trying to see where Evan had gone. She turned wide eyes back on me. “He couldn’t be the guy who killed those people, could he?”
No. Evan might be unstable, but he wasn’t capable of murder. I gave Kelly a sharp glare, and she had the decency to look abashed.
“Well you never know,” she grumbled under her breath.
“Should we call the police?” Jonathon wondered. “Murderer or not, he looks like he might cause some damage tonight.”
I thought about that. He had a point. Evan looked volatile. But he wasn’t a violent person, from what I knew of him. And I’d known him for over a year. I bit my lip, tasting the gold lipstick I’d reapplied earlier. Finally, I took a breath and shook my head.
“No. I don’t think he’ll hurt anyone. He’s probably just going to head home.”
“Are you sure?” Jonathon pressed.
I nodded. “Yeah. If he comes back we might want to consider it. But knowing Evan he probably just needs to take a walk and blow off some steam. I don’t think he did very well on his term paper last week.”
At least, I hoped that was the only thing bothering him.
 

-Nine-
Ambush
 

It took me fifteen minutes to regain my composure, and by then we had another flood of customers to keep me distracted. Sophia and some of my other Earth Bound friends dropped by and I was almost disappointed that Mikael hadn’t stuck around. Almost. I think seeing him would have given Sophia a fit of hysterics. About a half an hour before closing I was back to my cheerful self. The coffee fiends seemed to be satisfied for the evening so I took advantage of the relative calm by volunteering to take out the trash.
“Don’t let any Otherworldly creepy crawlies get you,” Kelly teased.
Her comment froze me in place and, for a moment, the memories of my few encounters with such things boiled to the top of my mind. The last thing I wanted was to be mauled to death by a creature from the Otherworld on Halloween. What a way to go.
“Yo, Robyn, I was kidding. Thought you might appreciate the reference to Samhain.”
She was right. I was being silly.
Shaking myself out of my slight stupor, I laughed off Kelly’s comment and said, “No worries. I know a special fairy spell to keep them at bay.”
I wiggled my fingers and flashed an impish smile before dragging the trash bag through the front door. Unfortunately, the easy way around the building involved bypassing a horde of drunken wizards, skeletons and a whole flurry of costumed characters I couldn’t quite name, so I was forced to go through the alley around the front. Setting the garbage bag down, I pulled the latch, and the old wooden gate barring the alleyway from the rest of the world squeaked open on rusty hinges. Several feet down the dark tunnel, my bike rested in the shadows. The trash bins were located behind the building, so I had to sidestep broken bottles, old boxes and other refuse before I could complete my chore and get back to the warm safety of the cafe. Ugh, why had I agreed to take out the trash? The alley stretched maybe fifty feet before opening up onto a weed-choked patch of degraded blacktop that served as a parking lot for the restaurant three stores down from the Green Tea Leaf. Behind the lot the earth angled downward, eventually meeting up with the San Luis creek. As I peered through the darkness toward an empty space bathed in orange light, I noticed something moving in the trees and bushes choking the slope.
Great, I thought as I took a tentative step into the alleyway, thanks for getting my mind on the subject of Otherworldly monsters again, Kelly.
I was halfway down the lane when the yowl of a feral cat cut through the air. Some hissing, followed by two battling fury shapes, one black, one grey tabby, reassured me that the nightly activity was limited to the living, breathing variety. I exhaled with some relief. The cats had startled me, but at least I knew I had nothing to worry about. Feeling a little less wary, I picked up my pace and made it to the dumpsters in no time. Lifting the lid with a grimace, I heaved the trash bag inside.
Dusting off my hands as best as I could, I stepped away from the dumpster with every intention of returning to work. Unfortunately, I didn’t make it very far. In the span of three seconds, I went from being slightly spooked to full-blown terrified. Without warning, a hand clamped over my mouth just as an arm snaked around my waist. I was jerked hard against a solid chest and dragged to the other side of the trash bins. My captor pressed his back flat against the grimy wall, taking me with him as the shadows hid us.
As shocked as I was, it didn’t take me long to react. I bit down on the foreign hand while at the same time jamming an elbow into the solid stomach just behind me. My captor grunted and hissed at the pain but didn’t let go. A hot mouth pressed up against my ear and my panic swelled like a balloon.
“Shhh,” my abductor whispered, “Robyn, be still. It’s me, Devlin.”
Instantly I went limp with relief. Thank the gods. But then my mind started to short circuit. I hadn’t seen or heard from Devlin in weeks. What the hell was he doing lurking in the dark behind my work place, and why had he pounced on me like that? Of course, imagining Devlin doing any type of pouncing just sent my thoughts entirely in the wrong direction and I had to give myself a mental slap. Pay attention Robyn! He just practically assaulted you, after disappearing without a trace, and you're fantasizing about him? After spending half the evening daydreaming about Moira’s brother? What is wrong with you?!
Honestly, my conscience could be such a prude sometimes. But it did have a point. What was Devlin doing here, and what was with the cloak and dagger routine?
As if he could read my thoughts, he spoke again, his breath tickling my skin, “You need to be quiet and still. There is a faelah in the alleyway. It was sleeping when you entered, but now it’s awake.”
Before I could so much as nod my head, a rattling snarl greeted my ears. I froze instantly, the sound crawling up my spine like the fingers of the undead. I could barely hear the muffled laughter and shouts of those still out enjoying this haunted night on the other side of the building, but in the darkness of the alleyway there lurked something sinister. How had I made it through without noticing anything?
The low growl came again, this time closer than before. I swallowed hard and turned my head against Devlin’s grip. He still held his hand over my mouth, and a good thing too, because I probably would have screamed and drawn the creature right to us. Between the gap made by the back of the dumpster and the wall, I caught a slivered glimpse of it. A set of orange eyes burned from behind a stack of old wooden crates piled up at the back of the alley and two rows of gleaming white teeth stood stark and threatening against the darkness. Whatever it was, only forty feet separated us. I wanted to reach up and yank Devlin’s arms off me so I could bolt, but I had a feeling the creature would have no trouble chasing me down.
Another growl rolled through the air and then another, these coming from the creek on the other side of the parking lot. Oh crap. I felt the blood drain from my face, and Devlin whispered an Otherworldly curse. The monster closest to us emitted a grumbled answer to its mates and soon the splintering sound of wood joined the melee of disturbing noises. The beast was leaving its nest just as two massive, dark shapes emerged from the tree line ahead. Devlin’s hold on me tightened.
“Robyn, I need to take care of these faelah and that means I need you to stay right here,” he murmured harshly. “Make yourself as small as possible, but whatever you do, don’t run and don’t make any noise.”
He waited for me to nod before loosening his grip and removing his hand. Using his other hand, he pressed me against the wall and drew one of his swords. Huh. He was wearing his Otherworldly clothes. He must have been in a hurry to get here. Without so much as a backward glance, Devlin slipped out from beside the dumpster and stalked forward in a crouch, his sword held close to his body. I took his advice and hunched down as close to the ground as I could get without actually sitting on the asphalt. The dark stains and broken glass littering the space around me were potentially as dangerous as the faelah closing in on us.
Despite my relief at being free from his constricting hold, I felt empty and vulnerable as I watched Devlin approach the two creatures that had emerged from the creek. A small part of me also wondered why I could see these faelah, just as I had seen that horrible saber-toothed cat, but there was time to contemplate that later when my life wasn’t in danger. I wanted so badly to drum my fingers against something, or to run them through my hair, but Devlin had told me not to move. Maybe if I closed my eyes.
The beast that had been sleeping in the alleyway burst forward, scattering the remains of the old crates in its wake. Devlin turned and cut at it with his sword, leaving a gaping wound in its neck. Yowling in pain, the monster staggered to the side, bumping up against the dumpsters before collapsing in a heap. My heart was in my nose by the time it finally stilled. I cast it a quick glance and then shot my hands to my mouth in horror. A massive wolf’s head, with teeth far larger than normal, tapered down into a hairless body pocked with holes writhing with maggots. A long, rat-like tail still twitched in the aftermath of its demise and its dark paws, resembling elongated human hands and feet, scraped at the ground before finally stilling. Not only did its putrid smell give me an instant headache, but the disturbing image of its grotesque body would be forever burned into my brain.
I forgot my unease when another yelp interrupted the low growling drifting over from the ongoing fight. Devlin now had his long dagger out and was trying to keep both remaining monsters from sneaking around behind him. The one on the right was limping, but the one on the left kept trying to get at Devlin’s back. The injured creature lunged, distracting Devlin and giving its partner an opening. Without thinking, I lunged at the closest empty beer bottle and grabbed it. The action brought me out of the shadows, but I saw an opportunity and decided to take it. I stood, sucked in a gulp of air, and chucked the bottle as hard as I could.
“Yes!” I hissed, jumping in the air with glee after the bottle cracked the second faelah between the eyes.
For a second it fell back, disoriented. Devlin took advantage of the situation and put his full attention into killing the injured beast. He came at it in a torrent of fury, slicing first low and then high, trying to draw the creature into an attack. In the next second, the faelah lunged, and my hands covered my mouth as I released a muffled scream. Fortunately, Devlin had been expecting it. He dodged to the left, bringing himself right up against the beast’s side. He lifted his dagger and with one swift movement, drove the blade deep into the monster’s back. As it screamed in agony, he turned and fell to one knee, holding his sword out in front of him and absorbing the weight of the other faelah. The point of his sword’s blade, stained with what looked like black blood, protruded from the animal’s back.
I stood entranced, not sure whether to be completely horrified or really impressed. If I was being honest with myself, I’d admit it was a little of both. Wow. Devlin was a hell of a fighter and seeing him in action made me consider swooning on the spot. Thank goodness I wasn’t the type to swoon. I was, however, the type to panic if overwhelmed. And let’s face it, when a routine trash run turned into a scene from a werewolf movie gone wrong, I was permitted to get a little hysterical.
“Holy crap Devlin, are you okay?!” I wheezed, heading toward him.
I was doing fine until I almost tripped on my own feet. Ah, the lovely aftermath of an adrenaline rush. But that’s bound to happen when you don’t make use of that adrenaline when it’s pumping through your veins.
Devlin lunged forward and caught me before I face-planted on the gravel. That would have been a nice little addition to the already crummy evening.
Devlin pulled me to my feet, the effort causing him to grunt. Fear spiked through me as he staggered a little. Oh no. Had one of those things hurt him?
“Did you get bitten?” I asked as I used his arm as a crutch.
“No,” he said shortly.
I blinked up at him. He looked a little tired but his expression held more irritation than weariness.
“What’s the matter?”
“I told you not to move,” he growled. “Do you ever listen to reason?”
A bubble of laughter escaped and I tried balancing on my feet once more. Yup, I could walk like a big girl again.
“Rarely,” I answered with dry humor.
I drew away from Devlin, not because I wanted to; heck, I’d been daydreaming about seeing him again ever since he’d left those several weeks ago. No, I gave myself some room because everything about him was just too intense. I was pretty sure some of my brain cells had died during that fight and my logical side wasn’t quite up to functioning on all levels for the time being. A delirious Robyn meant an impulsive Robyn, and after watching Devlin annihilate those faelah, the only thing that came to mind was an image of me crawling up that toned body and attaching my mouth to his. Yes, definitely a good idea to take a step, or twenty, in the opposite direction.
Once I felt a safe distance had been reached, I put my hands on my hips and lifted one of my eyebrows at him.
“If I hadn’t moved, then you might not have gotten your opening,” I pointed out.
Devlin didn’t answer, he only turned and walked back toward the two dead faelah to retrieve his dagger. He wiped both his blades on the fur of one of the monster’s necks and I wondered if that did any good in cleaning them. Wrinkling my nose, I crossed my arms and turned my head to the side. The faelah that had fallen beside the dumpsters had started to disintegrate, transforming into a pile of ash before my eyes. Letting out a yelp of surprise, I jumped back, only to bump into Devlin. I glanced up at him. His features were no longer as harsh as they had been, but his face was still etched with concern. A heavy hand came to rest on my shoulder, and he let out a deep sigh. Before I could say anything, he took a step back and eyed me curiously.
I felt suddenly awkward and exposed. Why was he looking at me that way? And then it dawned upon me. Oh, duh. I was dressed as a harvest fairy. Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed one of my wings had been torn. Ah, hell. So much for all that hard work. Releasing a sigh of my own, I stood up straight and crossed my arms once again.
“What?” I demanded. “It was your kind who came up with this holiday in the first place.”
I sniffed and continued to glare at him. To my great relief, a smile tugged at the corner of his mouth and I almost melted. And who could remain annoyed at someone as gorgeous as Devlin?
“I’m sorry if I seemed angry with you,” he said. “I wanted the faelah to notice me, not you.”
Okay, I couldn’t hold that against him. He had just saved my life. For a third time. And as much as I liked being a strong, independent woman, deep down inside, I think every girl gets a little thrill at the idea of being rescued by a handsome stranger.
In order to bypass the awkward moment that would most definitely arise, I cleared my throat and pointed toward the dumpster. “Why did that creature, that faelah, just turn into dust?”
Devlin took a few moments to re-sheath his sword and dagger. When he was finished, he turned toward me and said, “The glamour leaves them as soon as they fall. Since they aren’t technically alive, they don’t decompose like most living things.”
I nodded, then said, “That reminds me, why can I see them now? I mean, before you kill them and remove their glamour. I was never able to see them before, just hear them.”
Devlin gave a casual shrug. “My guess is because it is so close to Samhain.”
Of course. That made sense. It even explained why I had seen the giant, mummified cat, too. This was the time of year when these sorts of creatures liked to invade the mortal world. Surely there were some that didn’t bother to hide themselves and someone was bound to notice them. After all, how many creepy legends evolved from events and things witnessed on Halloween night? And so many myths are based on some fraction of the truth. Maybe, since I was now aware of them, I had a knack for spotting them when others might not. Man, some of us got all the luck.
As silence descended between us, I began to wonder once again why, after all these weeks, Devlin had returned and why he had been lurking around behind the Green Tea Leaf of all places. So I asked him.
He didn’t answer at first, which made me want to fidget. Eventually, however, he looked me in the eye and said, “I’m sorry about the way I left those weeks ago, Robyn. I should have waited for you to wake up but had I done so my wounds could have grown worse.”
I dropped my gaze and nudged an old beer bottle with my toe before uttering, “Going by what you said in your note, I never expected to see you again.”
Devlin let out a small breath. “I meant what I said in that note. I didn’t plan on crossing your path ever again.”
Why his words should hurt me I couldn’t say. It’s not as if we’d become close friends in the small amount of time I’d spent with him. I lifted my head, only to find Devlin studying me.
“What I do is dangerous, Robyn. To involve a mortal in any aspect of my job is putting his or her life in danger. I didn’t want your safety compromised.”
I took a step forward and demanded, “Then why are you here now?”
Devlin didn’t move an inch. He merely towered over me, his hands placed loosely on his hips and his chin tilted toward his chest so he could regard me. Now that I was so close to him, once again I regretted my movement into his space. You will not back down, Robyn Dunbarre. You will not be intimidated by him.
“I’ve returned because every time I've crossed into the mortal world following a trail of foul magic, it has led to you.”
I blinked in surprise and faltered backwards. So much for standing my ground.
“I’m not a wielder of evil magic and I’m not from the Otherworld,” I said carefully.
“I know,” Devlin said softly, “but something that shares those two characteristics has its sights set on you.”
My stomach turned uncomfortably, and my skin flushed, quickly followed by a wave of coldness. I wrapped my arms around my middle and took a steady, deep breath. Why in this world, and the Otherworld for that matter, would something from Eile be looking for me?
A shadow cut across the washed-out glow of the streetlights, and I flinched.
“Robyn,” Devlin said, his voice calm and quiet.
The shadow had been him, moving closer.
“Is that why those,” I gestured to the ash piles in the distance, “those things–“
“Faelah,” Devlin interrupted.
Oh. Right. “Those faelah,” I continued, “were back here? Are you saying they were after me?”
Devlin didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to. Suddenly, an overwhelming desire to sit down flooded over me.
“I managed to hunt down most of the faelah that gathered around your apartment. Only one slipped through my grasp when I was required to return to Eile. When I came back here, the only trace I could find of it was a pile of charred ash on the edge of the woods.”
My brow furrowed for just a second before I realized he was referring to that giant cat that had frightened Jerry and his dog.
“Oh god,” I groaned, burying my face in my palms. My voice was muffled when I spoke again. “Something tried to attack me one night a few weeks ago, but I managed to get back into my apartment before it got me.”
I removed my hands and glanced up at Devlin. “I was certain it would kill me, but then something weird happened. It tried to get through the window, but some static electricity zapped it or something. After that it disappeared.”
Devlin’s expression was guarded, but I could tell he was thinking furiously about what I had said. Before I could ask him any more questions, a low growl drifted up from the creek. My blood froze in an instant and Devlin reacted swiftly. He reached out and took my elbow, leading me back toward the alley.
“We can discuss this later. Right now you need to get back inside, and I’m going to have to stay nearby for the time being.”
As much as I really didn’t like knowing that the zombie beasts of Eile were hunting me, I couldn’t help the little light flip in my stomach upon hearing Devlin’s words. Some half-rotten, nightmare-inducing monsters are out to tear your heart from your body, Robyn. Think you can handle it? Piece of cake, I thought. So long as it meant that the hot, Otherworldly warrior got to spend some serious one-on-one time with me. Oh yeah. I’d definitely lost it.
 

-Ten-
Insight
 

Kelly looked up from the cash register as the door bells chimed, announcing my return.
“Hey? Where have you be–”
She cut herself short the moment she saw Devlin right behind me.
“Well, hello there,” she said with a smile before transforming it into a smirk for me. “Find yourself a replacement now that Mikael is gone? I can see why taking the trash out took longer than usual.”
Her words were light and sprinkled with amusement, but I had to cringe. I glanced back at Devlin and his expression was a bemused one. I gritted my teeth.
Kelly’s eyes traveled from Devlin to me, and her light smile was quickly replaced with a look of concern.
“What happened to your costume? And one of your wings is ripped!”
Before I could come up with a plausible excuse, Kelly laughed. “Oh wait, never mind.” She held up her hands. “Maybe I don’t want to know the details.”
I fought the urge to smack her. Time for some quick thinking. “My wing got caught on a nail in the gate and as I was lamenting over the damage, a stray cat came flying out of the dark, scaring me half to death and making me trip over some junk in the alley. Devlin here,” I gestured toward the six-foot-three hunk behind me, “came to my rescue.”
Kelly had left the counter behind and was now standing next to me. She gave Devlin a good perusal from head to toe before murmuring, “I’ll say.”
“Where’s Jonathon?” I asked, eager to change the subject.
“He left a little early. Since no one was coming into the cafe and since I assumed you’d be back in five minutes and not twenty, I let him go.”
“Sorry,” I grumbled. Obviously, Kelly thought I’d been making out with Devlin in that time because the look on her face was awful accusatory. I’m sure if I told her the truth she’d change her attitude. Yup. Instead of looking at me like an evil stepsister who knew all my dirty secrets, she’d be wide-eyed with shock. Unfortunately, she’d also insist on taking me to the hospital to have my head examined.
“Eh, no worries. As long as this means I can have Mikael now.”
As I followed her behind the counter, she added under her breath, “Although I must confess, you got the better deal.”
She inclined her head toward Devlin who had taken up residence in the same spot he had the last time he’d been in the shop. Upon further inspection, I noticed that particular location offered the best view through the door and windows. I couldn’t help but think it had been chosen on purpose. From that particular table, Devlin would know well in advance if anything sinister approached the cafe.
“So you just met this guy on the street?” Kelly was asking as I helped her close out the cash register.
“Sort of,” I admitted. “He’s in one of my classes and we talked a few times. He just happened to be walking by tonight.”
“And you’ve never thought to spend time with him outside of class?”
I shrugged. “He hadn’t seemed interested before.”
Kelly gave Devlin a quick glance, then arched one copper brow at me. “Looks like he’s interested now.”
My mouth threatened to curve up at the corners. No Robyn. You will not let that comment affect you.
“And I love his costume. Looks totally genuine.”
Now that I could agree with. I stopped fighting that small smile as I moved over to clean out the coffee maker.
Kelly was locking the doors behind us ten minutes later, her neon leg warmers and sweater glowing against the darkness pouring through the cafe’s windows. Devlin hadn’t said a word since settling in at his table, and I wondered if he was still a little irked at me for interfering with the fight. I gave a mental snort. Typical guy. Couldn’t stand any suggestion of weakness on his part.
“So, what are your plans for the rest of the night?” Kelly asked, turning toward us and trying to stretch her sweatshirt over her bare arms.
I looked up at Devlin. His face was blank, and he gave no indication that he was going to answer Kelly. Smart move. He, after all, wasn’t completely familiar with the workings of the mortal world. I mean, he seemed to know about some things, but I was sure there was plenty he didn’t know. Best to let me do all the talking.
Taking a breath, I turned back to Kelly and shrugged. “Don’t know. To be honest, I’m pretty tired.”
Kelly’s eyes widened. “You mean you’re going to call it a night? On Halloween?”
I grimaced. Yeah, that did seem out of character, but the whole episode behind the cafe with the faelah had kind of taken the fun right out of my evening.
“I’m not saying I don’t plan on enjoying the rest of the night,” I added. “Maybe I’ll just go back to my apartment and watch a movie or something.”
That sounded safe.
“I think I’ll join you,” Devlin said, surprising me a little.
Kelly was giving me one of her looks again.
“Want to come with us?” I asked, trying to demonstrate that there was nothing romantic going on between Devlin and me (although I would have been the last one to protest if he had sought to change that).
“Oh no, I think I’ll go home and crash too,” Kelly piped. “Good night!”
Before we could even offer to walk her home, she turned on her heel and practically sprinted away. Wow. She was really going to be disappointed when I had no juicy details to share with her later.
“I guess we had better start walking,” I said. “But I need to get my bike.”
Devlin checked the alley before letting me go in, and although I appreciated his concern, I made a point to give him an exasperated look as I passed him.
“I’m not completely helpless, you know.”
“I know,” he said. “The teeth marks on my hand and the bruise on my stomach are evidence to that.”
I winced. “Yeah, sorry about that. You scared the hell out of me, and I just reacted.”
He rubbed his stomach, presumably where I had hit him. “You might have given those faelah a run for their money.”
A smile crept onto my face, and I had to bite my lip as I unchained my bicycle and walked it out of the dark alley. The sincere note in his voice warmed me. The idea that Devlin thought I was tougher than I looked was the best compliment he could have paid me. Everyone was always assuming I needed help lifting things or killing spiders in my apartment. Okay, maybe I needed help lifting really heavy objects, but there was no way I wanted anyone to kill spiders for me. I was a pagan. Most of the time I was inviting the little eight-legged guys in to keep the pest population down. But it felt good that someone as big and strong as Devlin recognized that I was no pushover.
For the first few blocks, Devlin and I walked in silence, with only the occasional shout and scream of those still enjoying Halloween night and the rhythmic clicking of my bicycle chain to keep us company. The bike rolled along on my left as Devlin stood on my right side, his eyes constantly moving, perusing the shadows as if he expected one of the faelah to jump out at any moment. I knew he was just being cautious, but it was making me jumpy.
By the time we reached my street, I couldn’t take it anymore.
“Devlin, you’re making me nervous. If anything so much as a cricket decides to start chirping, I’m going to scream and jump ten feet in the air. Then you might not think I’m so tough after all.”
He stopped and gave me a chastening look. “The dark magic is strongest here.” He indicated the wide expanse of my neighborhood. Oh, and that made me feel so much better.
“Fine,” I gritted, “but if I make a fool of myself because a shadow manages to push me over the edge, it’s your fault.”
Devlin surprised me by reaching out a hand and brushing his fingers against my cheek. “You are not foolish to fear what I hunt.”
His voice was low, almost aggressive, and the gesture and his choice of words silenced me into a stupor. Before I could recover, he stepped away and said over his shoulder, “I’ll check the area. Don’t move.”
As if I could move after that little exchange. My head spun and my blood warmed, making me forget all about what might be lurking in the bushes near my home. Before I knew it, Devlin was back, helping me roll my bike the last several feet and getting it well stowed behind the house.
We reached my door, and I cleared my throat, suddenly nervous. “You are more than welcome to come in and watch that movie with me.”
He crossed his arms and gave me a curious look. “I’ve heard of movies, but I still am not sure what they are.”
I smiled. A grown man who had never seen a movie. “Have you ever seen a play? A performance put on by other people?” I asked.
He nodded.
“Movies are a little like that, only they’re made up of moving pictures with sound. And most of them have awesome special effects.”
Devlin looked lost again so I just shook my head. “You kind of have to see one to really understand.”
I unlocked my door and held it open, inviting him inside. Devlin hesitated, then let his shoulder slump a little.
“As much as I’d love to accept your offer, I’m of better use out here.”
My disappointment burned like acid. I really wanted him to come inside with me. I honestly didn’t expect anything to happen, but maybe, if I was lucky, he might let me curl up next to him or something. The mere thought of it sent chills across my skin.
“Oh,” I finally said, my voice bland.
“The faelah weren’t the only things after you tonight Robyn,” he murmured.
My eyes shot up, the surprise clear on my face.
“What do you mean?”
Devlin let go of a breath and rubbed the back of his neck. “Someone from the Otherworld has been watching you, following you. I can’t talk about it here. He may be listening, but it isn’t fair for you to remain in the dark. Can I meet you again sometime to discuss it?”
After my disbelief evaporated, I found my voice again. “What? Who?”
Devlin narrowed his blue eyes and leveled them on me. “I suspect the same person who tried to subdue you the night we first met. Perhaps even the same person I hunt; the glamour feels similar. He failed then, so he’s been playing it safe.” He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “You are tainted by his magic, and it isn’t that old. He’s been in contact with you again. Sometime late yesterday or today.”
My legs turned to water, and I had to lean against my door to keep from collapsing. Oh god. I’d been in contact with dozens of people since yesterday. Every time I handed back change or brushed up against a customer.
I remembered what Devlin had said to me the last time he was in the mortal world. “And do you still not know what this person looks like?”
Devlin’s morose expression told me all I needed to know.
“Can you think of no one who has been paying extra attention to you lately? Maybe someone who has been acting strangely around you?”
No. I couldn’t. And then the events of earlier that night slammed into me. Evan. My odd, clingy friend from class had been acting strange. In fact, he’d been acting peculiar for a long time now. And then Kelly’s comment about him being responsible for the deaths of the two people found in the creek several weeks ago surfaced. Oh no.
My face must have betrayed my thoughts because Devlin reached out and took hold of my shoulders to steady me.
“Who, Robyn?” he hissed.
I shook my head. Evan had gone to the Noctyrnum meeting, but he told me he’d given it up. Yet his behavior tonight had been so bizarre. Had he lied to me?
Devlin gave me a gentle shake and I tilted my head back to look at him, my own eyes haunted.
I licked my dry lips and said, “A friend of mine. Evan. Evan Miller. But he’s not from the Otherworld, and I’ve known him since last year.”
Slowly, Devlin’s grip relaxed and he released me. “That doesn’t matter, Robyn. Mortals are very easily manipulated by those from Eile. Our magic is so much stronger. The one I hunt could be controlling him, using him to get to you. Will you be seeing this Evan again anytime soon?”
I had to take a few breaths to clear my head. No. Not Evan. He was like a lost, awkward puppy. He could be obsessive and irritating at times, but I just couldn’t imagine him harming anyone. At least not on purpose.
Finally, I managed to answer Devlin. “If he comes to the Samhain party this weekend, then I’ll be seeing him on Saturday.”
“Then I’ll go with you,” he said.
I glanced up, my head spinning with this sudden bad news. Ugh, I hated losing my cool.
“You won’t hurt him, will you?”
Devlin’s blue eyes were like ice. “I make no promises. Why do you ask? Does he mean something to you?”
I shook my head then answered, “No. Yes. I mean, he’s my friend. When we first met, he was really shy and had a hard time meeting people. His self-esteem isn’t the best, so I kind of took him under my wing; tried to be more patient with him than most people. He’s never hurt me, and I think of him kind of like an awkward cousin. He’s just different, like me. You know, your usual, run-of-the-mill, brooding young adult.”
Devlin stepped back, his jaw tight and his eyes dark. “Very well. When is this celebration set to begin?”
I did my best to swallow a wave of apprehension. “This Saturday. We’re having a bonfire at Avila Beach and we plan on getting there early, around four, which means I need to leave here twenty minutes before then.”
Devlin nodded. “I’ll see you at three-thirty then, three days from now.”
He turned and took a step toward the darkness beyond my porch light but then paused. Without turning around, he said quietly, almost too quietly for me to hear him, “Your friend may be different, Robyn, but I highly doubt he is anything like you. In fact, I would be very surprised to find anyone in this world, or mine, who even comes close.”
As I watched him disappear into the shadows, I wracked my brain to understand what he had meant by that strange statement. Tired and mentally drained from everything that had happened that night, I slipped into my apartment and fastened all the locks. Naturally, I couldn’t sleep, so I ended up watching that movie after all. Only instead of choosing something more appropriate for Halloween, I settled on a light comedy. About halfway through the movie, I fell asleep and all my worries about bloodthirsty monsters and brainwashed friends were forgotten.
 

-Eleven-
Daramorr
 

Thursday and Friday dragged by at a snail’s pace. I woke up groggy the next morning, my earphones still in place and the cord plugged into my laptop, which had died sometime during the night. Grumbling, I managed to roll out of bed, plug my computer in to recharge, and then shuffle into the bathroom for a quick shower. It was there that the memories from last night assaulted me: getting into costume, meeting Moira’s hot brother, the awkward and worrisome exchange with Evan, Devlin ambushing me behind the cafe and the attack that followed, Devlin’s claim that I was being hunted and then that odd comment he’d made.
By the time I stepped out of the bathroom my fatigue had transformed into a nice little headache bordering on migraine territory. Scraping together some painkillers, I made my way to the kitchen for a glass of water, frowning at my ruined fairy wings along the way. The wings, along with the rest of my costume, lay sprawled across the futon. Maybe I could fix them when I got a spare afternoon.
The bus ride to Cuesta only made me feel worse and by the time I got off at the final stop, I was really tempted to run over and throw up into the shrubs. I managed to make it through my handful of classes that day but by the time I reached my apartment door later in the afternoon, I could hardly stand. There was no way I’d be able to work my shift tonight. Once I was inside, I dropped my backpack next to my discarded costume and whipped out my cell phone. I sent a text to Margie, letting her know I was coming down with something and that I’d ask Kelly to cover for me. Next I sent a message to my co-worker.
Must have been one hell of a night then, she sent back.
Oh, you have no idea, I thought to myself. I typed in an emoticon expressing my slight annoyance at her comment then added, Thanks for covering for me. Hope to see you Friday.
Somehow, I mustered enough energy to get up and heat a can of soup on the stove. I had no idea what was wrong with me. After eating, I crashed into bed, barely able to keep my eyes open. Every cell in my body ached, but at least my head wasn’t pounding anymore. That night my dreams took a really bizarre turn. Not only were they swamped with horrific images I could only attribute to the Otherworldly influences in my life of late, but on several occasions I seemed to be running through a forest bathed in emerald light. Eventually, the trees gave way to caverns that twisted into the very heart of the earth. I should have been terrified, but for some reason being in the deep, dark place didn’t bother me.
By Saturday, I was feeling much better, which was fortunate because I had an Earth Bound meeting I couldn’t miss. More importantly, Devlin was finally going to let me in on all of his secrets. The very thought made me nervous. Ignorance was bliss, right? But it could also be fatal in some cases. All that morning my head spun with thoughts of Evan and what his part was in all of this. I dearly hoped he was like me, just an innocent victim.
At half past three, a light knock on my door set my senses on high alert. Devlin, in all his Otherworldly glory, stood taking up the doorway, a calm, cool expression on his face.
“Hi,” I managed with a faulty smile.
“Are you ready?” he asked.
No. Yes. Maybe. I couldn’t say for sure, so I just nodded.
Grabbing my keys and my purse and the pie I’d baked earlier that day, I headed out the door and made my way across the street to where my old car was parked. At times like these I was grateful I’d decided not to sell it after high school. As pathetic as it looked, the old compact still ran as long as I checked the oil often and didn’t drive it too hard.
The door creaked when I pulled it open, the inside smelling like overheated upholstery and whatever crumbs had managed to escape my notice the last time I’d driven it. Wrinkling my nose, I made a note to buy some car fresheners the next time I went to the store. My car took its time warming up and rattled as I pulled away from the curb. I patted the dashboard, despite its fussiness, and remembered that it was a privilege to own a car no matter how close to falling apart it was.
Having Devlin in the car with me was altogether a painful experience. For one thing, no matter how hard I scrubbed or how many times I vacuumed, the dark stains and scattering of petrified food particles wouldn’t go away. And of course the rust holes in the floor and the vent that spewed mildew-scented air only added to my car’s special charm. Teetering between mortification and frustration, I found myself uncomfortably aware of Devlin’s presence. Whereas I fit rather comfortably in the decaying vehicle, he was crammed in like an extra-large tuna in a sardine tin. Even with the seat moved back as far as it would go, Devlin had to bend his knees past what appeared to be his comfort level.
No longer able to stand the silence, I cleared my throat and said, “So, have you ever ridden in a car before?”
“No,” Devlin answered, “this is my first time in a vehicle this small.”
“Well, I hope my driving doesn’t scare you away from the activity.”
I glanced over at him and gave him a quick smile before returning my eyes to the freeway. Our exit was coming up, and the only thing that would make this situation worse was to miss the off-ramp. Fortunately, I managed to act like a normal human being and exited the freeway, using my turn signal and everything.
The road leading to Avila twisted between a wooded creek and a cluster of steep hills. The towering sycamore trees, their grey mottled bark reminding me of marble columns, created a natural bower with their arched branches. Most of their leaves had already fallen onto the road, my little car kicking them up into a frenzy as it zipped along. A few miles later, the lane straightened out and a long stretch of sandy beach peeked at us through the spaces between a cluster of multi-storied buildings. I bypassed the main hub of Avila and headed toward the part of the beach spotted with fire pits and picnic tables. Just before the street curved, spanning the mouth of the creek we had followed to this point, I pulled onto the shoulder of the road and turned off the engine.
“Well,” I breathed, slapping my hands against my thighs, “we’re here.”
I unfastened my seat belt and climbed out, careful not to get run over by the cars that zipped by on the thoroughfare.
Devlin mimicked me, unfurling like a dragon out of the passenger side.
Crossing the street was another adventure, but we managed to make it down onto the sand unscathed. Sophia spotted us first, waving her hand and beaming.
“Down here, Robyn!” she called out.
When we were close enough for her to really see Devlin, her cheer quickly evaporated, and a look of pure awe took over her face. Yup. I think I might have had that same reaction when seeing Devlin for the first time.
“Glad you could make it, Robyn,” Claire said cheerily from the other side of the fire pit. She blinked up at me and her eyebrows rose when she took in my companion.
“And I see you brought a friend.”
Devlin smiled and reached out a hand. “Devlin O’Brolaigh. Nice to meet you.”
Oh, good. He was going to be social and friendly tonight.
After introducing Devlin around to all of my wide-eyed Earth Bound friends, we made our way over to the closest picnic table, where a display of goodies awaited our arrival.
I added my pie to the mix, then grabbed a couple of sodas, handing one to Devlin. As discreetly as possible, I showed him how to open it. He mimicked me and took a drink, a look of surprise lighting up his face. He then lowered it and examined the can, as if waiting for it to start spouting poetry to him.
I hid a grin. Oh, it would be so much fun to take Devlin around and introduce him to all the joys of the mortal world. If only I didn’t have more ominous things to worry about. Which reminded me of why he was tagging along in the first place.
“We never really got around to talking, you know, about why you keep spontaneously appearing in my life,” I said quietly after taking a sip of my soda.
Devlin inclined his head slightly. “Is there somewhere private we could go?”
He scanned the beach, his eyes carefully taking in the other people enjoying the lingering warmth of the late afternoon sun. Not a single private place in sight.
I frowned, then peered up the coast in the opposite direction. To the north, the road stretched over an estuary created by the mouth of the creek. On the other side was an alcove of sorts that was, at least for the moment, deserted.
“There,” I said, pointing toward the somewhat hidden niche, “that should be a good spot.”
Devlin followed the direction of my finger and nodded.
“We’re going for a walk,” I called out to the rest of the group.
Claire nodded, and Devlin and I headed out. As we ambled along I relished the feel of warm sand slipping between my toes and the soothing rush of salt water lapping at the shore. Five small children screamed in horror with a touch of chaotic delight as a wave invaded their sandcastle, obliterating one of the walls. A group of college guys played a game of volleyball on one of the sand courts, their boisterous comments meant to encourage their teammates. On a normal day, I’d steal glances at their naked torsos, but why waste my admiration on human men when I had Devlin to ogle instead?
I bit my cheek and tucked a strand of loose hair behind my ear. Eventually, we reached the edge of the creek where the delta widened to meet the ocean. Devlin paused and rolled up his jeans, and I stood back, checking out his legs while I waited.
“You probably should have worn shorts,” I told him.
Devlin glanced over his shoulder, one golden brow arched in curiosity. “Shorts?”
I stifled a laugh. Another product of the mortal world he hadn’t yet learned about.
“They’re like pants, only cut shorter.” I indicated the pair I was wearing, but emphasized that the ones for men were longer.
“Enorah didn’t tell me about shorts,” he admitted.
I shrugged. “She probably didn’t think you’d be visiting the beach.”
Once he’d rolled his jeans up to mid-calf, he stood back up and took a step into the brackish water. Before going much farther, he turned and offered me his hand. Rolling my eyes at his sense of chivalry, I humored him and placed my palm in his. The water was warm against my calves, and the cool breeze made me shiver a little when we reached the other side. Devlin released my hand, and I followed him as he moved down the edge of the creek to the point where the small cliff on the other side curved inward. Finding a relatively dry patch of sand, I sat down and dipped my feet into the soothing water.
Devlin opted to stand, something I was beginning to realize was common for him. We could remain here in blissful silence for the rest of the afternoon, watching the water ripple and reflect the bright sunlight, but we had been putting this conversation off long enough.
I picked up a small pebble and held it in my hand before tossing it into the water. It plopped beneath the surface, disappearing in the mud below. Like that stone, I decided to unload what had been weighing on my mind for the past several weeks. I bypassed all the mundane questions and went straight to the one that bothered me the most.
“Why is someone from the Otherworld after me?”
For several long seconds, the only thing I noticed was the sound of the ocean and the playful shouts of the people in the distance. Farther up the creek, a bird let out a warbling call and the wind stirred the nearly barren tree branches. The rhythmic whoosh of cars passing on the bridge overhead added its own beat to the strange song, and for a few moments, I wished I were someone else, someone with normal, everyday mortal world problems.
Devlin turned to face me and then lowered himself into a crouch. He reached down and picked up his own pebble, launching it into the water where mine had disappeared earlier.
“I think it has something to do with your own magic,” he finally said, his voice soft.
I blinked in surprise then snorted. “That’s ridiculous. I don’t have any magic.”
His look was one of mild admonishment. “Don’t you remember what I told you before? About the magic that exists in the mortal world?”
I crossed my arms and furrowed my brow, trying to recall that conversation. “You said there was some magic in this world but it was minuscule compared to the magic in the Otherworld.”
Devlin nodded his head. “It is, but sometimes that magic can be tempting to someone from Eile, especially if that person wishes to build power without anyone noticing.”
Okay, he’d lost me there. I gave him an incredulous look and stood up, moving to sit on the rock next to him.
“Let me start from the beginning. When I first ran into you that night in September, I had been assigned the task of locating someone from my world. I am to hunt him down and either destroy him or bring him to the Otherworld to face the fate that awaits him. I was never meant to interact with the people from your world, but then I stumbled upon you and realized my quarry was far more entangled in the lives here than I’d previously thought.”
He looked up at me with those bright blue eyes of his and smiled. “At first I hoped it was only a fluke. There could be nothing worse than involving a mortal in what I had been sent to do. This renegade is the Otherworld’s problem, not yours. That’s why I left with the intention of staying out of your life. I’d hoped that the foul magic lingering around you and your apartment was just a coincidence, but the more I investigated, the more I realized you seemed to be the center of it all.”
Devlin stopped talking, and all I could do was take deep breaths and try to absorb everything he had laid out so far. I licked my lips and asked, “Who assigned you to this mission in the first place?”
“Enorah. And more specifically, Eile’s high queen, Danua.”
My eyes went wide. “Meghan’s mother? Then the situation really is serious.”
Devlin nodded, his face grim. “Any time the Morrigan or her lingering, evil glamour is involved, it is. Her power and her physical presence have been destroyed for now, but one day she will return. It won’t be for a very long time, but until then her followers will be salivating at the chance to rise in her place. With the Morrigan’s dark glamour scattered to all corners of Eile, simply waiting to be gathered up by her nefarious disciples, those of us loyal to the high queen have been kept busy discouraging them. The Tuatha De and their subjects were able to stop many of them just after the Morrigan’s fall, before they grew too powerful, but a few slipped through our grasp. They were smart to go to ground and even smarter to seek out the mortal world as an alternate.”
“But won’t their glamour eventually run out? Won’t they have to go back to the Otherworld then?” I asked.
Devlin shrugged. “Most of their glamour may wear off, but if they resort to forcibly removing magic from the living things they find here, then they won’t need to return to Eile as often to recharge their own glamour. And the more sacrifices they make, the more powerful they’ll become. Until these people grow strong enough to defeat one or more of the Tuatha De, they cannot risk seeking out the Morrigan’s magic. Fortunately, we know where all the richest pockets are and have people guarding them.”
Devlin’s explanation made me uneasy, but it didn’t quell my curiosity. “Exactly who are these people?”
“It depends on how potent their magic is. The Morrigan was the most powerful, when she was alive, but her followers would work to strengthen their glamour through sacrificial rituals. That practice is even more effective in Eile if you’re looking to quickly bolster your glamour.”
I shuddered. All this talk of sacrificing living things had me thinking about the ritual I stumbled upon that first night I met Devlin, the one that got this whole crazy wheel turning to begin with.
“We call all of them Daormorrig,” Devlin continued, “slaves of the Morrigan. Those who wield the most power among them are called Cheadmorr, the Morrigan’s first. Those below them are Daramorr, the Morrigan’s second, and the third level is referred to as Triumorr. The Triumorr are initiates, those who have just pledged themselves to the ways of the war goddess. Those who are Cheadmorr are very powerful and have the potential to defeat one of the Tuatha De.”
I swallowed, only to find my mouth had grown dry. “And the man you’re looking for? Where does he fall?”
Devlin’s eyes grew hard. “He is Daramorr, but just barely. His glamour is very strong but if I can find him soon and bring him down, he won’t have a chance to grow any stronger.”
“How long?” I asked. “How long until he’s strong enough that you won’t be able to defeat him?”
Devlin sighed, a long-suffering breath that made me wonder how long he’d been holding it in.
“Several weeks or months. It all depends on the strength of the magic he’s taking in and the availability of sacrifices. What you need to understand is that most Faelorehn gradually lose their glamour when they are in the mortal world. We must return to Eile if we wish to regain our strength. This particular Daormorrig, on the other hand–”
“Uses animal sacrifice to steal the magic from the mortal world,” I cut in.
My conversation with Kelly the night after the lone faelah attacked me bubbled to the surface of my mind, when she mentioned the two bodies that had been discovered in the creek. And maybe not just animal sacrifice, my conscience murmured.
Shoving that thought aside before it could grow into something terrifying, I cleared my throat and said, “That’s why the Noctyrnum were trying to sacrifice kittens on the night they attacked me.”
I shot my eyes up at Devlin, and he nodded once.
“And whoever this slave of the Morrigan, this Daramorr is, it is very likely he’s using the Noctyrnum as a way to hide in plain sight.”
My eyes widened as I stared out across the estuary. “Oh, god,” I breathed, “Evan is in more trouble than I thought.”
“Is this the young man who frightened you the other night?”
I let my head fall and took a shaking breath. “He mentioned going to one of the Noctyrnum meetings, but I thought he’d changed his mind after that. I honestly don’t think he’s aware of the danger those people pose and he’s only being led astray.”
“That’s very possible, and if it is the case then he’s a danger to you, Robyn. If this group hides within its ranks the Daramorr, you need to distance yourself from them as much as you can.”
Releasing a heavy sigh, I brushed my hair out of my eyes and said, “So what are you going to do about this Daramorr character?”
Devlin picked up another stone and tossed it into the water, using more force than before. “I don’t know,” he admitted, his tone revealing frustration. “I fear that he knows several helpful spells that enable him to hide from me, even in plain sight.”
“You mean like a cloak to cover his trail of magic?”
Devlin nodded. “Yes. He may have even found a way to contain his glamour so well that he leaves no trace at all. Unfortunately, I gave away my presence the night you were attacked, so I’m left following the faelah for now. They go where they sense magic, and since they are made of the same dark power that he exudes, they are drawn to him.”
If I hadn’t been compelled to help those kittens, and Jerry as well, then Devlin might have found the Daramorr by now. “I’m sorry I ruined your chances,” I said softly. “But I don’t regret what I did that night.”
“You have no reason to be sorry. You were trying to help those weaker than yourself. And I’m not sorry I stepped in. He might have killed you that night if I hadn’t.”
I gave Devlin a small smile, then picked up a flat stone and sent it skipping across the rippling surface of the water.
“So what do you plan to do?”
He turned his head and gave me a tired smile. “I haven’t quite worked it out yet.”
“Can I help?”
Sure, I was a mere mortal with barely enough earthly magic to tempt the creatures of the Otherworld, but I knew this world better than he did. Perhaps if we worked together, we could figure something out.
Devlin’s expression sharpened and his face turned to stone. “Absolutely not,” he growled. “I was specifically instructed not to disrupt the people of this world. It is bad enough you are learning about all of this.”
Trying not to let his remarks sway me, I barreled on, “Look, I’m as much a part of this mess as you are. And your superiors couldn’t have known about the Daramorr’s interest in me. Plans can change as the situation changes.”
“Robyn, he is too powerful. He may even be too powerful for me to handle. I will not risk you like that.”
“But you won’t be risking me. I’ll be risking myself.”
“No.” His tone was hard and final but I was far more stubborn than he realized. I drew myself up so that my eyes met his and gave him my boldest glare.
“It is not entirely up to you. I will not sit back and let you figure out a way to get rid of the Otherworldly entities that are out to get me. I’m tired of being the helpless victim in all of this. I have a right to defend myself.”
Devlin opened his mouth to say something more, but I surprised myself by putting my fingers to his lips to stop him.
“I’ll try to deal with this on my own, if you don’t want to help me. I don’t care how dangerous it is. This constant jumping at shadows and looking over my shoulder will drive me crazy if I don’t do anything.”
It was mostly a bluff, of course. There was no way I was going to hunt down an evil Otherworldly menace on my own, but I was hoping it would bring Devlin around to see the situation from my point of view.
Devlin opened his mouth to say something more, then let out a breath and shook his head. “It’s pointless arguing with you, isn’t it?”
I sat up straighter and gave him my best smile. “Yup.”
He leaned forward, resting his elbows above his knees as he contemplated the water swirling around his ankles.
“Very well, Robyn Dunbarre, you win. But we do this my way.”
I tried to hide my glee, but it was hard. There was something very satisfying about winning an argument with Devlin O’Brolaigh.
“Excellent. Where do we start?”
“By finding out what your friend Evan knows. Do you think he has arrived yet?”
Devlin gestured toward the picnic tables in the distance where the Earth Bound members were lingering.
“Only one way to find out.”
I pushed myself to my feet and Devlin followed suit. Despite the fact that the next several weeks were guaranteed to bring more trouble than I’d ever faced my entire life, my heart felt light. I suspected it was a result of knowing I’d be spending more time with Devlin, which was both a blessing and a curse.
Do not get attached Robyn. When this is all over, he’ll return to the Otherworld.
Naturally, I had no desire to listen to what my conscience had to say, so I chose to ignore it and instead initiated an aquatic attack on Devlin. At first he simply glared at me as the briny water soaked into his jeans, but it didn’t take him long to catch on, and for the next several minutes I let the simple joy of goofing off with him wash away all my worries about the future.
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Devlin and I arrived back at the picnic tables out of breath and soaking wet. Somewhere along the way, we had both ended up in the surf, and I could only grin as my Earth Bound friends watched us approach. I wrapped my arms around my torso and shrugged, my teeth beginning to chatter. The two of us had been gone so long the sun had already dipped behind the hills.
“Might be a good idea to make use of the fire,” Brynlee, one of the new girls, pointed out, her eyes glittering with mirth.
Ignoring what that particular look was trying to tell me, I moved toward the fire. Ah, yes. Heat! I stepped up to the flames, basking in their warmth. Devlin moved to the opposite end of the fire and proceeded to peel off his wet shirt. Suddenly I forgot everything else save for the half-naked male figure standing in front of me. From the sound of utter silence behind me, I imagined all of my female friends in Earth Bound had done the same. Damn, Devlin was a splendid specimen. His lean build was only accentuated by the curve of toned muscles and golden skin made even more beautiful by the firelight. My fingers twitched, eager to glide through his tousled hair and dance over the ridges of his ribcage.
Ack! Knock it off Robyn! I snapped my eyes back to the fire and clenched my teeth. I turned my back on the fire and my eyes away from Devlin. The heat from the blaze had suddenly grown far too warm.
In an attempt to ignore the temptation standing just behind me, I turned my eyes toward the parking lot and noticed a familiar figure climbing down the steps leading onto the beach. I had to squint against the darkening sky to make out his face, but the dark hair and the way he walked were distinctive enough. I watched Evan make his way to our little party, his pace faltering as he took in his surroundings. If I didn’t know any better, I would have guessed he was searching for someone.
Deciding it would be best for me to introduce Evan to Devlin, I waved my hand and smiled, calling him over to the bonfire.
Evan’s dark gaze met mine, and for a split second I was reminded of Halloween night and the deep emptiness that had lingered in his eyes. A chill threatened to rattle me, but then my strange friend blinked away the coldness and gave a friendly smile.
“Hey, Robyn,” he said almost sheepishly.
“Glad you could make it,” I said. “There are hotdogs and other snacks on the table.”
I pointed over my shoulder with my thumb, and Evan took a step toward the food before freezing in place. When I heard Devlin’s voice over my shoulder, I knew what had stopped my friend. I turned to watch the encounter, afraid of what might happen should Evan be the villain Devlin sought. Suddenly, my palms grew clammy and my heart kicked up its pace. Would Devlin make a scene here on the beach, in front of all the Earth Bound members?
“Devlin O’Brolaigh,” the Lorehnin man said, stretching out a hand to take Evan’s.
Evan shook it weakly, his skin seeming to pale even further.
Devlin held onto Evan’s hand for far longer than what was considered polite and when he finally retracted it his fingers curled into a fist. I shot my eyes up to his, but his gaze was trained on Evan, who was now skirting around the shirtless, Otherworldly warrior like a nervous cat. Once out of Devlin’s reach, Evan all but sprinted to the table weighed down with food. Although he took up a friendly conversation with Claire and her boyfriend, his eyes kept darting away to study Devlin.
Finally getting over my bout of gawking, I sidled up next to Devlin and whispered, “Well?”
He glanced down at me, one eyebrow quirked in question.
“I assume the reason you shook his hand for so long was to give your magic a chance to investigate.”
Devlin gave a small smile and reached for the extra jacket he’d brought with him. After shrugging it on and zipping it up, he murmured, “Very clever observation, Robyn.”
I opened my mouth to ask him more, but at that moment he froze beside me, his face growing stony and his gaze drifting off to the parking lot. When Devlin didn’t move, I turned, following his gaze. A tall, dark-haired man and woman stepped gracefully from a red luxury sedan, their clothing clearly purchased from a high-end store. I didn’t need to wait for them to get close enough to see their faces. Moira and her brother Mikael belonged to a rare breed of human, seemingly born with natural beauty and perfect posture. I glanced down at my own attire, my jean shorts and the lower half of my hoodie still wet from my run through the surf. Even if I had the budget to afford name brand clothes, I would never be as stunning as Moira. Frowning, I slapped away that pointless thought.
Since when have you cared about being poised and perky? I asked myself.
Wanting to get out of my own head, I turned to talk to Devlin but found his eyes still trained on Moira and her brother.
A tiny prick of something irritating jabbed at me. It took me a moment to realize what it was: jealousy. Good god, what the hell was wrong with me?
Clearing my throat, I gave a small laugh as my co-worker and her hot brother closed the gap and came to stand before us. Moira seemed taller than usual, and I discovered why when I glanced down at her feet. Honestly, who wore heels to the beach?!
Of course, that question was answered when she shifted her weight, the movement showing off her well-toned legs and making Devlin take notice.
Before I turned into some mindless she-devil, I took a breath and said, “Moira! So glad you and your brother could make it.”
Gradually, I introduced them all around, most of the girls naturally becoming fixated on the glorious male figure standing before them. Only this time it was Mikael who captured their attention.
As her brother started up a conversation with three of the other girls, Moira pulled me away from Devlin and hissed, “Oh my god, is that your boyfriend?”
My head jerked in Devlin’s direction, but he was too busy watching Mikael. For some reason, his gaze at that moment reminded me of the faelah that attacked us behind the cafe.
Forcing down a shudder, I swallowed and looked back at Moira. Her eyes looked hopeful.
“Uh, no, he’s not my boyfriend.”
She immediately relaxed. “Then you won’t mind if I give him a try?”
I bristled at that. Devlin wasn’t my boyfriend, but something about her tone of voice and the strange light in her eyes made me edgy. However, I couldn’t tell her that I did mind because what excuse did I have?
Shrugging, I said, “Sure, but he’s really busy with work and school, so I don’t know if he has time for a love life.”
I grimaced. I didn’t know that for certain. But if Moira hadn’t already been on my radar as someone to steer clear of in the romance department, her predatory smile at that very moment would have been a huge warning sign.
She squealed and gave me a hug, lifting me up off the ground as if I were a rag doll. My dislike of the girl was growing by the minute.
“Oh, I’m not worried about that,” she crowed with a mischievous grin. “No male alive can resist my charms.” She sashayed over toward the boys, flipping her hair and hiking her skirt farther up her thighs. I fought the urge to vomit into the empty fire pit behind me.
To distract myself from Moira’s blatant flirting, I joined Evan on the far side of the bonfire. He must not have seen me coming because when I spoke his name he jumped.
“Whoa, you okay? I know it’s Samhain and all but I think we’ll be safe from the Otherworldly beasts this close to the fire.”
I chuckled, not only to reassure Evan but also to keep the bubble of hysteria from overtaking me because I was pretty certain if said Otherworldly beasts wanted to maul us to death, nothing short of a Faelorehn man with a sword could stop them. And of course, that thought made me glance up at Devlin. Moira had her hand on his shoulder, her long fingers trailing down his arm as she leaned in to say something in his ear. But Devlin didn't seem to care what she had to say. In fact, he didn't seem to notice her at all. His eyes were fixed on me, the blue irises like ice. Suddenly I felt like the mouse cornered by the cat. That was the look of murder on his face, and I was beginning to wonder what I had done to piss him off, or what he had discovered after shaking Evan’s hand.
Batting away my unease, I kept my gaze on Devlin as I said over my shoulder, “Hey, Evan, want to go for a walk?” I needed an excuse to get away from him and this circle of hormonal girls, and a stroll with Evan was just the thing. Besides, it wouldn’t hurt to talk to my classmate about what had happened Halloween night. He might not be comfortable discussing his strange behavior, but I would find a way to get it out of him.
When Evan didn’t answer me right away, I glanced over my shoulder, only to catch sight of his wide eyes. Nighttime had completely descended, but the firelight offered enough brightness for me to read the expression there: fear. Evan looked terrified. Yes, a walk would be good.
Before I could ask what was wrong, however, a smooth, rich voice said, “I’m afraid your friend looks a little under the weather. Would you accept a substitute?”
How Mikael had snuck up on us without my noticing was beyond me. Perhaps I’d been a little more distracted by the whole Devlin-Moira debacle than I’d like to admit.
“Uhhh . . .” was my articulate answer.
“I won’t bite,” he said with a wink, flashing me his bright teeth. For a split second I pictured Mikael as a vampire again, trying to seduce me off into a dark place where he could drain my blood. I gave an internal snort of laughter. Perhaps I should point him in Sophie’s direction.
“All right,” I said, crossing my arms and stretching to my full height. I would never be as tall as his sister, even if I managed to find the highest pair of heels on the planet, but I’d do my best.
“I think you should probably have a seat for a while, get something to eat,” he said to Evan.
Without a word, Evan sank down onto the splinter-infested bench beside the fire and grabbed a handful of potato chips. He proceeded to eat them mechanically, as if someone else’s brain was doing his thinking for him. Odd.
“Shall we, Miss Dunbarre?” Mikael asked, stretching out an arm in the direction of the shore a few dozen yards away.
Taking a deep breath and resisting the urge to glance back at Devlin, I stepped forward, the orange glow of the firelight fading away as we marched into the darkness. Soon, the cheerful chatter of the Earth Bound members was overtaken by the rush of the water. The wet sand stuck to my bare feet and I tucked my hands under my armpits, trying to keep warm. My mind finally started to relax, my thoughts and concerns melting away.
“The perfect night for a stroll along the beach with a pretty girl, wouldn’t you agree?”
Mikael’s voice cut through the fog in my mind and I didn’t quite catch what he said.
“Pardon?”
He paused, his hands tucked casually in his pockets. “I was just commenting on the beautiful evening and the similarly lovely company.”
“Oh,” was my brilliant reply.
Taking a breath, I turned and gazed down the shore toward the pier, standing like the skeleton of a huge, beached sea serpent in the distance.
Not entirely comfortable with the silence that hung between us, I said, “So, why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself. Moira never really talks about you at work.”
“What would you like to know?”
“How about you tell me more about your job and why you came to America.”
Mikael nodded as we continued onward.
“When I graduated from University a few years ago, there weren’t too many job opportunities at home. Moira was already looking to go to school out here, so I thought I’d try my luck in California.”
His smooth voice had the same lulling effect as the crashing waves beside us and I had an overwhelming urge to lean into him.
“And how do you like it here on the Central Coast?” I asked, strolling closer to the water and putting a little distance between us. “Not really the hub of excitement. I mean, compared to Los Angeles or San Francisco.”
“San Luis Obispo is comfortably situated between the two locations, close enough for me to drive or fly in for the weekend, but far enough away that the press of the city doesn’t grow too overwhelming.”
As we walked, Mikael spoke of a childhood running wild through the rolling hills of Wales. From the way he described it, I imagined a place of magic and mysticism, very much how I pictured the Otherworld. And of course thinking about the Otherworld reminded me of Devlin back at the fire pit with Moira. Mikael and I had been gone long enough.
“Maybe we should start heading back,” I suggested as we passed under the pier.
“Very well,” Mikael murmured.
I turned to retrace our steps, but a sudden, firm grip on my wrist halted me. Mikael had grabbed me.
“What the hell?” I demanded, my tone angry.
“I’m sorry, Robyn,” he whispered, “but I’ve been wanting to do this since I first met you.”
Before I could puzzle out what he was talking about, he pulled me close and lowered his head, pressing his lips to mine. My eyes flew open in shock but I couldn’t really see anything within the pitch-black shadows cast by the pier. The kiss started out as an aggressive impulse but soon Mikael’s lips were softening against mine, lingering and learning the shape of my mouth. I didn’t quite give in to him, but I didn’t resist either. Despite the anger and outrage I could feel brewing beneath my bewilderment, some outside force was propelling me to ignore my desire to fight Mikael’s advances.
Of their own volition, my hands shot up and my fingers tangled with Mikael’s hair. He groaned and mimicked my actions, pulling me in closer. This wasn’t what I really wanted, at least not with this particular man. What about Devlin? Wasn’t it his touch I craved? Who cares! a wild, unfamiliar voice crooned. Just enjoy this moment and forget about everything else. And like a hapless audience member under a hypnotist’s control, I obeyed. I felt my rationality drift away and forgot about everything else as Mikael trailed his fingers down my back, bringing his hands to rest at my hips. His grip tightened and a little bit of that helplessness evaporated. A tiny prick of warning grew beside my heart. This was wrong, something was off, but I simply couldn’t pull away from Mikael. And then a strange numbness gathered in my hands and spread out to each finger and up my arms.
Before I knew what was happening, a searing blast of pain, like static electricity on steroids, jolted through my fingertips, causing Mikael to shout and tear away from me. He staggered up against one of the pylons, grasping the sides of his head in his hands. I glanced down at my own fingers, studying them in the dark and trying to puzzle out what on Earth had just happened.
A curse in an unfamiliar language, Welsh probably, broke me from the odd spell.
“What the hell was that?” I fumbled as I tried to catch my breath. Now that there was some space between Mikael and me, the anger from earlier was coming back. That bastard had just forced himself on me.
I glared up at him, ready to give him a tongue-lashing that would leave welts on his skin, but I hesitated when Mikael lowered his hands and slowly lifted his head. He was looking right at me. I couldn’t see in the dark, but I knew his eyes bore through me. I could feel them piercing my skin.
Finally, Mikael said in a low, dangerous voice, “Probably just some static electricity.”
Okay, not the answer I’d been seeking, but something told me not to push it. As much as I wanted to tell him off for what he had just done, something told me that remaining alone in the dark with him was a bad idea. Besides, whatever had happened to force him away from me, that powerful shock, was not a case of static electricity. If that wasn’t enough to rattle me, then the strange feeling of subjection during the whole interchange was. I might be impulsive at times, but never to the point where I felt completely out of control.
I cleared my throat, took a deep breath and said, “Maybe we should head back.”
“Yes, perhaps we should,” he added, his voice hard and clipped.
Mikael reached out a hand, trying to touch my hair. Oh no, no more of that. I’d had enough physical contact with this man for one evening. I pulled away and started to head north up the beach. I could detect Mikael behind me, and even with my lingering irritation at his brashness, the man’s aura reached out and caressed my senses, there was no doubt about it. But something, perhaps some primitive instinct, was running around in my mind, slamming pots together to get my attention. Maybe if it wasn’t making so much noise I could figure out what it was trying to warn me against.
I need some time to think about this, away from Mikael. Someplace where I can clear my mind, I told myself.
Mikael didn’t say a word to me the entire walk back, and I all but sprinted the last several yards once my other friends were in sight. I hardly had any time to catch my breath because the moment I stepped into the ring of firelight Devlin appeared by my side, taking hold of my arm with a grip so tight I gasped.
“We need to leave. Now,” he growled into my ear.
I was starting to figure out that when Devlin was in this particular mood, I should listen to him. Nevertheless, I angled my head back and glared at him. I was about to tell him to let go of my arm in a very unladylike way when I caught the look on his face. He wasn’t focused on me, but on Mikael, and those blue eyes were murderous. The tension in his relentless grip made sense now. Something about Moira’s brother had him struggling to keep his cool. Too bad my arm had to suffer for it.
Mustering a halfway decent smile, I yanked my arm free of his hold. Fortunately, Devlin got the hint and resorted to clenching his fist at his side instead. I cleared my throat and announced, “Well, we’re going to head off. Devlin has to be at work early in the morning, and I’m his ride.”
All those present made their disappointment known, Moira the most boisterous of all. As we left the group behind I gave Mikael one quick glance. His eyes looked almost black in the firelight but they burned with the same intensity as the sun. Despite my slight apprehension at his now black mood, I returned his look with equal spite. Screw you, Pretty Boy, I wanted to say as I turned my back on him.
By the time Devlin and I crammed ourselves into my car, I had recovered a little from my strange encounter with Mikael. I wanted to take a few minutes to figure out what his behavior had meant, but the loud click of Devlin fastening his seatbelt distracted me. I glanced at the passenger seat only to find him staring through the windshield with a gaze strong enough to melt glass.
He took a breath and said, “It’s not your friend Evan.”
His comment caught me off guard. With Mikael’s kiss still taking up most of the space in my head, I’d forgotten all about the purpose of Devlin’s presence tonight. When my mind settled a little I blurted, “You mean, he’s not the one you’re looking for?”
He didn’t answer me yes or no. Instead he murmured, “I can tell you that Evan is not an immediate threat.”
I felt myself relax at that. Oh, thank the gods. I was by no means really close to Evan, but despite his oddities, he was a good person, and I’d hate to think he was caught up in all of this.
Devlin continued, “He is far too weak to be the leader of some grand scheme.”
I frowned, wondering what he wasn’t telling me.
“However,” he added quietly, “I found out a few other things as well.”
“Oh yeah? Like what?” I jammed the key into the ignition and turned it, the engine sputtering a little before finally roaring to life.
“Your friends, Moira and Mikael, are Faelorehn. And I think Mikael is the Daramorr.”
 

-Thirteen-
Accusation
 

Thank the Celtic gods I hadn’t taken the car out of park or we may have collided with oncoming traffic. The sudden bluntness of Devlin’s statement stunned me at first, but once the shock wore off the truth hardly surprised me at all. So, Moira and Mikael were from the Otherworld. It all made sense now, what with their tall stature and unearthly beauty. And the weird fog that seemed to envelope my brain whenever they were around. Was that why I hadn’t come to the conclusion on my own? Had they been manipulating me with their glamour so that I wouldn’t recognize them for what they truly were? Of course they had. It explained the weird vibe from Moira and why I thought her eyes looked different in the brighter light. Ugh, I’d been a complete idiot.
Devlin turned cold eyes on me as the car idled. My fingers gripped the steering wheel, my knuckles white, but I was far too tense to attempt driving on the road with other vehicles right now.
“I suspected something was off about him when he first arrived, but after you returned from your walk, there was dark magic clinging to you like a hundred leeches.”
Oh, now wasn’t that a lovely little mental image. Devlin reached out and placed his hand gently on my forearm. I flinched, but he didn’t pull away.
“Robyn, did he do anything to you?”
Devlin’s voice was a low grumble, and I realized that the heat I felt was the pure violence flowing from him. I didn’t think he would ever hurt me, but it was never safe to be around a man in a rage.
“Uh, no, he didn’t hurt me,” I answered, taking long, deep breaths and trying to get the memory of Mikael’s kiss out of my mind. Of course, trying not to think about it was the worst way to get it out of my thoughts. I could almost feel his warm mouth pressed against mine; his strong fingers pinching my waist.
Whatever lingering magic that stolen kiss had left behind evaporated instantly as I recalled the strange static shock that had thrown us apart. Now I only felt dirty and violated.
Suddenly, Devlin reached out and took my face in both his hands, tilting my head so that he could see my eyes. I took another shuddering breath and one of Devlin’s thumbs caressed my temple. Slowly, I began to relax. This was not the demanding grip Mikael had used on me. No, Devlin’s touch was gentle and reassuring, as if he were trying to hold me together. I was really tempted to crawl over the console and curl up in his lap, but that would have been utterly ridiculous. Instead I reached up and hooked my fingers over his wrists.
“I’m fine, Devlin, honestly,” I insisted.
“Tell me what happened during that walk,” he repeated.
Sighing, I nodded and tried to pull his hands from my face. Reluctantly, he let go and crossed his arms over his chest.
“We walked all the way to the pier. He told me about himself, about his childhood and his sister, then, all of a sudden, he grabbed me and kissed me.”
Devlin made a strange sound in his throat, and I glanced up at him. During the few encounters I’d had with him, I’d never seen the Lorehnin man look so dangerous.
“Did he hurt you?” Devlin finally asked.
“No. But he did surprise me. And ticked me off,” I added as an afterthought.
My fingertips prickled with the memory of shocking him. “Actually, I think I hurt him. Some sort of static electricity build up in my hands or something.” I snorted. “Though I don’t buy that. The shock was too strong. Whatever it was, it worked in my favor because after that, he let me go.”
When I looked back at Devlin, one of his eyebrows was arched. “A static shock? On a beach saturated with water?”
I shrugged. It made no sense to me either.
Devlin turned his head to look out the windshield once more. The engine was still idling, wheezing a little like an old woman with bronchitis. The headlights shone onto the pavement ahead, one of them angled higher than the other. Someone who didn’t know any better might think my car had gotten into a scuffle with a telephone pole.
Finally, Devlin took a deep breath and let it out. “As much as I’d love to march back down onto that beach and drive my sword through Mikael’s heart, I cannot. I am forbidden by the queen to execute the Daramorr unless I have no other choice.”
I grimaced at the picture that painted in my head, even if it was a welcome one. No, not a good idea to deal with Otherworldly issues on mortal soil. I knew that from personal experience. Besides, it would be so much fun trying to explain it to the police when they showed up.
“Is that a possibility?” I asked in a whisper. I was no friend of Mikael’s, but I also didn’t condone murder. Yet if he really was the Daramorr, then it was his fault Evan was so stressed out. It would also explain my classmate’s look of utter fear when Mikael had asked me to go for that walk.
“Let’s discuss it on the drive back,” Devlin suggested as someone on the road behind me flashed me with their brights. Oh, I guess I’d had the turn signal on all this time.
Waving through the back window, I pulled out, my old car lurching a little as I made a U-turn in order to head back into San Luis. Devlin remained silent as we meandered down the dark road, so I spoke up once we merged onto the freeway.
“So what now?” I prompted.
Devlin released a heavy sigh. “He knows for certain that I am on to him now, so things may get a bit complicated. If this Mikael is smart, which I think he is, he will lie low for a while. Of course, it doesn’t help that he’s able to cloak his glamour so well.”
This last part was added as an afterthought, as if Devlin hadn’t wanted me to hear it.
My fingers tightened on the steering wheel. Oh, yay! Something more to worry about.
Another mile passed before he spoke again, his voice low and cold.
“I’m not comfortable with the Daramorr’s interest in you.”
Immediately, my shoulders tensed. Oh, and I was? Hot or not, I was a bit averse to young men overpowering me and forcing their advances on me. And if Mikael was really what Devlin said he was, then I was even less enthusiastic about it.
“If it makes you feel any better, I’m not too thrilled about it either,” I grumbled.
Ten minutes later, we pulled off of the freeway and headed toward my neighborhood. I pulled up alongside the curb and turned the car off. Devlin joined me on the driver’s side and escorted me across the street to my door.
As I fumbled with my key, I tried to think of something to say, but what could I possibly say after what I'd learned tonight?
Before I could push my door open, Devlin’s arm reached out, and he planted his hand against the wall, catching my attention. I blinked up at him, wondering what he had meant by the gesture. His blue eyes were stern, his face hard. The mask of a soldier battening down all emotions.
“I need you to be honest with me Robyn.”
His voice was quiet, terrifying. I swallowed back a lump of fear and tried to move away from him. What had happened to the easy-going guy from earlier that evening?
“What are you talking about?” I rasped.
He cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowed.
“The Daramorr would not waste this much time on a mortal, at least not a normal one. If he is hiding out on this side of the dolmarehn, that makes some sense. But to send faelah after you and to seek you out and seduce you? You have something he wants, and it would be better for both of us if you would just come clean.”
The accusation in his voice was impossible to miss, and that made me angry. The old Robyn, the one from high school, wouldn’t have given a damn what someone else thought of her. More than likely, she would have made a flippant remark, and the one casting out insults would have limped away to lick his wounds. But you aren’t that person anymore, my conscience reminded me, at least not entirely. And this isn’t some hotheaded jock from senior class looking for an easy mark. This is Devlin O’Brolaigh, the gorgeous, Otherworldly man who’s saved your skin more than once, and who has also managed to get under it a little. I clenched my teeth and fought against that concept. Nope. Not going to let it affect me. You’re just a bit knocked off your game because of what happened tonight, I reminded myself.
“I am being honest with you,” I snapped, “I was being honest with you from the very beginning.”
“Then explain Mikael’s actions tonight.”
That was enough. I understood that Devlin was concerned about Mikael being the Daramorr, but that was no excuse for him to attack me.
“I don’t know,” I hissed. “Maybe he’s lonely here in the mortal world. Maybe he really is interested for other reasons than nefarious ones.”
Devlin’s mouth grew harder, if that was even possible. Which only encouraged me to continue on.
“Perhaps he needs some female companionship and hell, I wouldn’t mind volunteering. He’s pretty hot, after all.”
About ninety-five percent of what I said wasn’t true, but I was pissed. It had been a pretty crazy night, and Devlin wasn’t helping by accusing me of lying and insulting me at the same time.
Frustrated, it took me longer than usual to get my door unlocked. The entire time Devlin only towered over me, his mood a low and angry simmer gradually working its way toward the boiling point.
Finally, I flung the door open, shouting over my shoulder, “If you don’t want to believe what I told you when we first met, which was the truth by the way, then maybe you were right. Maybe it would be better if you forgot our conversation from earlier tonight and hunt this Daramorr on your own.”
I slammed the door in his face and made an effort to slide the deadbolt into place as noisily as possible. Throwing my purse onto my bed, I headed directly for the bathroom, stripping off my still-damp clothes as I went. It wasn’t until the scalding stream of water was washing away the chill from my skin that I began to wonder why Devlin’s sudden mistrust in me had hurt so much. And it wasn’t until I lay curled up in bed, desperately trying to fall asleep, that I realized perhaps some part of him had gone further than just skin-deep after all.
* * *
My head was killing me when I woke up the next morning and a strange ache lingered in my hands and arms. When the pounding behind my eyes finally subsided, the memories from the night before came suddenly to life and proceeded to play tag in my head. Oh yeah, that’s right. The Samhain bonfire. Moira’s lascivious glances toward Devlin, Evan’s weird behavior, Mikael’s intrusive kiss and that blast of static electricity that forced him away, and finally, Devlin’s revelations and cold accusations. Ugh. Could my life get any more complicated?
As I lay there in my own misery, my thoughts settled back to Evan. I didn’t recall seeing him after returning from my walk with Mikael, so he must have left the party early. Poor Evan. I sighed, a bubble of guilt welling up over my own self-pity. I thought my life was in a shambles, but Evan was most likely being manipulated by Mikael, his strange robotic behavior indicated as much. If Mikael were really Faelorehn, and if he had as much power as Devlin suggested, then I’d have to be really careful around Evan, or avoid him completely. At least until this whole mess blew over. And then there were the Noctyrnum to consider. What if I had been right in my theory regarding their involvement? What if Mikael was using them as a cover or as a means to get what he wanted? Was Evan just one of many troubled young adults being used against their will? But what bothered me the most was everyone’s sudden fascination with me. Why was I so special? As much as Devlin’s words had stung last night, he did have a point. The Daramorr couldn’t be interested in me just because I possessed some strange, earthly magic.
Hold it, Robyn, I chastised myself, keep your head on straight. All of this is just conjecture. Maybe the reason Mikael is interested is because some of Meghan’s glamour rubbed off on you at some point in time and he hasn’t had a chance to realize that it isn’t your own.
I took a deep breath and gazed down at myself, my favorite Jolly Roger T-shirt I liked to wear to bed faded and worn, the white skull and crossbones cracked from age. I splayed my fingers down my torso, smoothing out the wrinkles. There was nothing extra special about me. Last night, Devlin had tried to insinuate that I contained some sort of rare magic. As if I truly was from Eile, but deliberately kept that information from him.
Don’t you think I would know if I was from the Otherworld? I wanted to scream at him now. Do you think I’d be working my tail off to make ends meet, while trying to get a decent education when I could be living in a world full of magic and myth?
Then again, Meghan hadn’t known she was Faelorehn. Cade had told her. And if Devlin, with his gift of reading magic, couldn’t say for certain whether I was or wasn’t Otherworldly, then how on Earth would I ever know?
I growled and picked up my pillow, launching it across the room. Yes, it was incredibly immature of me to do so, but a girl needed to throw something every now and again, if only to work the rage out. Fortunately, it was only Sunday and I didn’t have to be into work until two in the afternoon. A shift I’d be sharing with Moira. I grimaced. Now that I knew she was Faelorehn, and in league with the Daramorr, would that change our work relationship? And what about her interest in Devlin? Was that even genuine, or was it some scheme to give her brother time to sneak me off to a dark, isolated place? I shook my head in dismissal. That was memory I didn’t need to dwell on. Time to find something to keep me occupied so my thoughts didn’t drive me insane. I ended up spending most of the day loitering around my apartment, tidying up here and there and getting some laundry and studying done.
At half past one, I was pedaling up the street, heading into town. Kelly and Jonathon, who’d been on shift since the Green Tea Leaf opened earlier that morning, looked eager to end their shifts.
“Alright Kelly, you’re off,” I breathed, darting from the break room as I frantically tied my apron behind my back.
Kelly ducked into the back room to gather her stuff and I glanced around the nearly-empty cafe. “Jon, you can go too. I think I can manage until Moira gets here.”
“No can do,” my co-worker said as he cleaned one of the steamers.
I arched a dark eyebrow at him.
“Moira called in sick. I said I’d cover.”
A strange sensation rippled through my stomach. Relief with a pinch of fear.
“But, you’ve been here all day,” was my jumbled response.
Jonathon turned to look at me as if I’d been a cup of coffee that had spontaneously broken into song.
Eventually he shrugged. “It’s no biggie. Besides, I can use the extra income.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, I clapped him on the back and smiled.
“Awesome. So, do any of the shelves need restocking?”
As I checked the inventory out on the floor, Jonathon took orders from the customers who sporadically came and went.
By the end of my shift, I was feeling a lot less stressed out about the whole Moira-Mikael-Evan-Devlin thing. Maybe my mind just needed time to come to terms with everything, or maybe it was too numb to care. Margie came in to replace me at the end of my shift and I escaped into downtown San Luis.
With Thanksgiving just around the corner, most people would be going home and spending time with their families, but I had no idea what my plans might be this year. About two weeks ago, I had sent my foster parents a letter, as I did every year around this time, informing them that I had an entire week off at Thanksgiving. I might not get along with them but they were still my family, after all, and I thought we should be able to act civilized around one another at least once or twice a year. Unfortunately, I hadn’t heard back from them yet. They never seemed to be home when I called and they didn’t return messages, so I had resorted to writing.
Finding myself suddenly on my street, I shook the dismal thoughts from my mind.
I think you should take a shower, get into your most comfy PJ’s, make something delicious for dinner and chill out in front of a good movie, I told myself. Fabulous idea.
I didn’t notice it until I had parked my bike behind the house, but something bright and colorful was sitting at the bottom of the concrete steps leading to my door. Confused at first, I walked faster to see what it was. Once I was only a few feet away I was able to make out a simple glass jar full of flowers. Only, I didn’t recognize a single one of the blossoms. Some of them resembled roses, the petals crinkly instead of smooth. Others poured over the rim of glass like sweet peas, the blossoms unfurling like peach-hued butterfly wings. A sprig of something comparable to baby’s breath was the most intriguing. Instead of tiny, white cotton ball tufts, the tiny flowers on this plant were all star-shaped and a gorgeous shade of aquamarine. I was so entranced by the exotic bouquet that I forgot all about my earlier worries, and it wasn’t until I plopped down to sit on the steps that I spotted the envelope taped to my door. Furrowing my brow, I reached out and pulled it free. My name was scrawled across the front in a bold, beautiful hand.
Swallowing back my trepidation, I began to pull it open. Thick, expensive paper that looked handmade greeted me, and I very carefully unfolded it. Taking a breath and getting a sample of the sweet, heady fragrance coming from the flowers, I began to read:
Dear Robyn,
I cannot begin to express my regret at the way I spoke to you the other night. I was angry and concerned with regards to your safety, but instead of remaining calm, I lost control and took that frustration out on you. I hope you will accept my sincere apologies. I would have liked to give you this letter in person, but you were not at home and I had pressing matters to attend to in the Otherworld. I would like to meet with you again, for I still value your friendship and would very much appreciate your help in dealing with the Daramorr. Unfortunately, I will be quite occupied for the next few weeks, so I may not be able to call again for some time. Know that I’ll not be far away, and that I’ll be doing my best to ensure the Daramorr stays far from your home. I look forward to seeing you again in the coming weeks, but if you wish never to associate with me again, I will understand.
Sincerely,
Devlin O’Brolaigh
P.S. The flowers are all from the Otherworld. Knowing your love for nature and your appreciation of living things, I wished to bring you a plant you could have kept in your house. Unfortunately, the plants from Eile cannot survive for long in the mortal world, so hopefully these will do.
I must have sat on those cold concrete stairs for nearly half an hour, reading the letter over and over again. At some point I returned to the present and realized I should probably go inside.
Slowly and carefully, I picked up the jar of flowers and proceeded to unlock my door. At first, I wanted to place them on my tiny kitchen island, because it was a central location, but in the end I decided on the windowsill above the sink. For some reason I felt the flowers needed to be there, maybe because they represented something wild and free and the window was the closest to the outside world they could get. However, a tiny part of me hoped that should Devlin pass this way anytime in the near future, he would see the bouquet and understand what it meant: that he was most definitely forgiven.
 

-Fourteen-
Shattered
 

Despite my anticipation at the possibility of seeing Devlin again, and my need to offer my own apology, the next few weeks flew by without any faelah sightings or awkward encounters with Mikael. I partially blamed my professors for the distraction since they had started loading us down with outlines and review handouts for the upcoming exams. I could have complained like the rest of my classmates, but maybe getting ready for finals would keep my thoughts focused on the real world for once. And that, for some reason, reminded me that I had a friend who needed rescuing from the demons that chased me. During the week following the Samhain bonfire, I didn’t see Evan at all. I had started to think that maybe he’d finally been taken completely in by the Daramorr, but the following Monday he showed up to class. I wasted no time, descending upon him like a vulture as soon as our instructor excused us.
“Evan! Hey, how have you been? You had me worried at the bonfire,” I said.
He only shrugged, tossing back his black, shaggy hair. “I guess I’d been coming down with something. That’s why I was gone all last week. Sick with the flu I think.”
I nodded grimly, accepting his excuse but not fully believing it. He had been sick, I had no doubt about that, but probably not with the flu.
Feeling like my old spunky self, I slugged him on the arm and said, “Well, try not to make me think you’ve gone off and died the next time you get sick, okay? Text me or send me an email or something.”
He scowled and rubbed his arm but his eyes looked a little brighter.
“All right,” he grumbled.
Satisfied Evan was safe, mentally and physically, for the time being, I tackled my next issue: Moira. She, too, seemed to be avoiding me. For nearly two weeks, we didn’t share shifts at the Green Tea Leaf. When I finally came in one evening and found her hovering over the cash register, I nearly panicked. Now what do I do? I asked myself. Then, realizing I was acting like an idiot, I sniffed and held my head high. As far as she knew, I never had that conversation in the car with Devlin. She was still the air-headed, boy-crazy, vain Moira I’d come to know. Not Faelorehn. Not the sister of the Daramorr. You’ve got this Robyn. Time to channel some of that sass and confidence you had in abundance whilst in high school.
“Moira!” I said with amplified cheer, “I haven’t seen you in ages.”
She returned my smile and twirled her hand in the air. “Oh, I know! Something I ate at that bonfire of yours didn’t agree with me. Food poisoning I think.”
Huh, go figure, all these people coming down with something all of a sudden. Yeah right.
“Sorry about that. Must not have been something I ate because I felt fine the next day.”
“Well, I’m glad Margie’s new schedule has us working together again,” she said nonchalantly.
We gave up our conversation as a sudden influx of customers entered the cafe. Once the crowd had dispersed, Moira pulled me aside, her usual, perky mood back in commission.
“So, tell me more about your friend Devlin,” she hissed excitedly behind the cappuccino machine.
I eyed her warily, trying to glean what I could of her reason for asking. Either she really was interested in him or she was fishing for information. Either way, she was good at hiding her thoughts. Taking a shallow breath and deciding to play it safe, I shrugged.
“I wouldn’t say he’s my friend. Met him one day on the bus on my way to class and we started talking. Turned out he was interested in Celtic mythology and I invited him to the bonfire. But I don’t think I’ll be seeing much of him again.”
Best to let Moira think whatever relationship I had with Devlin was over. Whatever speck of trust I thought I’d had with Moira was long gone now.
Moira’s eyes widened and I thought I saw their color shift, but it was gone in a flash.
“Oh. That’s too bad. I was hoping you could get me his number or something. Wait, do you have his number by any chance?”
I fought the urge to slap her, but just barely.
“No,” I snapped and got back to work.
Moira and I didn’t talk much for the rest of our shift and when it was time to lock up and leave, I moved as quickly as possible. Before Devlin’s revelation, I’d been perfectly happy believing she was just another hormonal college girl, but now that I knew she was Faelorehn, and the sister of a demented murderer, I had to question every single one of her motives.
For the next several days, I tread lightly around Moira, doing my best to come off as the old, feisty Robyn I was before my world had been turned on its head. I thought a lot about Devlin in that time as well, wondering if he had meant what he’d said in the letter. The flowers he’d left for me had long since wilted and died, but the note itself stayed tucked away in my desk drawer. I hoped that he wasn’t in trouble, wherever he was, and instead tried to focus on school.
On the Friday before Thanksgiving break, I arrived home in anticipation of having an entire week off to relax and maybe go on a few outings with my Earth Bound friends. On my way in, I checked the mailbox like I did every day, shuffling through the letters as I headed for my door.
Electricity bill, coupon book, water bill, credit card offer . . . When my fingers brushed against an envelope addressed to me in thin, formal cursive, my heart dropped to the bottom of my stomach. With everything that had been happening of late, I had almost forgotten I’d been waiting for this letter. I fumbled for my keys and, once I was inside, I tossed the other envelopes onto my desk and began peeling open the one from my father.
With the envelope torn off and discarded, I stepped into the kitchen where the light was better and began reading furiously.
Robyn,
We have received your letters and, although we appreciate your enthusiasm, your mother and I must insist that you stop sending them. We have prayed for you often during our Bible study sessions and have asked the congregation for advice. It is with great regret that I must inform you that we have come to the conclusion that any further interaction with you may be harmful to our chances at Salvation. For my sake and my wife’s, please do not contact us again.
Sincerely,
Timothy Dunbarre
I couldn’t feel my fingertips. My ears were ringing, and I had forgotten how to breathe. All thoughts about Thanksgiving break and Devlin and dealing with Moira and her brother scattered like cockroaches across my brain.
I didn’t understand. Kelly and Jonathon were Christians and they never treated me this way. But my father, the man who had taken me in as a foster child and raised me, could not accept who I was. My parents had fought so hard for years to finalize the adoption, choosing to keep me as other foster kids came and went. And they had been so happy the day I became their legal daughter. What had happened since then?
Taking a long, deep breath, I tried very hard not to come undone. When the wave of panic stopped its swelling and subsided, I turned and glanced out the kitchen window. The sky was still grey, and the forecast called for a chance of some light showers later. Perfect weather for my mood. Maybe I could take a walk downtown and window shop, or perhaps I’d go to the big used bookstore a few blocks from the Green Tea Leaf. Perusing some stacks of old books was a good idea. Anything to get my mind off of my father’s letter.
My gaze was still aimed toward the outside world when something moved at the edge of my vision, something at the end of the street. At first, I thought it might be another faelah coming to get me, and for a moment I contemplated letting it rip me to shreds. But then I realized it was far too bright out for faelah, and the figure wasn’t an animal at all. A moment later, I recognized the blond hair and tall frame. Devlin. He had finally returned to the mortal world, and of all the times for him to make an appearance. My heart kicked up its pace as his long strides cut across the distance separating us.
Without giving it a second thought, I dropped the letter and darted into my living room. Time to get out of my apartment before the walls caved in all around me. Grabbing a scarf and my purse, I opened the door and stepped out into the blissfully overcast day.
“Hey,” I shot over my shoulder with a smile as I locked the door behind me.
Devlin had made it to the lawn and stopped in his tracks. His clothing matched the mortal world, so my quickly brewing plan would be a bit easier.
I turned and approached him. “What are your plans for the day?”
His face showed mild surprise but he answered, “I was going to check if any new dark magic had accumulated around your apartment.”
He dropped his eyes, then slowly returned them to meet my own. “And hopefully get a chance to apologize in person for my past behavior.”
The scream that was lodged in my throat so eagerly wanted to break free, but I couldn’t let it. I needed to make peace with Devlin, not allow the anguish caused by my father’s letter to take hold. I shook my head. “No, I should be the one apologizing. I totally overreacted after the bonfire. I shouldn’t have said those things to you.”
Devlin’s mouth curled up in a smile that made my bones melt. “How about a mutual forgiveness?”
He stuck out a hand and I took it, shaking on our deal as I fought back the turmoil unfurling inside of me.
Clearing my throat I said, “Can your inspection wait?” I gestured at my apartment.
This time, both his eyebrows rose.
“I was thinking about catching a movie,” I blurted. “I have the afternoon off from work, and I could really use a day of frivolity.”
He continued to scrutinize me and I was really tempted to start fidgeting. Instead I hiked my purse up onto my shoulder. “Have you ever been to a movie theater before?”
“No,” he finally answered.
Feeling desperate, I grabbed his hand and started pulling him toward the sidewalk. “Then I’m going to take you. It’ll be my treat.”
To my great relief, Devlin followed without objection. As we headed into downtown, I chattered on about how rainy weather gave us mortals the perfect excuse to sit in front of a giant movie screen while stuffing ourselves full of junk food. Devlin remained silent, listening to me as if what I said was more than remotely interesting. That was nice; having someone care about what I had to say. The words from my father’s letter threatened to make a second appearance at the forefront of my thoughts, and I had to smack them right back into the part of my mind that had no business functioning right now.
Downtown was busy, what with everyone gearing up for Thanksgiving break, but fortunately they seemed more interested in the adjacent coffee shop and bookstore than in the movie theater. There were several choices as we stared up at the marquee, but only three were playing within the next half hour. One movie was a typical American comedy featuring actors who were known for using rude bodily functions and lewd jokes to encourage laughter. Ewww, no thanks. Another was a war drama. Way too intense for my tastes, especially considering my current mood, though I couldn’t speak for Devlin. The last listing, which started in ten minutes, was the movie adaptation of the latest young adult paranormal series. And we have a winner . . .
“Mind if I pick the movie?” I asked Devlin, hoping he didn’t.
He shrugged, and the corner of his mouth curved upward again. Despite his casual attitude, his eyes studied me too closely, as if he knew something wasn’t right.
I’m fine. Nothing wrong here. Just a normal day in the life of Robyn.
“Whatever you choose will be perfect.”
Alrighty. I turned back around and purchased two tickets. A bucket of popcorn, two sodas and a couple of candy bars later, I was cringing at the gaping hole in my recreation fund. Oh well. I was determined to enjoy the day with Devlin. Perhaps if I kept myself distracted enough, the memory of my father’s rejection would disappear.
The movie turned out to be pretty good, action-packed with a touch of violence but not too gory for my taste, and just enough romance to keep it out of the chick-flick department. When we emerged out into the overcast day two hours later, Devlin said, “You explained to me before what a movie was, but I’m not so sure I understood what just happened in there.”
Devlin’s expression was one of amused confusion. I had to fight off a laugh. “You’ve seen plays before, right?”
He nodded.
“A movie is just like a play, only the producers and film editors can add special effects.”
Devlin furrowed his brow then said, “You mean illusion.”
I was about to argue with him but then I gave his observation some thought. He was right. Computer-generated images and sound effects were a type of illusion. Smiling, I picked up my pace as we left the plaza and headed up the next street. Devlin followed in silence and I peered into the windows of the shops we passed by. Even though Thanksgiving was a week away, several of the local stores had already decorated for Christmas. Fake snow, holly and glittering garlands bordered the windows, and the manufactured scents of pine and cinnamon wafted from some of the buildings. I gritted my teeth against the familiar smells as memories of my family surfaced in my mind, memories from when I was young and they still loved me.
The door that suddenly swung open onto the sidewalk would have hit me if Devlin hadn't pulled me out of the way. The woman emerging from the store gave me a perturbed look as she breezed past us. I bit my lip, kicking myself for doing what I had promised myself not to do.
Enjoy the afternoon with Devlin, Robyn. Forget about that stupid letter.
Something warm and slightly rough brushed my hair out of my eyes.
“What’s wrong Robyn?” Devlin asked quietly, his hand resting on my cheek. “Is it about the night of the Samhain bonfire? Have Mikael and Moira harmed you?”
There we stood in the middle of the sidewalk, people streaming around us like water around a large stone in a creek bed.
“No. Nothing like that,” I breathed. “Nothing is wrong, just got distracted by the Christmas decorations.”
I pulled away from him and indicated the winter scene in the window display across from us. My smile felt forced and I really would have liked to stay nestled up against Devlin, but it wouldn’t take much to make me cry at the moment and that would just be disastrous. We crossed the street and started heading back toward the center of town.
“I have an idea,” I chirped, trying to break free of my own thoughts. “There’s this really cool used book store a few streets over. We can hang out in there for a while until we warm up a bit.”
It was still too early for me to go back to the apartment. When I finally allowed the reality of my father’s message to sink in, I wanted to be so exhausted that I’d be asleep before the real pain hit me. Traipsing all around San Luis with Devlin would definitely do the trick. I just needed to keep him from figuring out why I’d suddenly become so active, which was proving harder and harder as the minutes ticked by. Every time we stopped, he tried to ask what was wrong, which only made the tears press harder against the back of my eyes.
Stop it Robyn! You don’t cry, ever!
But that had been before my parents had cut all the strings. My last connection to whatever semblance of a family I had ever had.
The bookstore greeted us with the glorious scent of dust, ancient cracked leather and yellowed paper. As soon as we were inside, I closed my eyes and just breathed. Ahhh, balm to my recently wounded soul. I reached back and grabbed Devlin’s arm, pulling him past the table heaped with discount paperbacks and toward the side room. The shelves ran from the floor to the ceiling ten feet up. Each genre was well-marked in large, hand-made signs. I spotted the markers hanging above my favorite sections, Mythology and Fantasy & Science Fiction.
Once nestled back in the empty corner of the store, I let my fingers run over the spines of the books in the mythology section. My own personal library back at my apartment was mostly composed of whatever Celtic myth books I could get my hands on, as well as the newer editions of some of my favorite contemporary authors. Not until the floorboard creaked behind me did I remember Devlin was still with me.
I glanced over my shoulder and caught a glimpse of him, truly studying him for the first time that day. He was dressed in his customary mortal clothing, jeans and a T-shirt with a black jacket for the cold. It had only been three weeks since I’d last seen him, but a few things appeared different about him. His hair was a bit longer, the lines of his handsome face a little more strained. Even though he still exuded that calm, quiet demeanor, there was definitely a sharper edge to his ever-watching eyes. I was certain discovering the identity of the Daramorr had something to do with it. For a few moments, I was tempted to ask him if he’d made any headway in flushing Mikael out of his mortal hiding place, but I decided to hold off until later.
The books seemed to have caught Devlin’s interest because he pried one out of a particularly crowded shelf and had begun leafing through the pages. The image of him in that outfit reminded me of Meghan’s husband, Cade. He’d worn something similar the two times I had met him. Thinking about my old friend, living in the Otherworld with a loving husband and her biological mother, threw my thoughts off-kilter again. I pressed my forehead against the spines of the books on the shelf in front of me and took deep, shuddering breaths. No matter where I went and no matter how hard I tried to distract myself today, my thoughts always ended up back in the same place.
Before I was aware of what was happening, a dark shadow blocked out what little light had made its way back into this room. Slightly surprised, I looked up. Devlin loomed over me, his face etched in concern.
“Tell me,” he murmured. “Tell me what is wrong.”
Curse it. I bit my lip and gently pushed him away. “It’s nothing,” I insisted, “just didn’t do very well on a test this week is all.”
The lie came easily, and I felt a little crappy for telling it but the last thing I wanted to do was bare my soul to Devlin. No, that was way too terrifying, even more so than the threat of falling into that deep crevasse I was teetering ever so close to.
Someone came around the corner, a shaggy-haired college student with the beginning of a beard and glasses. He arched a brow at us and I gave a watery smile. It was time to leave the bookstore. As much as I loved the comfort it offered, there was just too much quiet to let my mind wander. Besides, having Devlin pressed this close to me was dangerous. Very dangerous. I needed someplace with noise, just enough sound to keep my idle thoughts quiet. It didn’t take long for me to decide where to go next.
Reaching for Devlin’s hand I said, “Come on, there’s something I need to show you.”
We brushed by the shaggy guy, almost shoving him into a cart full of magazines, and headed for the door. Outside, the clouds had parted a little, allowing slivers of sunshine to pool on the ground around us. I wasn’t expecting the sun to make much headway, though. In the distance, the sky was almost black and I knew our outdoor adventure wouldn’t last much longer. Heading toward the mission, I crossed the street and entered the plaza, the iconic fountain with its bronze statue of a bear standing watch. The crowd had thinned, the denizens of San Luis either heading back home for the encroaching evening or finding refuge indoors before the sky opened up again. Holding a hand up to my eyes, I peered through the treetops. We had anywhere between a half an hour to an hour, maybe more. Plenty of time to explore the creek that ran through a narrow canyon at the heart of the city.
“Where are we going?” Devlin asked behind me.
Devlin had been such a good sport all day, following me like a devoted shadow. He had also remained quiet, which had me worried. True, he’d never been a very talkative person, but there was something different about his silence this afternoon, as if the weight of my distress from earlier had expanded beyond myself and affected those around me. I gave a mental snort. Well, going by the way it felt, I wouldn’t be surprised if my misery had become some invisible, physical presence.
I reached the edge of the plaza and found one of several sets of stairs that led down into the creek. Twenty-to-thirty-foot walls of concrete and stone held the canyon walls in place, securing the busy restaurants and shops that sat on the edge of the small cliffs above. The gentle rush of the water below greeted my ears, and I all but melted into a pool of calm when my shoes sank into the pebbled beach of the creek bank, the wet crunch of the rocks reminding me that this was my kind of place; a natural oasis for my soul to imbibe in the mortal world’s hidden magic.
Devlin’s crunch was louder than mine, and the heavy intake of breath told me he felt the same way as I did about this place. With my head tilted back and my eyes closed, I smiled just a little, my spirit glad to be in Nature’s embrace once more. Not a single soul, save Devlin and I, lingered. We had this stream and its lush greenery all to ourselves. The real world whirred and chinked above us, busy with everyday life, but in this place only the earth itself resided.
“I love it down here,” I said without turning to look at Devlin.
I opened my eyes to the sky above. The clouds still churned, and the air still smelled of rain, but none had fallen yet. Despite the tranquility, however, my thoughts would not settle. Tears began to pool in my eyes, and I had to do something to distract myself from this gnawing sorrow that threatened to consume me. Maybe it had been a bad idea to spend the day with Devlin. Perhaps I should have locked myself in my apartment and let it all loose at once instead of holding it in. But no, I was here now, and I’d be damned if I was going to break down in front of Devlin O’Brolaigh. Taking a deep breath and letting it out through my nose, I lowered my head and watched the cold water slip over the stones.
“Tell me about the Otherworld, Devlin,” I said.
I could hear him shift behind me, but I didn’t turn to face him.
“What would you like to know?” he asked softly.
“Everything. How many people live there, what your cities are like, what sorts of animals live in your forests, the climate . . .”
I trailed off before finishing. “Just tell me all you can think of.”
I suspected Devlin still sensed my distress, but fortunately he went along with my request. He described the lush green fields and massive, snow-capped mountains of his homeland. I closed my eyes and felt the icy, wet kiss of snowflakes in winter and breathed in the crisp scent of autumn in the Weald. Otherworldly foxes, deer and horses danced around in my mind, and the sound of songbirds in the spring filled my ears, their cheerful notes mixing in the air with the sweet scent of wildflowers.
“Where do you live?” I asked in a soft voice.
“For now I live in the Weald in a small cabin.”
I turned to look at him, my sorrow having left for the time being.
“For now?” I prompted.
He nodded and moved closer to where I stood beside the creek. He squatted down and studied the water, smiling as a small school of tiny fish darted about below the surface.
“This mission to hunt down the Daramorr was a request from the high queen, but it does not come without a reward. Should I fulfill this task, I will be given my own land, with a castle to call my own.”
That snapped me right out of my melancholy.
“Castle?” I asked, my attention now one hundred percent on Devlin. Not only was he ridiculously attractive, but he would soon have a castle too?
His blue eyes trailed over my face for a moment before returning to the creek.
“It’s more like a pile of rubble at the moment, but it is the land that comes with it that makes it worthwhile. And I suppose the fortress could be rebuilt into something livable.”
He shrugged and picked up a few wet pebbles, testing their weight in his hand. I tried to imagine a castle in the Otherworld. I knew Meghan lived in one with Cade. She had told me about it the last time she had visited the mortal world.
“Tell me more about this rubble pile that was once a castle and the property that comes with it,” I pressed.
Devlin sighed and stood up, stretching his long frame to its full height. I mimicked him, and when he gestured toward a massive sycamore limb resting against the ground, I took a seat. He settled down beside me, close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from his body.
“The old fortress was once called Diarnan. Lake Ohll, Eile’s largest body of water, lies to the east, and part of the land encroaches into the Weald, a place where an ancient oak grove grows.”
I sighed as my mind conjured up an image of such a place. “And oak trees are so very sacred, at least to the Celts,” I murmured.
Devlin nodded. “Their presence would bring my brother and me peace, and we would be near the Weald if we wished to visit Enorah and the other Wildren.”
A single drop of water from above hit my nose and I started a bit. Curse it, the rain was coming. I could sit here all day and listen to Devlin talk about the Otherworld, but the clouds up above had other plans. Resisting the temptation to snuggle up to him, I took a breath and said, “You’ve mentioned your brother before. Tell me more about him.”
Devlin smiled but didn't look at me. “Rhyne is unlike anyone I’ve ever met, yet he reminds me a little of you. He’s always been the type of person who has to help those he views as weaker than himself. If someone is in danger or in need of help, he’s usually the one to volunteer first before learning all the details. It has often gotten him into trouble.”
A shadow crossed Devlin’s face, and I reached over, resting my hand on his forearm.
Devlin looked at me, and the corner of his mouth twitched. “If I can complete this mission to Danua’s satisfaction, then the both of us can settle on Diarnan’s land. My hope is that the task of restoring the old fortress will keep Rhyne so busy he won't get distracted by his quests.”
This conversation was heading into dangerous territory. The way Devlin spoke about his brother was exactly how family members should view one another. Not my family, though.
I cleared my throat. “You love your brother very much.”
The slow nod Devlin gave was answer enough but he added, “He’s the only family I have, besides the Wildren of course. We relied on one each other for so long after my mother’s death, and it was up to me to raise him.”
Another icy drop hit my cheek, and then another splashed down onto my hand. The light pitter-patter of raindrops hitting the dead leaves piled around us reminded me that it was time to head home.
Devlin looked toward the sky and frowned. “I think we need to find shelter soon.”
Gritting my teeth, I stood up and said, “Let’s head back to my apartment.”
Maybe I could persuade Devlin to watch another movie with me on my laptop. And after that, maybe it would be too late for him to leave and he’d have to sleep on my futon again. I hoped so. If I had him in the house with me, maybe my mind wouldn’t have time to wander and remember that although Devlin had a brother to love him, I had no one.
 

-Fifteen-
Broken
 

The sky didn’t really open up until we reached my street. As the rain poured down from above, Devlin and I darted over the sidewalk, avoiding the quickly growing puddles and laughing like school children. Being the gentleman he was, Devlin held his jacket out like a makeshift umbrella as I struggled with the lock on the door.
“Sorry,” I grumbled as we stumbled into the dark apartment.
Fortunately, there was no clutter lying around to trip over as I went around turning on lights. I piled my purse and sweatshirt onto my bed and pulled the rubber band out of my hair. The rain and half-run from the creek had tangled it.
“Mind if I take a shower real fast?” I asked Devlin.
He shook his head.
I smiled. “You can just hang out in here. There are some books over there if you get bored.”
I gestured toward the old staircase that had once connected this room to the house above. The door had been boarded up, and I’d taken advantage of the awkward space the stairs had created by turning it into a miniature library.
Devlin nodded and strode over to take a look, and I squeezed past him to get into the bathroom, but not before pulling out a change of clothes. Fifteen minutes later, I emerged from the steamy room, towel-drying my hair to get the moisture out. Devlin wasn’t standing beside the book-encrusted staircase any longer, nor was he in the main room. Had he left? Feeling a pang of disappointment, I turned the corner and felt the towel slip from my grasp.
There in the middle of my kitchen, holding a familiar piece of paper, stood Devlin. His head was bent, and his brow was furrowed with confusion or irritation, I couldn’t say which. But it wasn’t Devlin’s odd stance that bothered me, it was what he held in his hands. My father’s letter.
All at once, my muscles stiffened as sheer panic pierced through me.
“What are you doing?” My voice grated against my throat.
Devlin looked up at me then, his bright blue eyes razor sharp.
“Who wrote this?” he growled, his voice hard enough to cut diamonds.
I shook my head, partly in answer to his question and also to regain my senses. I felt dizzy and hot, as if I might pass out. Oh no you don’t! my inner voice chided. Robyn Dunbarre is not a fainter!
“It’s nothing,” I managed, stepping forward and trying to take the letter from him.
Devlin lifted his arm just enough so I couldn’t reach the paper.
“This isn’t nothing,” he said.
“Look,” I breathed, my panic slowly being replaced by anger, “that was private. You weren’t supposed to read it.”
How had he found it anyway?
“I did not know that. It was lying on the floor in here, and I only meant to peruse it to make sure it wasn’t anything important. Now answer me, who wrote this?”
I gritted my teeth and fought the temptation to jump for it. The thought of looking like a little kid attempting to get the better of an annoying older cousin kept my feet planted right where they were. That’s all I needed to do: add more embarrassment to the already mortifying situation. Instead, I crossed my arms because pouting was sooo much more mature.
“You know, most mortal men would be ashamed of reading a lady’s private letters.”
It was total bull, of course, but I might as well try and guilt him into giving it up.
“I’m not a mortal man,” Devlin countered.
I eyed him carefully. You’ve got that right.
“I’ll ask one more time. Robyn, who wrote this? Who said these things to you?”
His voice had softened, like that of a parent trying to sooth his child. Or the voice of an older brother trying to reassure his sibling. The loving voice of someone who cared. My lip began to tremble. All day I had been avoiding this, but it looked like I was going to have to face it after all. And yay for me, I was going to break down right in front of Devlin.
“Robyn?” he prompted once again.
I took a deep, shuddering breath and, as the tears began to stream down my face, I croaked, “My dad.”
The world tilted and I began listing to the side. Fortunately, someone was there to catch me. Someone with strong arms and a solid chest and the scent of the wild wood enveloping him. I stopped fighting and cried. I cried so hard I could barely breathe and all the while a deep, familiar voice murmured kind words into my ear. I couldn’t understand them, but I knew they had to be nice words because some of that soul-devouring pain began to subside.
“I tried s-so hard when I was y-younger to be a good daughter,” I sobbed, “but I just c-couldn’t keep up the facade any-any longer. I just w-wish they could under-understand!”
“Hush,” Devlin murmured. “There is absolutely nothing wrong with you. In the short time I’ve known you, you have proven to be a good person. If your parents can’t understand that, then it is their deficiency, not yours.”
He lifted my face in his hands and gazed down at me. “Do not let their blindness convince you that a light does not shine within you, Robyn. Just because they cannot see it does not mean it is not there. They merely lack the ability to perceive it, the way most mortals cannot see my kind and that which comes from my world.”
Devlin lowered my head back to his chest so that the rhythm of his heartbeat echoed in my ear. The sound was a welcome comfort, especially at that moment.
For hours, it seemed, Devlin simply held me. At some point, he carried me over to the futon and rocked me like a child. I would have felt ridiculous, but no one had ever done that to me when I was little. The Dunbarres had never comforted me in this way when I got upset, and over time, I had forgotten about this soul-deep, human need for contact. It was as if the young child inside of me had never grown up; hadn’t received the love she needed so she had never really gone away. Devlin was comforting that forgotten child now with his kindness.
Eventually the wracking shudders and black hole of despair melted away and I pushed against Devlin. Oh, wonderful, I’d managed to stain his T-shirt with drool.
“Sorry,” I mumbled, trying to wipe the wet spot away with my hand. How embarrassing. As if pouring out my soul for the past several minutes hadn’t been humiliating enough.
Devlin snatched up my hand with his own and stood up.
“Leave it,” he said, letting my hand go as he headed toward the kitchen.
My fingers, in their usual, nervous way, reached up and raked through my hair. It was still wet, so maybe that had left the stain on Devlin’s shirt.
Before I could dwell too long on my own awkwardness, sounds of banging cupboard doors and slamming drawers filled my tiny apartment. What the heck?
I stood up, still feeling a bit wobbly but determined to recover from my meltdown. Using the frame of the doorway in the kitchen to steady myself, I glanced in to find Devlin searching my cabinets.
“What’re you doing?” I asked.
He pulled out a large pot and a frying pan and set them on the tiny island, then reached for the refrigerator door.
“Making us something to eat.”
I blinked up at him. Was he serious?
I didn’t have much time to consider it because now he was pulling out bacon, cheese, carrots and celery. A bit of leftover roast beef from three nights ago joined the pile.
I glanced at the heap of odd ingredients and at the large pot he’d set on the stove. Crossing my arms, I narrowed my eyes and drawled, “What are you making? Stone soup?”
He’d moved to the pantry but turned around to face me, three potatoes in one hand and an onion in the other.
“Stone soup?”
I waved a hand and said, “Never mind. What are you planning on throwing together in here?”
“Soup, but I’ve never heard of a soup that uses stones in the ingredients.”
“It’s a children's story,” I grumbled, pulling up my kitchen stool to the island so I could watch him. “Need any help?”
Devlin gave me a wicked grin, and I felt my toes tingle. “I want you to sit back and relax, though I may need you to point me in the right direction with regard to spices and such.”
As the steady rain pelted down outside and the sky gradually grew darker, Devlin began chopping and dicing and cutting and slicing and grating. We found some cans of vegetable broth in my pantry and some garlic salt in my spice rack. Devlin dropped a few tablespoons of butter into the pot before adding water to give the soup a good base. While the broth heated, he peeled potatoes over the sink and, despite his protests, I started taking the skin off the onion.
Soon the soup was simmering and a potpourri of savory scents infused the air. My stomach rumbled, so I filled the tea kettle and set it to boil. Once the tea was done, I settled back on my stool as Devlin cleaned the utensils and dishes we’d used to prepare the soup. The patter of rain and the low bubbling of the pot on the burner did little to disturb my thoughts, but at least the lingering ache from earlier had finally vanished. It was strange how easily Devlin had made it disappear. I wasn’t sure what to think of that, but I was grateful. The pain had washed over me like an all-consuming flood, and Devlin’s presence was the sun that had finally dried it up. I gave a mental snort. How very poetic of me, and cheesy. Oh well. It was the truth.
I sipped my tea and turned my attention to the Lorehnin man standing at the sink. His back was to me, so for now I could admire him openly. And just like that, a warm, somewhat unfamiliar emotion spread over me, reaching to the very tips of my fingers and toes.
Oh no. Don’t Robyn, stop right there and don’t you dare go on. A fresh revelation flushed the contentment right from my mind. I looked up at Devlin again, only this time I noticed his reflection in the window. He was concentrating on rinsing the dishes, but in the next heartbeat he glanced up, catching my gaze. I didn’t pull away. I needed to know for sure. He must have seen me as well because his eyes, usually the cool calm blue of the sky or the biting sharpness of ice, softened and a tiny smile graced his mouth.
I returned my attention to my cooling tea and took a deep, steadying breath, closing my eyes as I did so. Somehow, amid all this turmoil in my life of late, I had managed to do the one thing I had warned myself against from the very beginning, and there was no turning back. I had made the biggest mistake a mortal girl could with a man from the Otherworld. I had let Devlin’s charm and kindness breach the walls of my hardened heart, and I was pretty certain I was falling for him.
“Are you all right?”
The question was accompanied by the gentle brush of Devlin’s fingers across the top of my hand. I jumped a foot in my chair, and he pulled back, like a snake striking in reverse.
I grumbled some apology and proceeded to blame my nerves on a combination of my recent role as faelah bait and my emotionally severed heart.
Devlin poured himself a cup of tea, adding a little sugar and milk. I made a mental note to remember so I could fix his tea in the future. Why? In case he feels the same way about you and you end up moving in together? Whoa. Take it easy there, conscience. It had only just occurred to me how I felt about the guy, and that was more than likely due to the fact that he’d wrapped a nice big bandage around my heart only an hour or so ago. I focused on the cup in my hands and listened to the soft murmur of simmering soup. Devlin lowered himself into one of my spare chairs across the island from me, the wood groaning under his weight.
“So,” I said by means of banishing the encroaching and potentially awkward silence, “before I kidnapped you and dragged you off into today’s whirlwind adventure, you mentioned you were going to scout the area for dark glamour.”
He shrugged and leaned back, his own expression growing darker. “That was my original plan. I told you I’d be back, or did you not get my message?”
Devlin seemed unsure, his eyes worried. The memory of the flowers, and of the note tucked safely away in my desk drawer, blossomed in my mind. I felt my cheeks redden so I cleared my throat.
“Yes, I did. But that was weeks ago. Wasn’t sure if you’d changed your mind.”
Devlin said, “The Daramorr has been harder to track of late. His glamour seems diluted or masked. Or changed somehow so I cannot recognize it. I’m certain he did this because of what happened on Samhain.”
“So, what does that mean?” I asked.
His eyes met mine, and they held none of their earlier warmth. “It means it’s getting harder for me to track him, as if I’m chasing a spirit and not a Faelorehn man of flesh and blood.”
I tried not to let that bother me. Devlin might have chased Mikael back into the Otherworld by now if I hadn’t invited him to the Samhain bonfire.
“For the last several weeks I’ve been crossing between this world and my own quite frequently. Enorah, my friend I mentioned earlier, knows a lot about the Morrigan’s magic and what it is capable of. I've been consulting her with regards to this case. Every time she suggested something, I’d test it and it would fail. I feel as if I’m running around in circles because the Daramorr always seems to be one step ahead of me. I need to find another way to draw him out.”
The memory of our conversation at Avila Beach came back to me, the agreement we had come to before our argument.
I swallowed my unease and said, “Were you coming today to ask for my help?”
Devlin blanched. “Yes and no. I was going to do some closer investigating around your house, in case Mikael’s been snooping or using the Morrigan’s abandoned faelah to do more of his dirty work, then ask if you’d seen anything strange of late.”
I actually laughed out loud, and Devlin arched an eyebrow at me. “Everything I’ve seen of late has been strange. But I’ve noticed nothing Otherworldly since I saw you last.”
He nodded in agreement, then rubbed his hands over his face. “My ability to pinpoint specific glamour is weaker in the mortal world. That might also have something to do with it.”
I took a slow, shuddering breath and let it out gradually. So much had happened in the past few hours that I found it hard to think. My brain felt like mush and my heart a bruised lump of muscle. What I needed was a vacation from being me for a while.
“The glamour seems strongest around your apartment,” Devlin was saying, “but I didn’t sense any this morning, and we left before I could take a good look around.”
That smile again, and this time I had no business trying to look innocent. I bit my lip and fiddled with my hair, still a bit damp from the shower.
“I shouldn’t have dragged you off like that,” I murmured.
Devlin’s warm hand covered mine.
“No. You needed a day of distractions.”
I glanced toward the dark window, the rain painting sheets of moisture along the glass.
“Won’t the rain wash the glamour away?”
Did it work the same way that scent did? I had read many books and seen movies where animals and people alike used water to hide their trail.
“In the Otherworld, it wouldn’t be an issue. Here, with the glamour already showing up strange on my radar, I don’t know.”
Despite that bad bit of news I smiled at him. “How do you know about radar?”
“Cade told me about it once.”
The reminder of my best friend’s husband sent a pang through my heart. Too bad Cade wasn’t here with Meghan. I could sure use my friend’s company and I bet Cade could help Devlin with this frustrating hunt of his. Oh well. Looked like we were on our own.
Devlin got up to stir the soup. “Almost ready,” he proclaimed.
Good. My stomach was eating itself alive. Ten minutes later, we were both savoring a mug full of rich, cheesy bacon and beef stew. Mmm, heaven. I scraped at the bottom of my cup but didn’t go for seconds.
Devlin, on the other hand, was on his third serving when I said, “So what’s the game plan?”
He glanced up at me, his spoon halfway to his mouth.
“How are we going to catch this bastard?”
“Honestly, I don’t know yet. I need to gather more information before we can act. When I have a better idea of where the Daramorr is hiding on this side of the dolmarehn, then maybe we can come up with a strategy for flushing him out.”
I nodded, then flashed my eyes up to meet his. “Maybe I can squeeze some details out of Moira.”
Devlin eyed me carefully, and I was reminded of her interest in my Lorehnin friend. Irritation laced through me and I cleared my throat.
“Or maybe not. I have all of next week off from school, so I’m free if you’d like my help.” Then, feeling particularly bold, I added, “You could come over on Thursday. It’s Thanksgiving.”
At his curious look, I elaborated.
“It’s a holiday we celebrate here in the mortal world. There will be lots of food, and it’s normally a time that family and friends get together.”
Devlin offered me a light smile then nodded and got back to his soup.
“I like the sound of that. You’ve had enough to think about today, and I trust Moira about as much as I trust her brother. It could be dangerous for you to snoop around in her territory.”
I didn’t argue with him, though some part of my pride bared its teeth. Faelorehn or not, I was pretty sure I could handle Moira.
“Let me do some investigating, and then we can discuss it on this Thanksgiving of yours,” Devlin continued with a light smirk.
I nodded once, a warm sense of satisfaction gently soothing my irritated ego. As eager as I was to help fix this huge mess and prove that I could be helpful, I needed a few days just to zone out. And that’s exactly what I planned on doing.
 

-Sixteen-
Duplicity
 

Devlin showed up around ten Thursday morning with an Otherworldly wreath, this one composed of branches full of brilliant autumn leaves and berries.
“The flowers have long since faded in Eile,” he offered by way of an explanation.
“It’s so beautiful,” I murmured, taking the wreath from his outstretched hand and carrying it inside.
Devlin strode past me and entered the kitchen.
“What can I do to help?” he asked over his shoulder as he shoved the sleeves of his sweater up to his elbows.
Smiling, I turned and joined him, my nervousness melting away. “Well, the turkey’s in the oven, but there are still the mashed potatoes, yams and cranberry sauce to make.”
We both became absorbed in the work of putting together the meal after that. As I prepared one dish after another, Devlin took the used bowls and silverware and washed them. Sometimes we would switch jobs and he would keep an eye on the gravy bubbling on the stovetop or partition out ingredients for me. At some point, I ended up scrubbing another round of dirty dishes soaking in the hot soapy water while he peeled potatoes beside me.
I stilled in my ministrations as a wonderfully content feeling washed over me. I stole a glance at Devlin, methodically stripping the brown, rough skins off the potatoes and dropping them into a waiting colander. Here was a man used to wandering the wild woodlands of the Otherworld, fighting monsters and the Morrigan’s powerful followers with his sword and magic. A man capable of striking terror into the hearts of those he met should he wish to. Instead, he was here in my cramped kitchen, peeling potatoes of all things. Why? I wanted to hope he did it because he enjoyed spending time with me, but part of me warned not to get too comfortable with that image.
He’s here for now Robyn, but for how long? He has made you no promises, and you had best remember that.
I batted my sensible conscience away like an annoying fruit fly. I would enjoy the moment while it lasted.
Biting my lip to keep from smiling, I slapped my hand across the water and sent a stream of it onto Devlin’s hands.
He grew still, and I risked a glance. Uh-oh. Those blue eyes were much too bright.
“Oops, sorry,” I said, not a hint of remorse in my voice.
“Not to worry. I’ll simply rinse the potatoes off.”
Devlin turned the faucet on and proceeded to rinse away all of the soap. I had become engrossed in my scrubbing once again when a cool splash of water hit me in the cheek.
Gasping, I shot my gaze in Devlin’s direction. His grin was pure mischief.
“Pardon my clumsiness with the water.”
I scowled, then gently shoved my shoulder against him, an action he returned. By the time the potatoes were finally boiling in the pot and the dishes done, we were both far more thoroughly soaked than we should have been with a stray potato peel or two stuck to us.
“I’ll get you a towel,” I offered as I disappeared into my closet.
I tossed Devlin the towel and proceeded to get as much water off myself as I could. Honestly, what had gotten into the two of us?
“Did I miss anything?” I asked Devlin.
He put aside his own towel and stepped forward, his eyes focused on my face. Suddenly, my stomach dropped to my toes. Oh, dear gods, that look.
Devlin moved even nearer, closing most of the space between us and reaching a hand out to my face. I froze where I stood, my heart thudding in my ribcage. My eyes rose of their own accord to meet Devlin’s.
“A stray potato peel,” he murmured quietly, gently brushing something out of my hair.
Only his hand didn’t leave, it dropped to my cheek and lingered there, warming my flushing skin even more.
I swallowed hard as he inched forward and I closed my eyes.
Before either of us breathed, the loud, angry buzzing of the kitchen timer shattered the moment. Devlin jerked away and I flinched.
“Sorry,” I grumbled as I scraped at my hair. I brushed past him and headed into the kitchen, “I’ve got to check on the turkey.”
Damn the turkey! I wanted to shout. I was convinced that Devlin had been about to kiss me and every instinct in my body screamed at me to go back into my living room, grab Devlin’s face in both my hands and pull his mouth down to meet mine.
Gritting my teeth, I snatched up a pair of oven mitts and removed the turkey from the oven. According to the meat thermometer, it was ready. I shoved it back in and turned the heat off, wondering if Devlin and I could pick up where we had left off. When I stepped back into the living room, I could tell the moment was over. Relief and disappointment hit me in equal parts, but my sensible side informed me it was probably a good thing nothing had happened.
“Turkey’s done, so all we need to do is get some plates out,” I said in a light tone.
Devlin nodded. He seemed to have recovered from our almost kiss, but his eyes still smoldered. I tried not to let that get my wild side all worked up.
As I set out the various side dishes, making use of the limited counter space in the kitchen, Devlin removed the turkey from the oven and proceeded to carve it. An awkward fissure had grown between us, but once we started eating it gradually closed up. I told Devlin stories about my friends from high school, and he in turn told me once again about the battle between Danua and the Morrigan and of Meghan’s bravery that day.
A feeling of smug satisfaction welled up in my chest, so I took a sip of apple cider to keep it from getting too far out of hand. In that moment I was so incredibly proud of my friend. I only hoped that she and Cade visited the mortal world again soon. I missed her so much.
I took a breath in order to press Devlin some more, but the sound of something thudding against my door stopped me. Furrowing my brow, I stepped through the kitchen doorway and glanced at my front door. Before I could decide what it might have been, a low, rattling growl, muffled by the wall but obvious nonetheless, greeted my ears. I froze in terror, the blood in my veins turning to ice. Oh no, not again. Not now.
Devlin was up off his stool and striding toward the door before I could blink. After glancing through the window, he jerked the door open and barked over his shoulder, “Do not leave this room until I’ve come back.”
The flippant, rebellious hellion in me wanted to brush him off and follow right after him, but the side of me that was conjuring up images of what was probably out there convinced me to stay put. That and the tone of Devlin’s voice. The woodland warrior was back, and since I wasn’t in the mood to get into another argument with him, I listened to his advice this time.
Despite my misgivings, I climbed atop my futon and peeked out the window. The late afternoon light had given way to the cool grey tones of early evening, yet not enough so that I couldn’t see the yard. I tried to spot Devlin, but he was nowhere to be found, which only made me worry. Only when he came bursting through the foliage at the end of the street did I relax a little. I was there to pull the door open for him when he returned.
“What was it?” I hissed.
His face was grim, and he clenched his fists by his side. “Did you not see it?”
I shook my head. Not this time.
“It was a wolf,” Devlin was saying.
I blinked up at him. “A wolf? Are you sure it wasn’t a coyote? We don’t have wolves on the Central Coast.”
He gave me a dubious look and answered in a dry tone, “I know a spirit guide wolf when I see one.”
“A spirit guide wolf?”
Devlin smiled a little, though something akin to fear flitted in his eyes. “The Daramorr’s spirit guide, if I were to make a guess. His personal body guard, servant and spy, complete with its own powerful glamour. A white wolf with red ears.”
Ah yes, the Otherworldly familiars who had a special connection with their Faelorehn counterparts. Before Meghan had told me all about the Otherworld being a reality and not just a place I had read about in the myths of ancient Ireland, any animal with the description Devlin had just given me was simply an Otherworldly creature, not one with telekinetic powers linking it to other people. I knew that Meghan had a spirit guide, Meridian her merlin, and that Cade had his wolfhound Fergus, but something told me that this particular wolf was lurking around my apartment for far more nefarious reasons than trying to make friends or seek out stray rabbits to hunt.
“What was it doing here?” I asked.
Devlin’s expression was a dour one. “You mentioned the faelah have been scarce these past few weeks?”
I nodded. It was the truth.
Devlin released a sigh then invited me to return to the kitchen where we’d left our plates. After both of us were seated on our stools he said, “I’m beginning to wonder if the reason the Daramorr has been harder to detect of late is because he’s taken to hiding in the Otherworld. Not the safest place to be because he has more enemies there, but if he’s desperate for magic then that’s a risk he might be willing to take.”
Devlin’s laugh was dry and devoid of humor. “And now that he knows I am on to him he’s pooling all of his resources, or so it would seem.”
I took a breath to apologize, because in a way, this was my fault, but Devlin shook his head once and gave me a hard look.
“Do not apologize, Robyn. Mikael may know who seeks him now, but because of our meeting I have a face, and a name, to go with the person I hunt.”
He drew in a long breath through his nose and dropped his gaze. Something in his stiff yet irresolute posture sent tiny spindles of fear through me. What now?
“What concerns me most at the moment is the presence of that wolf,” he murmured. “Spirit guides are profoundly intelligent, far more so than faelah. As a powerful wielder of magic and a follower of the Morrigan, I’m not surprised that Mikael has one.”
Devlin stopped speaking but I remained silent, letting him think through what he wanted to say next.
“The fact that the wolf was so clumsy and obvious about its presence troubles me. It’s as if he wanted you, or me, to see him.”
Devlin’s bright eyes lifted and met mine, the gaze of a predator honing in on the scent of its quarry.
“A challenge, perhaps. A taunt. This is a game to him and he has just thrown down the gauntlet. He now knows I was here, and he will be working even more cautiously than before, but I believe he wants me to go chasing after that wolf.”
Devlin seemed to be fighting his own internal battle, so I reached out and placed a hand on his forearm. He jumped, not expecting my touch.
I grinned at him. “What can I do to help?”
My friend’s gaze was calculating. “You can keep going about your daily life in the hopes that he hasn’t discovered you know more than you should. Whatever lair he’s squirreled away into in the Otherworld will take some time to discover. But if he wishes to regain his magical strength, then he’ll need to remain there for quite some time.”
“How long?” I asked.
Devlin shrugged. “Another few weeks. A month maybe.”
A wicked grin suddenly spread across his face. “If he feels he needs to stay in Eile that long then perhaps we have found his weakness.”
“Which is?” I prompted.
“Fear. The fear of being caught. The fear that his opponent might be more powerful than he is. Danua grants no mercy to those who willingly seek out and use dark glamour.”
“So,” I said, exhaling, “how are we going to go about exploiting this fear?”
Devlin shrugged. “Right now I think that perhaps it is best if I lie low for a while, avoid coming to this part of the mortal world.”
His eyes looked regretful, and although I appreciated it, I didn’t like what he was suggesting.
I gave him a lopsided smile and nodded. “You mean stay away from me.”
I had grown far too comfortable with his presence; had come to rely upon it far too much to get me through the day. But he was right. If we wanted to stop Mikael, and if he feared capture as much as Devlin suggested, then Devlin had to retreat from the Daramorr’s favorite haunts. In order to do so, he needed to be in the Otherworld.
I lowered my eyes and murmured, “Do you think he’ll still try to come after me?”
Gentle fingers settled over the top of my hand, pressing my palm to the cool surface of the kitchen island. Devlin’s blue eyes met mine the moment I glanced up.
“We must assume that he will,” he said quietly. “You have a fire in you, Robyn Dunbarre, and although you may not be of the Otherworld, your mortal magic burns fiercely. Outside of Eile you are a wealth of glamour he cannot resist. I do not like the idea of leaving you unguarded, but it cannot be helped.”
Devlin released my hand and stood from his stool, towering over me like a great Norse god.
“Are you leaving?” I asked.
He nodded, his face grim. “Perhaps I should follow this wolf after all, give the Daramorr the impression that I’m taking his bait.”
He moved from the kitchen and stepped into my living room, pulling the door open. I followed him, at least to the archway that separated the two rooms.
“Remain vigilant Robyn, and stay inside during the dark hours as much as you can.”
I nodded, not missing the calm suggestion in his voice. It was a far cry from the authoritative demands he’d thrown around earlier, and I appreciated it.
“I will,” I promised.
Just when I thought he was about to step through that door and disappear for who knew how many days or weeks or months, he leaned back inside, took my hand and pulled me into a close hug. Caught off guard, I merely stood rigid for a few moments before succumbing to my own desire to return his embrace.
“Stay safe,” he murmured into my hair, “and keep a sharp eye and ear open.”
Nodding my head against his chest seemed safest. If I spoke, the emotion might bleed through and transform a nice moment into an awkward one.
Devlin held me for a second more, then let go and stepped away, passing through the door and disappearing into the encroaching twilight. I watched him for as long as I could until the frosty November air became too much to bear. Then I shut the door, slipped all of the locks and bolts into place, and returned to the kitchen, my mind abuzz with unanswered questions and my nerves on fire with the emptiness of what I’d been too cowardly to do.
 

-Seventeen-
Bait
 

I found it ironic that the idea of how to entrap Mikael came to me the very next evening during my work shift. It wasn’t quite dark yet when I pulled my bike into the alley behind the cafe, my thoughts returning to the events from Halloween night. A month ago, I’d been convinced that the craziness disrupting my world had finally migrated south, and then just as suddenly as he had dropped into my life the first time, Devlin reappeared in all his masculine glory, ready to save me from yet another Otherworldly horror. Now I was being jerked right back onto that terrifying, runaway train with no end in sight. And I had the wily Mikael and his capricious sister acting as the demonic conductors. Shaking those thoughts from my head, I locked up my bike and headed to the front of the building.
Kelly smiled at me when I stepped through the doors of the Green Tea Leaf at ten minutes to five.
“How was your Thanksgiving?” she asked.
We caught up a little before the next wave of patrons arrived with their requests for the wonderful, caffeinated confections the Tea Leaf was famed for serving. I was grateful for the work. I didn’t want to think too much about all that had happened the week before and the endless demands of our customers helped take my mind elsewhere.
Kelly and I worked pleasantly together for a couple of hours before Moira came in. After that, it was just me and the Faelorehn girl to keep each other company. I gave her a look as she hummed an unintelligible tune while refilling the coffee grinder, spilling at least a third of the coffee beans all over the counter, some of them clattering onto the floor and disappearing under the sink.
“Crud,” she muttered under her breath, retreating into the back room, presumably to fetch the broom.
She came back out, broom and dust bin in hand, and got to work sweeping up the mess, dropping everything into the trash bin before continuing her previous chore of preparing the coffee machines.
It was then that I realized she played her role in this world extraordinarily well. She was focused on her task, the look on her face one of mild concentration as she rolled up the bag to keep the extra beans fresh. She was very convincing as a garden variety college human working a typical job as a cafe barista. I had a sudden desire to know what the real Moira, sister of the Daramorr, was really like. And that got me back to thinking of my conversation with Devlin the night before, after the incident with the white wolf.
Devlin had thoroughly convinced me that Mikael was powerful and clever, but I was beginning to suspect that his sister wasn’t the burned-out light bulb she pretended to be. Devlin was dancing around the edge of discovering how to trap them both, and it was suddenly dawning upon me that perhaps we needed to play our own roles as well. So far, Devlin had been the hunter, trying to capture them in the shadows while I stood back and watched like some shell-shocked tourist on a safari. But maybe this whole time he, and I, should have been going about this from an entirely opposite direction. Perhaps we should have been taking the stage with them.
The beginnings of a plan trickled into my mind and took over my thoughts as I steamed a tankard of milk for a cappuccino. Before I could let the idea slip away, I acted.
“Did you and your brother do anything for Thanksgiving?” I asked Moira nonchalantly.
She blinked up at me, pausing in her attempt to sweep up some more spilled coffee grounds.
“No,” she answered tentatively. “We don’t really celebrate that holiday where we come from.”
I nodded and turned the steamer off before I burned myself. Oh, I’m sure you don’t . . .
“Oh, I was just wondering,” I said aloud, “since I hadn’t seen Mikael around in a while.”
I shrugged, hoping I was coming off as unobtrusive.
Moira took notice of my unspoken interest, her eyes growing shrewd as a small smile graced her face. “You know, Mikael asks about you from time to time. Especially after that beach bonfire. Did something happen between the two of you?”
Not believing my luck, I fought the temptation to beam like a prospector uncovering a cavern of gold and instead sighed, mumbling, “Yeah. He kissed me.”
Moira dropped her stained dish towel and gaped at me. “Seriously? What did you do?”
“Well, I panicked and gave him the impression I wasn’t interested. Kind of regretting that now.” I shrugged and forced my heart rate to slow. I wasn’t home free quite yet.
“Oh my goodness! You should have said something before now!”
Moira’s reaction would have done any soap opera actress proud, and if I hadn’t known any better, I would have thought the idea of me having a thing for her brother was the best news she’d heard all week. Good. That’s what I wanted her to think. I needed her to believe that I was falling for her and Mikael’s tricks.
I looked up from my current chore with doleful eyes. “Do you think he’s still interested?”
Moira’s laugh was pure mirth. “Oh, I’m certain he is!”
“Can I get his number from you then?” I braved.
My co-worker adopted a pensive look and shook her head. For a split-second, I felt my stomach drop. Oh no, after going through that pathetic display of sappy interest, she was going to make me feel even more foolish.
“He flew out of the San Luis airport this morning for business. He’ll be out of the country until after Christmas.”
Ahhh, so Devlin had been right. Out of the country, I sniffed to myself. Out of this world more like. Trying not to seem too desperate, I said in a subdued voice, “Oh, okay. Never mind then.”
“Now hang on a minute,” Moira piped, holding up a well-manicured hand. “I know he’s going to be gone for a while, but he plans on throwing a big New Year’s Eve party at Noctaine when he gets back, and I bet he’d love for you to be his date for the night.”
My eyes grew wide at that. Noctaine. Of course. Where else would Mikael hang out but the club known for its macabre and Gothic atmosphere? And for its reputation as being the favorite hangout of the Noctyrnum. Long ago, one of my fellow Earth Bound friends had mentioned a rumor they’d heard about Noctaine originally being the headquarters of the Noctyrnum before it grew into a popular club. I had totally forgotten about it. And there is the connection between that ruthless gang and the Daramorr we’ve been looking for, I griped to myself, wondering how I could forget such a useful piece of information. It was a bit too late to inform Devlin now, yet if I could secure a date with Mikael in the very lair of the Noctyrnum then we might finally be able to bust this whole thing wide open.
Pushing my racing thoughts away for later, I plastered a cheesy smile onto my face and turned to Moira. “Do you really think so?”
Moira’s eyes glittered as she placed a hand on my shoulder. I fought against the desire to shrug away.
“Yes, I really do.”
The rest of our evening was spent in a shared silence, the bounce in Moira’s step evidence of her delight at my interest in her brother. On the outside it brought to mind a sister happy for her sibling and friend, yet it seemed likely she was celebrating for her own more selfish reasons. All this time I had denied Devlin’s claim that I was of interest to the Daramorr but Moira’s behavior was just another piece of evidence pointing in that direction. Now I just had to keep it together long enough to follow through with my scheme. Yes, I would meet Mikael at Noctaine on New Year’s Eve, and then I’d use every feminine charm I possessed to seduce the key to his defeat from him. What a glorious plan it was!
One of the streetlights in the alleyway had burned out during my shift, so the shadows cast by the building were deeper when I left the cafe a few hours later. Again, memories from Halloween night nipped at the corners of my mind and I had to fight my fear just to retrieve my bike. On the ride home, I imagined the shadows leaping to life and chasing after me but I made it to my apartment unscathed despite my rattled nerves. All of this recent talk of the Daramorr recharging in the Otherworld and Moira’s eagerness at my renewed interest in her brother had me acting more jumpy than usual. Perhaps it was a bad idea, agreeing to go out with Mikael, but if that’s what it took to get him to come out of hiding, then that’s what I was willing to do.
Before, I might have said it was all because I was tired of waking up wondering if I’d get attacked by some Otherworldly monster that day, or that I was sick of seeing Evan looking like a zombie. Now I suspected that I was taking this risk for an entirely different reason. When this was all over and the Daramorr was taken care of, Devlin would return to the Otherworld and I would probably never see him again. I wanted to help Devlin, not because it would bring some semblance of normalcy back to my own life, but because it might bring some joy to his. And that harsh realization stung in a place I thought had long since learned to steel itself against such things.
Apparently, I wasn’t entirely immune to love after all. My parents’ final disownment of me was proof enough. But not just that, Robyn Dunbarre, a voice whispered through my mind as I pressed against the inside of my door, taking slow, steadying breaths. I leaned my head back against the wood with a dull clunk. My conscience was right, as usual. My heart wasn’t an impenetrable fortress, and the fact that I was willing to risk it to help Devlin, even though helping him meant waving goodbye to his retreating form when all was said and done, was all the evidence I needed.
 

-Eighteen-
Heartache
 

The days passed and I saw neither Devlin nor Mikael, although that didn’t come as a surprise. Final exams for the fall semester grew ever closer, and I spent a lot of my free time with Evan, studying in the library or at the Green Tea Leaf after our classes. He looked a little less pale of late and more like himself, which had me much more relieved than I’d like to admit. With the prospect of a date with Mikael lurking in the recesses of my mind, I had enough worries to gnaw at me. It was nice to have something positive to serve as a distraction.
A week before Christmas, Margie treated her entire staff to dinner at one of the fancier restaurants in San Luis. For the occasion, Kelly and I browsed the department stores for something nice to wear. I ended up picking out a black dress that was just a tad on the revealing side and a sweater to match. The dress fit comfortably, and the sweater was warm and soft. The shoes I decided on, however, were anything but. Being under five-and-a-half feet tall, I had no choice but to get the black pumps with four-inch heels. They pinched and I knew I’d be regretting them by the end of the night, but they went so well with the dress.
Fortunately, the restaurant Margie picked was within walking distance from my apartment, so I didn’t need to drive. By the time I reached my destination, however, I could already feel the blisters forming. Jonathon saw me first, eyeing me up and down with a bemused look on his face.
“Wow. You look nice,” he said.
I gritted my teeth against the pain in my feet and took in the slacks and dress shirt that covered his lanky frame. Ugh, guys had it so easy when it came to dressing up.
“Thanks,” I managed, “so do you.”
He glanced down at my feet. “No wonder you look so tall. Don’t those hurt?”
I wanted to claw his eyes out. Instead I smiled. “I would take them off if I could, but I’m afraid the muscles in my feet have seized up and I’d be walking on my toes all night.”
That must have answered his question because Jonathon lifted his eyebrows, then turned to talk to Kelly.
“Hey guys! I hope I’m not late!”
Moira came hurrying around the corner. Forgetting my feet for the moment, I glanced up and nearly fell over when I saw her. She was dressed from shoulder to mid-thigh in a glittery red cocktail dress with shoes and purse to match. Her long dark hair was curled and styled to flow away from her face and down her back. Every single male patron standing outside the restaurant stopped what he was doing to watch her.
Although I knew she was Faelorehn and really had no control over the way men noticed her, I couldn’t help the pang of slight jealousy that shot through me. I glanced down at my own dress that flattered what curves I had and the shoes that gave me the luxury of feeling tall at the sacrifice of my feet. Not anymore. Not with Moira towering over everyone in her own heels. And her hair and that bright red lipstick she wore? I had taken extra time with my own hair and makeup, not applying my eyeliner and mascara as heavily as I normally did. Usually I felt invincible on these outings, but tonight I felt like a drab crow next to my co-worker’s brilliant cardinal ensemble.
“Does she think we’re going to the Academy Awards or something?” Kelly asked out of the side of her mouth. Her curly auburn hair was pulled up on the top of her head, several tendrils spilling down her neck, and her dress had hints of gold and green running through it.
I turned toward her and snorted. “Going by all the drama that erupted as soon as she showed up, I’d say that’s a rather fair conclusion.”
Moira had finally reached us and was chatting happily with Jonathon, who seemed both overwhelmed and excited that the belle of the ball had chosen him as her conversation partner. Jon was playing the part of the listening receptacle on the other end of a one-sided conversation. From what I could gather, however, he didn’t look too upset by this fact.
Moira turned her head and spotted me, her eyes growing wide with delight.
“Oh, Robyn! I talked to Mikael last night,” she crooned, her joyful look turning mischievous. “He says he can’t wait until New Year’s.”
I gave her a watery smile, and Kelly arched a curious eyebrow in my direction.
Before my friend could inundate me with questions about our co-worker’s brother, Margie stepped out of the restaurant and caught sight of us. She waved a bangle-encrusted hand, and we started heading in.
Kelly linked her arm with mine and yanked me forward. My feet screamed in protest, but I managed not to stumble and pull her down with me. That would have been awesome in the worst sense of the word.
“Let’s go,” she hissed into my ear, “and I insist on knowing what Moira’s talking about with regard to her brother and New Year’s.”
Releasing a mental groan, I complied and began to whisper the whole story to Kelly as we found our seats. After all, if I wanted to play this out properly I had to be the character Moira expected me to be: the awkward mortal girl, oblivious to her and her brother’s origins but very much ensorcelled by their charms. So far, I was hoping I had pulled it off.
Kelly was thrilled to hear I would be spending New Year’s Eve with Moira’s handsome brother, and I, the ever semi-simpering college girl, agreed.
“What about that other guy that was hanging around for a while? The seven-foot-tall blond that resembled a Norse god?”
I froze in the middle of buttering a dinner roll and arched an eyebrow at her. Out of the corner of my eye, I could just make out Moira’s head tilted almost imperceptibly in my direction. I almost informed Kelly that he was busy and I hadn’t seen him in a while, which was true, but some instinct told me to take a slightly different path.
Clearing my throat, I set the knife and bread down. “Well, things really didn’t work out with him. Turns out we are not at all compatible.”
“That’s too bad,” Kelly murmured, sounding genuinely disappointed. “You two seemed to have some good chemistry going on.”
I shrugged, trying not to look too pleased at her comment, and picked up the recently buttered roll on my plate. “Haven’t seen him in weeks and I have no idea where he is. Might have gone back home for all I know.”
Kelly sipped her iced tea. “And where’s that?”
Again I shrugged. “I don’t know. Somewhere back east or something. He told me once, but I can’t remember.”
After that, the conversation moved in a different direction. As I ate, I made a note to check on Moira every now and then, wondering if she believed the story I had fed to Kelly. There was no doubt in my mind she had been eavesdropping. I only hoped that my nonchalant attitude toward Devlin gave her the impression that he truly wasn’t around anymore and that I no longer had my Otherworldly guard. If not, then I was going to all this ridiculous trouble for nothing.
Jonathon didn’t offer to walk me home after dinner like he normally did. He was far too enamored with Moira. Not wanting to ruin his evening by bringing it up, I slipped away as fast as my limping feet could carry me. Kelly ran me down, asking if I’d like to split a cab with her.
“No thanks. My apartment’s really not that far. I can manage.”
“Robyn, the way you’re walking, you look like some well-dressed, drunken zombie. It can’t be good for your feet.”
Gritting my teeth, I forced myself to stand upright. Splitting a cab fare wasn’t a bad idea. There was just that whole stubborn thing I had going on that made things difficult.
“Really, Kelly. I’ll be home by the time the cab gets here.”
“All right, but if you can’t walk tomorrow, don’t blame me.”
Waving my friend’s concerns off, I turned and walked down the street. Okay, it was more of a slow limp than anything else, but I was making progress. By the time I reached Mission High School, a full four blocks from the restaurant, I was convinced the skin on both heels had been ripped away and my shoes were slowly filling with blood.
Just a few more blocks Robyn, just a few more blocks, I chanted to myself as I pulled my sweater close. The night was cold, and it had rained earlier in the morning, so the dark puddles on the road and sidewalks shone like patches of ice under the street lamps and occasional strand of Christmas lights winking from the eaves of the houses I passed.
I was just coming to the corner of the next street when the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Instantly I stopped my hobbling, the burning sense of fear freezing me in place. Nothing stirred on the quiet street, no rustling in the bushes, no shadows moving in the distance. And then a cold voice whispered next to my ear, “Now I’ll have you, Robyn Dunbarre.”
Letting loose a scream, I swung my purse around, the small bag making contact with something solid. A grunt, followed by a growl met my ears and I bolted forward. Too bad I had forgotten all about my shoes and my raw feet. My heel wedged in a sidewalk crack and jerked me to a stop, sending me tumbling to the ground. A nasty crunching pop, followed by a sharp sting, blossomed in my ankle, and my knee burned with pain as it made contact with the abrasive concrete.
Oh crap. I was totally screwed. Strong, gloved hands grasped at my good ankle, but I kicked out, the narrow point of my other heel digging into fabric and then skin. My attacker cursed in anger and drew back. I took that moment of reprieve to glance up. Whoever was intent on capturing me wore a dark cloak with the hood pulled over his head. I was convinced it was Mikael, hiding his identity under the dark cloak, or one of the Noctyrnum working for him, though they usually wore hooded sweatshirts, not capes. And I hadn’t seen them lurking around my apartment since the night I met Devlin. What I couldn’t figure out was why he was attacking me now when I had a date set up with Mikael. My blood grew even colder when a thought dawned upon me: What if Moira knew about my plot to play along with their act? What if she and Mikael had arranged this; had planned to attack me when they discovered Devlin wasn’t around?
The conversation with Kelly at dinner came roaring back into my mind. I had said, plain as day, that Devlin was gone for good, right in front of Moira, thinking that such information would help my plan. Now I was regretting that decision.
The man took an unsteady step forward and clutched at his side, dragging my attention back to the present. Good. Maybe my kick had injured him. The moment of triumph passed, however, when he pulled a dagger free of a sheath attached to his belt. Oh, no. Was I going to die tonight?
Trying to fight my fear, I crawled backward, the puddles leaving my dress and sweater damp. Reaching down, I pulled off my remaining shoe, holding it up with the heel facing outward like a weapon. Sure, it wasn’t a knife, but I wasn’t about to give in without a fight. With my other hand I dug around in my purse, searching for the pepper spray. Come on, come on . . . where was it?!
The cloaked figure moved closer, muttering something under his breath. Words I didn’t recognize filled the air. There was something familiar about that voice, something that didn’t remind me of Mikael’s smooth charm. Whimpering in pain and fear, I tried to stand up, but my hands and feet were too numb to be of any use. I turned anyway, ready to push myself up and run on my injured ankle if need be. Bad idea. Searing pain shot through my scalp as the cloaked man grabbed my hair. Gritting my teeth, I reached up and tried to grasp his forearm. That’s when the numb feeling in my hands burst into a thousand, hot pinpricks. The sensation was strange, but not unpleasant, and when my attacker bellowed in agony and let me go, I bolted, as fast as my sprained ankle would carry me.
I flung myself around the corner and the short length of my street stretched ahead. Too bad my house was at the end of it. The sound of footfalls close behind pressed me on, though my head was growing light from the pain. Just a little farther.
A familiar shape pulled away from the shadows far ahead, and I almost cried out in relief.
“Devlin!” I screamed just as my pursuer threw something that forced me into a stumble.
I cried out again and crashed onto my neighbor’s lawn. As the rain from earlier that day soaked through my already soggy dress, the dark figure moved to stand over me, his dagger ready. Whatever he’d used to trip me, a whip or a rope, remained tangled around my ankles, the other end of it gripped tightly in his hand.
Dark spots were dancing in front of my eyes, and nausea threatened to ruin an already horrid night. Before I had a chance to black out, my attacker moved out of the shadow cast by the closest house. My heart dropped from its lofty perch in my throat and slammed into the pit of my stomach. His hood had come loose in the struggle, and now his face was clearly visible in the sickly glow of the streetlights.
“No,” I rasped, my eyes welling with tears.
Evan Miller, my awkward friend who I had thought I’d saved from the dangers of the Noctyrnum and the Daramorr, gave me one hard, ravenous look before turning and bolting back up the street, disappearing into the shadows just as Devlin’s heavy footfalls sounded right behind me. I gave up my struggle to remain with the conscious world, the blackness taking me as the sound of Devlin’s curses filled the air.
 

-Nineteen-
Impulse
 

I woke up on a boat. Or at least I thought I was on a boat, going by the swaying, weightless feeling that surrounded me.
“I’ve got you, Robyn,” a familiar voice whispered just beside my ear.
Something soft and warm brushed my temple, and I made a great effort to remember what had happened. My eyes fluttered open, and I hissed as the harsh light of an orange street lamp pierced my brain. Ow. Everything hurt.
Suddenly, the movement stopped. “Robyn, I need to set you down, but I’m going to hold onto you. Do you have your key?”
Huh? Who was going to set me down and why did he have to hold on to me? What key? I tried that whole opening my eyes thing again, and this time the light didn’t hurt as much. The headache was still there, however, and it was so intense I could feel it in my molars. I must have gone to a party and had way too much to drink.
I sucked in a deep breath and detected the scent of a wild forest. I knew that smell.
“Devlin?” I whispered. “What’s going on?”
As my mind grew less fuzzy, I came to realize the reason I felt like I was floating was because Devlin had been carrying me, his strong arms more than capable of supporting my weight. I turned my head and found my face pressed up against his shoulder. The heat of his skin burned through his thin shirt, that smell of trees and rain and wilderness once again flooding my nose, and I nearly blacked out again. Whoa. Sensory overload.
Devlin shifted, and my legs were lowered to the ground, cutting short my little fantasy. Instead I came fully awake when my bare feet touched the concrete and pain exploded in my ankle. I cried out and clung to Devlin.
“Steady,” he said calmly, taking more of my weight. My ankle throbbed, but at least there was no longer any pressure on it.
“Your key?” Devlin asked again.
I swallowed back a wave of queasiness and fished through my purse, the same purse I had used to fight off. Oh, god. As the memory of the attack flashed into my mind, that uncomfortable acidic feeling rose up again. Had it really been Evan? Had it always been Evan? Even when he had seemed to be back to normal right before winter break, when we quizzed each other for our finals? I found my keys and handed them to Devlin, sniffling as the ache of betrayal rushed through me. After being there for him through all his ups and downs, how could Evan do this to me?
A click followed by the soft swoosh of a door opening drew my attention.
“Come on, let’s get you inside,” Devlin said.
I’d been so overwhelmed with the attack and Evan’s betrayal that I was just really beginning to notice Devlin’s presence.
“You’re back,” I stated blankly, blinking up at him as if seeing him for the first time that night. Wow. I must have hit my head on the concrete earlier.
Before I could so much as ask him about his time spent in the Otherworld, he reached down and swept me up into his arms again. I squeaked in surprise, then tried to tell him he didn’t have to carry me anywhere. He growled something unintelligible and kept walking. It didn’t take long for him to reach my bed, where he gently set me down before turning to shut the door. Only when he faced me once again did I notice how tense he was. His blue eyes spit fire, and his jaw was locked so tight I was waiting for the sound of his teeth cracking to fill the silence between us.
“Are you okay?” I mumbled, rubbing at the side of my head where the invisible railroad spike was lodged.
Devlin’s hands shot up and he raked his fingers through his hair. “You were nearly killed just now, and you’re asking if I’m okay?”
I couldn’t help it, I laughed. Maybe it was because I was in desperate need of a light atmosphere, or maybe my mental health was finally taking a dive or perhaps that railroad spike had given me brain damage.
“Sorry,” I breathed, “I think I might be delirious. But I really am concerned. You look like you’re about to implode or something.”
Devlin didn’t answer. He only turned and strode into the kitchen. “We need to get your feet cleaned up, and something needs to be done about that ankle.”
His tone was cold and strained. I bit my bottom lip. Great. Not only had I just found out that my classmate had finally, and fully, succumbed to Mikael’s influence, but Devlin was mad at me too. Taking a deep breath, I fell back onto the bed, throwing my arm across my forehead. I really needed a timeout from my current life.
The sound of water running from the kitchen faucet helped distract me for a few moments, and when Devlin returned to the living room, he carried a large plastic container full of steaming water. I glanced at him from under my arm.
“Hey, that was my potato bin,” I grumbled.
“Well right now it’s being used as a bath for your feet. Sit up.”
Not wanting to anger him any further, I obeyed, pulling on the skirt of my dress so it covered the tops of my legs.
Devlin reached out and took one of my feet and drew it toward him. Despite his obvious irritation, his touch was gentle. I scooched forward and let my foot descend into the hot water. At first, the shock caused me to hiss in discomfort, but eventually the heat began to soothe away the hurt of the cuts and blisters. Devlin took my other foot, the one with the injured ankle, and did the same, only this time his hand lingered on the back of my leg, his thumb running softly over the curve of my calf. Warmth blossomed in the pit of my stomach and spread throughout my body. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, opening them again just enough to study Devlin’s face. He knelt in front of me, carefully cleaning the grime off one foot as his hand remained in place behind my sprained ankle. He was concentrating on his task as if the fate of the world rested on the outcome.
As I watched him, it slowly dawned upon me that he wasn’t angry. Those tense lines around his mouth, the slightly haunted look in his eye. No, he wasn’t mad at me. He was frightened. That seemed silly, considering he was a trained warrior from the Otherworld. Then again, he was hunting for a man intent on gathering the Morrigan’s foul magic, he had been for quite some time, and the frustration of having the Daramorr just out of reach had certainly been wearing away at him for the past few months.
Then another thought came to mind as his thumb continued to caress my skin. Devlin was afraid for my sake, and I was beginning to wonder, or hope, that this fear was something that went deeper than your garden variety concern for a friend. Suddenly, it became hard to breathe. As Devlin continued to attend to one foot, and then the other, all sorts of splendid, glorious and terrifying thoughts were running through my mind. Eventually he stood up and removed the now tepid water.
“Dry your feet. I’ll get some ice for your ankle.”
I complied without a word, my mind still on fire from my earlier observation.
Devlin came back with a small towel wrapped around a pile of ice. He dragged my desk chair over to the bed and instructed me to prop my foot up onto a pillow before arranging the ice around my ankle.
“I don’t think it’s broken. I doubt it’s even a bad sprain, what with the way you were able to get up and keep moving. But you might want to keep your weight off it for a while.”
Again, that bland tone of voice, this time with a dark shadow haunting his expression. He still wouldn’t look at me, and he seemed overly distracted by my swollen ankle.
Feeling brave, or maybe just reckless due to the effects of my earlier adrenaline rush, I cleared my throat and said, “Devlin. Look at me.”
Slowly, his eyes left my ankle and met mine. I sucked in a breath. Holy crap. Talk about a gaze that could melt through steel walls. The fire was still there, barely contained under the surface of his mask of control. The intensity surrounding him was nothing compared to his compassion a few weeks ago when he comforted me about the letter from my parents. That had been an extension of his friendship. This passion rolling off of him was an entirely different animal.
I swallowed hard, “I’m, I’m sorry about tonight. Kelly offered to share a cab with me, but in my glorious stubbornness I insisted on walking.”
If anything, his eyes grew brighter. My own gaze dropped to my hands as I smoothed out my skirt again. Pull yourself together Robyn. You’re never this flustered! But too much had happened in the past months, and the tough, hard-as-nails exterior I had built up and preserved so conscientiously over all these years was crumbling apart. Turned out I was human just like everyone else.
“This is my fault. You warned me to be careful at night, but I just wanted to pretend that that spirit guide wolf was a fluke. I mean, it was the first Otherworldly thing to invade my yard in weeks.”
I took another breath, then opened my mouth to continue my pointless, nonsensical tirade. Before I could so much as blink, Devlin moved. Warm, strong hands slid past my cheeks and his fingers wound their way into my hair. My eyes flew wide open, and I gasped as his mouth met mine. And that’s right about when I decided to throw all thoughts out the door and follow Devlin’s lead. My hands found their way behind his neck and I pulled him in closer. The kiss was fierce and demanding, and I let all the desire that had been building up fly free, sharing with Devlin what I was afraid to admit aloud.
Devlin pulled back a fraction, the fire having burned out but the coals still smoldering as he leaned me back on the bed. I went down with him. Who was I to argue? Both of us were breathing hard and I could feel my heart pounding against my ribs. Devlin’s hands left my hair and trailed down my torso, coming to a stop at my waist. He nipped at my lower lip, his teeth grazing my skin. Chills shot up my spine, and I arched against him, wanting more. Unfortunately, the activities from earlier that evening reminded me that I wasn’t quite up to this type of activity yet. My foot slipped off the chair and swung against the bed frame, scattering half-melted ice all over the floor. I cried out in pain, forcing Devlin to pull away.
I gritted my teeth as he released a frustrated huff, pressing his forehead against my shoulder.
“I hurt you,” he said, his voice deep and rough. And that tone only made my desire burn brighter.
Devlin reached a hand up behind my head and pulled me in close to plant a kiss on my forehead, this one far tamer than the others. I cursed my stupid ankle as he pushed against the mattress, rising to his feet and leaving me lying in the echo of his warmth.
He bent down and picked up a jacket I hadn’t seen him wearing and headed for the door. Wait, he was going? After kissing me senseless and leaving me on the verge of bursting out of my own skin?
“Where are you going?” I asked, cringing when my tone came off as a little too desperate for my liking. Way to be cool, Robyn.
Devlin had his hand on the doorknob, his head bowed and his back to me. “You need rest and I need to focus on my job.”
Ah. That’s right. I was the mortal distracting him from his reason for being here. Totally my fault that he had started this whole thing by kissing me.
He must have realized the harshness of his words because his body lost a little of its tension and he turned to glance at me. “The less time I spend hunting them, the more chances they have to hurt you. Tonight’s incident being a prime example. I’ve already wasted far too much time, and whatever glamour might have been left behind may be fading.”
Devlin took his hand from the doorknob and rubbed the back of his neck, a sign of his frustration.
Disbelief mixed with a pinch of anger slapped the silliness right out of me.
“We were supposed to be working together, remember?” I snapped. “I agreed to this. I agreed to help you in any way I could to capture the Daramorr. And now you’re telling me that my involvement in all of this has been nothing but a waste of time?”
Harsh blue eyes met mine. “No end goal is worth your life, Robyn, not even capturing and doing away with the Daramorr.”
He sighed heavily, a release of breath that carried the weight of the world with it.
“I beg your forgiveness for my behavior tonight, but it is best if I remember my reason for being here.”
Without a backward glance, he pulled my door open and slipped out into the night. With my temper flaring and my emotions roiling, I picked up a pillow and threw it against my door. I was convinced Devlin planned on hunting Evan down tonight for his role in all of this. A part of me ached to contact my socially awkward classmate and warn him. A smaller part of me fought against that urge. Evan had tried to kill me, after all. Why was I worried about what might happen to him?
Because you know that it really isn’t his fault, my conscience informed me.
Yes, I was certain Mikael and Moira had somehow brainwashed him. There had been no awareness in his eyes when I recognized him earlier this evening. Perhaps one, or both, of them were using their glamour or the Morrigan’s dark magic to do so. But I had other things on my mind as well, Devlin’s sudden, intense affection being the most prominent.
Trying not to let the memory of his kiss fog my brain, I leaned back on the bed and thought about my plan involving Moira’s brother. A plan I had neglected to tell Devlin. I gave a mental snort. Well, I had been a little distracted earlier, and I wasn’t about to tell him now, after what he’d said tonight. Besides, it was very possible that my plan was now ruined, what with Evan’s recent assault. Or maybe Mikael would have to meet with me after all because Evan had failed, that is if my unique mortal magic was still worth all the trouble. I had to assume that it was. The only question that remained was whether or not I still wanted to go through with all this. And no longer was it just for Devlin, but for myself as well. Yes. I would continue down this crazy path in order to help my friend and to free myself of all this madness.
Robyn, you must cast away all of your fears, I told myself, and put aside your anger at Devlin’s last words to you. There is a sinister Daramorr to catch, and his evil sister. Time to run them to ground.
I glanced down at my ankle and frowned. Well, at least as soon as you can walk again.
 




-Twenty-
Animosity
 

I hobbled into work the next day on crutches, doing my best to get in through the front door without calling the fire department for help. Margie appraised me with one look, and after feeding her my fabricated story of tripping off a curb the night before, she insisted I go home and not show my face again until after Christmas. I wanted to argue, because the last thing I needed was free time to do nothing but sit around my apartment and think about Devlin and the Daramorr and all of those entangled in this sticky web. In the end, I obeyed my boss, grumbling the entire way home. It was only a few days, after all. I would survive.
On December twenty-sixth, I showed up at the cafe more than ready to start my shift. My ankle was feeling a lot better, and I couldn’t wait for the distractions work would bring. The past three days had been split between daydreaming about Devlin, contemplating whether or not Evan was planning a second attack, and feeling sorry for myself on Christmas Day when I didn’t have a family to spend it with. It had been torture.
Now that I was back at work, however, I had the upcoming New Year’s Eve party to think about. I never received an official invite from Mikael himself, only a few casual mentions from Moira. And I still didn’t know how this was all going to play out after Evan’s fumbled attempt at kidnapping me, but as soon as the crowd thinned out about halfway through my work shift, I got my answer.
“My brother wanted me to pass on a message,” Moira said, giving me a sly grin as she pulled a small envelope out of the front pocket of her apron. “Forgot I had it.”
A little surprised, I took it from her and slipped it into my own pocket, my mind burning with curiosity and a little bit of trepidation. For the remainder of my shift that letter nearly burned a hole in the seat of my pants, but a healthy stream of customers kept me from reading it.
At nine o’clock we cleaned up and locked the store. To my great surprise, Jonathon showed up to escort Moira home. The look they exchanged told me everything I needed to know. Wonderful. Another conquest of Moira’s had arrived. Would she and her brother brainwash all of my friends? By the time I reached my apartment, my mood had darkened, so it was no shock that my heart turned with irritation instead of joy when I saw a familiar figure striding toward me.
Devlin, resplendent as usual in his simple Otherworldly garb, was the last person I wanted to see at the moment. I was still agitated about seeing Moira with Jonathon, so I wasn’t too eager to spend time with the young man who had recently kissed me senseless then accused me of being a distraction.
I strode past Devlin, who stood on the sidewalk with his arms crossed, and secured my bicycle for the night. I had failed to acknowledge his presence, so naturally he followed me. Once back out on the lawn he stepped in front of me, impeding my progress. Tilting my head back, I blinked up at him. Oh, yay! Looked like his mood was the same, if not worse, than mine.
“Excuse me,” I said drily, “you’re in my way. Oh, wait, I’m sorry. That’s your line.”
It was childish, throwing his own accusations at him, but I didn’t care.
When Devlin didn’t move, I sighed and made a show of stepping around him.
He surprised me by reaching out and grabbing my arm. It wasn’t a violent act, but his grip was strong and it hurt a little.
“What are you doing out so late?”
I gaped at him. Really? In the handful of days since I’d last seen him, had he forgotten I worked for a living?
“I have a job, remember? At the cafe? Sometimes my shifts last until we close.”
I pulled my arm away from him and kept moving toward my door. “Besides,” I shouted over my shoulder, my anger growing into something fierce, “what I do with my time and my life is none of your business.”
The sound of his footsteps behind me announced that Devlin wasn’t quite done with our conversation.
“I thought we agreed you were going to avoid going out at night as much as possible,” he growled.
I laughed as I began searching for my keys, a high, breathy sound that anyone with half a brain would have recognized as sarcasm. My door was still a good distance away, but I didn’t want to be trapped against it with Devlin breathing down my neck while I looked for my keys. I’d have them ready this time.
“Unfortunately, here in the real world, we females can’t afford to sit around and wait for a knight in shining armor to come rescue us from dangerous things,” I spat. “If I want to keep my apartment, feed myself, and pay for my education, I have to earn a wage, and sometimes that means doing so at inconvenient hours. I don’t expect some Otherworldly forest dweller to understand that.”
My words were cruel and cutting, but Devlin was really pissing me off right now. He was acting like one of those idiots in high school who was only interested in girls who had no brains and no desire to aspire to anything grander than becoming a homecoming queen or a trophy wife. Oh, no. I was not some simpering damsel in distress, and although Devlin had helped me with the monsters that had harassed me, it didn’t mean I was completely helpless.
He must have realized my thoughts because he let out a sigh and said, “Robyn, I’m not saying you are incapable of caring for yourself. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”
And that’s what did it. Those words threw me over the edge and yanked the reins on my temper right out of my hands.
Devlin reached for me and I spun on him.
“Get away from me!” I shouted.
In the next fleeting second, I felt those last few strands of sanity unfurl. The nuclear reactor that resided within my soul, the same one that had received one hairline fracture for every traumatizing event I’d experienced so far this year, finally reached its limit. It had begun with the Noctyrnum and their kitten-sacrificing party, but every strange and terrible occurrence that had followed since only added to the eventual downfall of my mental stability. The worst had been that letter from my dad, the final proof that my parents didn’t love me spelled out in plain English. I had always considered myself mentally, if not physically, strong. Nothing had ever fazed me throughout high school. Always, I found a way to resist any threat that dared to annoy me. Until now. And if I were being a hundred percent honest with myself, I would have had no problem admitting that it all had to do with fear. Mikael and Moira were a prime example, despite my tough-girl attitude toward them. I no longer had any doubt what they were capable of, and that frightened the hell out of me. But what scared me most was the knowledge that, one way or another, all of this was finally coming to an end and it meant Devlin would be gone out of my life forever. So yes, my anger was directed toward him at the moment but it was mostly aimed at myself, for being stupid enough to let my guard down around him. I had let Devlin burrow his way so deeply into my heart that there was no way for me to remove him without doing some major damage.
So, naturally, since I was in such a stable state at the moment, I continued my tirade.
“I had everything figured out before you showed up,” I shouted. “I’ve got a decent job, an apartment I can afford, a career I’m working toward. Then you waltz in with your Otherworldly charm and I somehow get entangled in this huge mess. Yes, it was overwhelming and wonderful at first, being a part of something I’ve only ever dreamed about, but that isn’t reality, Devlin! This can only end in two ways and both don’t look good for me. Either you’ll fail and Mikael and his sister will be free to continue with their plans, whatever those may be, or you’ll succeed and traipse back off into the Otherworld where you belong. In both situations I get screwed. I become their next victim or I get left hanging in the real world, going back to the boring routine us mortals must slog through in order to survive. So, I’m done. I’m so done with all of this. I no longer care if the Morrigan’s evil minions are after me. Bring it on, because at least a death by sacrifice will be far less painful than watching you walk away after all of this is over!”
When I was finally done, my heart was pounding in my ears and my head was spinning. As I drew in deep breaths of cold winter air I tried hard to remember half of what I had said. Crap. What had I just admitted to him?
Devlin stood away from me and remained absolutely still. He didn’t say a word, didn’t twitch or shift his weight. Which was both infuriating and a relief. As the effects of the raging storm of my emotions wore off, I felt drained and utterly depressed.
After a display like that, I thought it most prudent for me to go inside. Turning my back on Devlin, I crossed the final distance between him and my apartment door. Numbly, I turned my key in the lock and let myself into the dark, familiar cavern of my basement home, with Devlin remaining where I’d left him the entire time.
With the lights still off, I let the darkness overwhelm me as I leaned back into my front door, my head resting against the worn-out wood. I closed my eyes and took one long breath, wondering if Devlin still stood on my lawn. More than anything, I wanted him to just turn and leave, to go back to the Otherworld where he belonged. But even more than that I wanted him to knock on my door until I had no choice but to let him in.
* * *
I couldn’t cry that night, though I desperately needed to. Instead, I took a long, hot shower and did my best to clear my head of thoughts revolving around Devlin, an almost impossible task considering what had just gone down outside.
When I had successfully steamed myself into a prune, I shut the water off, gathered up my old clothes, and proceeded out into the living room. As I stuffed my shirt and jeans into the hamper, something lodged in the back pocket caught my attention. I pulled it out and felt my stomach drop. It was the letter Moira had given me, the one from Mikael. The last thing I wanted to do at the moment was read anything Mikael had written to me, but putting it off wasn’t going to do me any good either. I had set myself up for this and besides, if Devlin was to complete his task, the sooner it was done the better. That whole rip the bandage off instead of removing it slowly procedure might be just the thing to get me out of this funk.
Sitting down on my bed with my towel still wrapped around my body, I carefully peeled open the letter, trying not to let my wet hair drip all over it. A bold, masculine script dominated the thick paper, and I began to read:
Robyn,
My sister informs me that you might be interested in joining me for my New Year’s Eve party at Noctaine this coming weekend. Nothing would give me more pleasure than to have you as my special guest. I will send a car to pick you up.
He jotted down the time I should be ready and then signed it with a flourish. In the postscript below, he indicated how pleased he was that I had changed my mind about him.
Feeling slightly sick to my stomach, I let the paper drop to the floor. So, perhaps Evan had been acting on his own those several nights ago. Either that or they were setting me up. I narrowed my eyes and stood up from the bed, careful not to lose my towel. I marched back into the bathroom, rubbed away the fog on the mirror and gave myself a long, hard look. Pale eyes in an equally pale face framed by wet strands of black hair gazed back at me.
“Robyn Dunbarre,” I said in a firm, authoritative voice, “you are nothing if not resilient. Devlin is your friend, even if he is being a total ass right now. You will meet with Mikael, and you will not cower in front of him. You will do your best to help Devlin because he has helped you all this time.”
Gritting my teeth and feeling my heart burn with a new determination, I continued, “You will do this for Devlin, and Evan and Jonathon. You will not let Mikael and his bitch of a sister ruin any more lives.” I took several deep breaths, then added, “And you will do this for yourself, too. You are strong, and you will not back down.”
Feeling somewhat empowered by my little pep talk, I dried off, slipped into my comfortable pajamas, and slinked into bed. Of course, I didn’t fall asleep right away. I was too fired up. But when I finally did manage to drift off, my dreams were black and empty.
 

-Twenty-One-
Entrapment
 

For the next several days I passed through my routine in a stupor. Despite my eagerness to take on the world, I found myself sleeping in late and simply going through the motions at work. Kelly hadn’t returned from her vacation yet and Jonathon had fallen into one of his unsocial moods, so most of the time I was left to my own thoughts, which proved to be a bit dangerous.
Now that I’d had time to cool off, I was reviewing all the recent events from a whole new perspective. I didn’t like that the last few encounters with Devlin had ended with me yelling at him. Wasn’t I supposed to be helping him track down the Daramorr, and shouldn’t I be making good use of what little time I had left to spend with him? Instead, I kept pushing him away. Of course, that’s how I’d always dealt with my sorrow. Attack it with a fierce attitude and maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much in the end.
Sighing, I glanced up from my perch above the cash register at the Green Tea Leaf. Business had been slow all afternoon, and it was easy to get lost in a daydream. Since no one seemed to be on the way in for a coffee fix, I let my thoughts wander again. The animosity between Devlin and me was eating me alive. I needed to make peace with him. When my meeting with Mikael was over and I was ready to deliver whatever bit of information I could glean from him, I’d have to offer Devlin an apology. I only hoped he would be willing to listen.
“Nervous about your big date with my brother?” Moira's chirpy voice cut into my reverie.
I yelped and turned to face her.
She arched a perfect, dark brow at me.
I only glowered in response. “Not that nervous,” I grumbled.
A wicked smile graced her face. “Oh, I hear Noctaine always has the best New Year’s party! I’m trying to talk Jon into going, but he’s adamant about some boring meet and greet at his parents’ house. Ugh, what college student wants to spend New Year’s with his mom and dad?”
She rolled her eyes and walked away, presumably to get back to cleaning off tables and restocking the spices and cream on the other end of the counter.
I gritted my teeth as my inner voice reminded me that tomorrow evening I’d be in the position to bring her and her brother down.
Later that night, I tossed and turned, eventually falling asleep well past midnight. I woke up groggy and feeling sick to my stomach. Due to a change in my work schedule, I had the entire day and half of the coming week free to do as I pleased. This morning, however, I chose to go over all the possible scenarios regarding my date with Mikael. When every single outcome ended with me getting sliced open by a troupe of evil Faelorehn men, I ditched my scheming and attempted to get lost in one of my favorite books.
Eventually, five o’clock rolled around and it was time to get ready. After eating a quick dinner and showering, I stood staring into my closet, trying to decide what to wear. If I wanted to catch Mikael’s attention and distract him, I’d wear the dress from the Christmas dinner with my co-workers. The only problem with that was the dress had been ruined the night I was attacked and one of the heels on my matching shoes was broken.
Pursing my lips, I considered my options until I finally decided on a look. Pulling out my best pair of dark, slimming jeans, a slinky, silvery top and a black leather jacket I hadn’t worn in three years, I got quickly to work. A wicked looking pair of high-heeled, black faux leather boots completed the outfit. The boots had been part of a Halloween costume a year or so ago, and they hugged my calves, stopping below my knees. They screamed wicked seductress, so they were perfect for the occasion.
For the next hour I stood in front of my bathroom mirror, curling my hair just enough so it hung above my shoulders like an ominous rain cloud, the violet streak to the left resembling a highly charged lightning bolt. I applied my eyeliner and mascara with unfettered abandon and changed out all of my earrings to match my dark ensemble. Finally, I added a touch of deep red lipstick to complete my transformation. When I was done, I glanced at myself in the mirror. My dark hair, usually straight with a bit of a wave in it, framed my face in soft, loose curls and the black eyeliner and mascara gave my look a dangerous edge. The streak of color in my hair was a nice touch, and I added some deep violet eye shadow and nail polish to match.
When I stepped back to admire myself, I couldn’t help but smile impishly. I hadn’t gone this hardcore Goth since high school, and the few tattoos that now adorned my arms would only heighten the effect once I shed my jacket at the night club. I looked positively fierce.
By the time Mikael’s car pulled up outside my apartment, I felt like some demented female demon ready to wreak havoc upon a troupe of bikers. I imagined ordering them around with malicious glee as I recalled everything I knew about the Morrigan.
You once idolized her, Robyn, my inner voice told me, before you knew that she truly existed and that she wished to kill your best friend. Now would be a good time to put all that knowledge to good use; to use what you know of the Morrigan to convince Mikael you aren’t interested in anyone but him.
It was a slightly ridiculous notion. Okay, a really ridiculous notion, but if it meant taking control of the current situation with the Daramorr, then so be it. If it meant tapping into my dark, ambitious side in order discover all of Mikael’s weaknesses and hiding places for Devlin, then it was a sacrifice worth making. Time to shift into high gear, Robyn.
The familiar sound of pop music blasted into my ears as I left my apartment behind, the narrow heels of my boots threatening to wedge themselves into the gaps of the sidewalk. My housemates were obviously throwing a party of their own, and it was in full swing. The drunken laughter of their male guests followed me as I made my way toward the street. I glanced up and took note of the black car waiting for me. A luxury model, of course.
“You Robyn?” a middle-aged man in a uniform asked through the open window on the passenger side.
“Uh, yeah.”
He nodded and waited for me to climb into the back. Once I had buckled myself in, he pulled away smoothly and headed west. The light flutter of butterfly wings brushed against the walls of my stomach. I clenched my teeth and breathed deeply through my nose. Oh no, none of that. You are not going to let your nerves overwhelm you tonight. Fierce Robyn, be fierce!
To my delight, my little pep talk worked and the butterflies disappeared.
About ten minutes later, the car turned one last corner and rolled to a stop in front of what appeared to be an old abandoned warehouse wedged between the freeway and the edge of downtown. I had seen the building before, had suspected what went on inside, but I’d never been curious enough to stop by. Of course, I was pretty sure I’d have been turned away at the door. Oh well. Now I had a VIP pass of sorts and I was going to make the best of it.
Thanking the driver, I stepped out of the car, then turned and straightened myself before approaching the two daunting bouncers standing on either side of the obvious entrance, their thick arms crossed over their large chests. Probably some local college football boys or a couple of recruits from the track team’s throwing squad.
Swallowing back my apprehension, I gamboled over, trying to keep my pace steady. My legs seemed to be fighting hard against me.
One of the men eyed me, his gaze traveling up and down my body. I only arched an eyebrow and mimicked his stance, mentally daring him to make some suggestive comment. Instead he said in a gravelly voice, “You looking for someone girly?”
A tiny spark of indignation blossomed in the pit of my stomach. Instead of tamping it down, I let it unfurl a little.
“I’ve been invited by Mikael,” was my cool answer.
“Mikael?” the bouncer prompted.
For a second I nearly panicked, then I remembered Moira’s last name. “Mikael Barry,” I said, tilting my nose upward.
The young man’s eyes widened a bit, then he spoke quietly into a handheld radio, presumably checking to see if I was to be permitted. A second later, he faced me again.
“I’m to escort you in.”
He moved aside, and I stepped inside the door. Immediately, I was overwhelmed with too many sights, sounds and smells to focus on just one. The deep, reverberating beat of heavy metal music assaulted my ears and vibrated within my chest cavity. The cloying scent of perfume, cologne and aftershave, combined with sweat and desperation, stung my nose while the flashing blue, red and violet of a strobe light hurt my eyes. All in all, it wasn’t a very pleasant experience. My shoes stuck to the ground as I pressed through the writhing bodies on the dance floor, and I only hoped it was the residue of spilled beer and other beverages that made the floor gummy, not urine or vomit.
Off to the side and seated in one of the raised booths, I spotted Mikael, his handsome facade cool and collected beneath a single hanging lamp. He looked like a haughty prince, enthroned above the commoners, and this night club was his realm. Straightening my shoulders and drawing in a deep breath, I nodded to the bouncer who had been so kind to help me across the crowded floor before stepping up onto the ledge where Mikael’s booth rested.
He turned to acknowledge me as I came to stop beside the booth, his fingers resting casually against the stem of a martini glass. Immediately, his calm face took on a look of surprise. For several long seconds he looked me up and down, taking in my wardrobe, my makeup, my general aura of determined confidence.
“Well, Miss Dunbarre, you certainly know how to dress for the occasion.”
His words were punctuated with a charming smile that would knock the air out of any girl’s lungs. Fortunately, I had my conscience there to remind me exactly who, and what, this young man was.
“Well, it isn’t every day that a successful young man asks me be his date for the evening at an exclusive club,” I said in my most seductive voice. Mikael’s eyes lit up and he gestured toward the bench across from him.
“Hungry?” he asked.
I nodded and he waved a hand, immediately catching the attention of a waitress. He ordered a few things and when the girl sauntered away, he returned his attention to me, smiling in that way that sent tingles down my spine and a chill through my blood.
“So, do tell me about your life since last we saw one another.”
Immediately, the memory of his stolen kiss flared in my head, and I almost suspected he had somehow placed it there. Grinding my teeth together, I adopted a contemplative look. “I was busy with school before winter break. Now I just have work and a lot of free time on my hands.”
The waitress returned with a drink Mikael had ordered for me. It was sweet and had an after taste of alcohol. For a fleeting moment I wondered if he was the type to drug me. Concluding he was more likely testing my trust, I continued to drink. Mikael looked satisfied, and I only hoped my instincts proved correct.
“I feel I must be completely honest with you, Robyn,” he said suddenly, his voice lowered so that I had to lean in to hear him. “I didn’t just invite you to join me this evening because I’m interested in you, although that plays a large part.”
His cool smile took away the sting of his words. “Is that so?” I responded with just as much disinterest.
“And I’m not the type to skirt around a problem,” he continued. “Given your connection with that neo-pagan group and your association with Devlin O’Brolaigh, I suspect you are very much aware of what my sister and I are.”
There was a brief pause in the blaring music between songs, and the fierce beating of my heart filled my ears. Of all the things I had expected him to say, that hadn’t been it. Doing my best to cover the look of shock that surely dominated my face, I cleared my throat and said, “Very perceptive of you.” Because really, why deny it?
Mikael nodded once and then narrowed his gaze on me again. “I take it by the fact that you showed up here tonight that you have at least some interest in me and my presence in your world. You are well aware of Eile, Robyn, and those who live there, both Faelorehn and faelah. Am I correct?”
I reached for my drink, taking a slow, languorous sip so that I could think of how to best respond. This was an unexpected turn of events, Mikael up and admitting to what he was. I would need to handle this carefully if I wanted to stay in control of the conversation.
Finally, I glanced back up at him, trying to assess his expression without being too obvious about it. He wore that placid mask of his, though I was certain he was studying every inch of my face, looking for the tiniest detail that might betray me as a threat or a deceiver.
Making a decision, I shrugged and said, “You’re right. I am interested, though I only have Devlin’s side of the story to go on.”
Something akin to fire flared up in his eyes, those changeable eyes I hadn’t noticed before now. “Oh? What has he told you?”
Keeping up my act of the girl bored with her meek little Lorehnin watchdog, I shrugged, then sighed and waved my hand around. “He told me he was from the Otherworld and that he was here looking for a Doormore or Darmore or some such thing. According to him, this character is guilty of murdering people in order to steal the Morrigan's magic.”
I gave a light little laugh. “If you could hear him say it, you might come away despising this Dormar person. But Devlin was pretty confident about tracking him down and capturing him.”
Mikael, who had remained a dark statue on the other side of the booth, shifted forward an inch.
“And has he done so yet?” His voice was a harsh whisper, both seductive and dangerous.
I lifted my eyes to meet his, my mind awhirl with thoughts about Devlin. If I recalled all the good memories I’d had with him, the times he had smiled at me and helped me through my sorrow, that time he kissed me and set my blood on fire, then Mikael would know me for what I was: a fraud. A sheep in wolf’s clothing. Instead, I forced those blissful memories away and conjured up an image of Devlin arguing with me and demanding that I stay cooped up in my apartment. Although I had been more than ready to forgive him and beg his forgiveness for the past few altercations we’d had, I hung on to the fresh anger I’d felt when he’d hurt me. It must have worked because Mikael’s eyes softened ever so slightly and the corner of his mouth curled up.
“No,” I piped with an air of haughtiness. “He keeps saying that he’s oh-so-close, but frankly, I’m tired of his claims. And all this time he’s been convincing me that it is you I need to look out for, that it’s your Otherworldly monsters that have been after me.”
Mikael looked absolutely predatory, but before he could say anything more the waitress brought our food. I glanced at my plate, appreciating the expensive cut of meat and perfectly sautéed vegetables. Suddenly, my stomach growled and I dug in. Just extending the trust, I convinced myself.
“He is wrong,” Mikael snarled.
I blinked up at him, my mouth full of seasoned rice.
“Devlin O’Brolaigh is nothing more than a fatherless Lorehnin man with no sense of honor. He hunts me and my sister merely to prove that he is worthy of some imagined glory.”
The words stung me like the lash of a whip, but I maintained my composure.
“Really? So all those things he said aren’t true?”
Mikael scrutinized me once again, this time his face impossible to read. Beyond our little booth, the music thundered away while the throng of people fell victim to its ghastly charm, and the strobe light painted the room in the dismal colors of death and doom. It was a wonderland of edgy college students who believed they were a part of some other realm beyond our own.
Mikael took a breath and leaned back, his fingers tracing the stem of his martini glass. “I will not lie to you, Robyn. Many consider me a dangerous man, and I do seek out the glamour the Morrigan has left behind. But I am honest about it. I have not sent the faelah after you. They are attracted to you of their own accord.”
I gave him an incredulous look. Devlin had once suspected as much, but as soon as I told him I wasn’t Otherworldly, he’d tried to come up with other explanations.
“Devlin told me it was because of the unique magic I have. Not Otherworldly glamour, but the magic every mortal thing contains. He said it might be stronger than others, not as potent as that from the Otherworld, but enough to make me stand out a little more than the rest.”
Mikael smiled, his eyes flashing to pale gold. “In that aspect, he is correct.”
“And is that why you are interested in me? Because of my strong earthly magic?”
It was a risk, asking such a bold and accusing question. But if I wanted Mikael to believe my ruse, I needed to be just as blunt as he had been earlier.
The Daramorr surprised me by barking in laughter, his eyes dancing with pure amusement. “My dear girl, your glamour is of no interest to me. Yes, I wouldn’t mind adding it to my cache, but it would expend far too much energy to get it from you.”
The casual way he talked about extracting my magic sent chills over my skin, but I did my best to hide my disgust.
“Then why the interest? You can’t be surprised that I should want to know.”
Mikael shrugged and took a sip of his drink, his previous mirth having faded. Once he set the glass back down he looked me in the eye.
“The truth?”
I nodded.
He gestured for me to lean in. I felt a little bit like I was in high school again on my very first date, waiting with bated breath to find out if my crush really liked me as much as I liked him. Only, in this situation, I was hoping for information, not seductive words.
“You fascinate me, Robyn Dunbarre,” he drawled with smooth, liquid precision.
Fortunately, I managed to suppress my sigh of disappointment. Had Mikael not been a bloodthirsty, Otherworldly villain, and had Devlin never stepped into my life, I might have been drinking this up like a freshman getting asked to senior prom by the star quarterback. Instead, I returned Mikael’s lazy smile and batted my mascara-laden lashes.
“Then I have a secret to tell you,” I murmured, “I am fascinated, too.”
The smug look on Mikael’s face was the first sign that I was making any progress tonight. The music shifted again, changing from heavy metal to a lighter rock mix. Mikael cast his eyes over the dance floor below and then glanced back at me.
“Would you care to dance?” he asked.
Fighting a shudder, I said, “I’d love to.”
As he led me down into the middle of the throng, everyone stepped away from him, in apparent deference to the power he wielded.
When his arm wrapped tightly around my waist, I forced myself to relax and imagine he was Devlin. Only Devlin would never be so forceful with me. A pang of guilt spiked through me. I really hoped he would return in the next few days so we could patch up our shoddy friendship. First you must complete this task Robyn, my conscience reminded me. Focus, or else all your work will have been in vain. Yes. Right.
“Do you come here often?” I asked Mikael by way of distraction.
“Yes,” he murmured all too close to my ear. “I own the place.”
Of course he did. I wondered what other secrets he was ready to tell . . .
I was preparing myself to push in that direction when he spoke again, “You know Robyn, I’ve been thinking. Ever since that Samhain bonfire, I’ve wondered what it would be like if you hadn’t recoiled from my advances.”
I swallowed and pulled slightly away from him. His gaze was intense, and for a fleeting second I thought I’d lose control of the situation.
“What do you mean?” I breathed.
He leaned in, his lids lowered and his mouth curving in a self-satisfied grin. I hissed in a gust of breath when his lips brushed my neck.
“The two of us, together,” he whispered. “I could protect you from the faelah, even bring you to the Otherworld with me if you wish. Have you ever wondered what the Otherworld is like, Robyn? It’s a place of magic and wonder, far more enchanting than the mortal world. In Eile, I am a powerful man. You would be like a queen beside me.”
All of a sudden, a cool rush of emotion swept over me and I could see exactly what he was talking about. The green, verdant hills and the deep, wild forests. Dark, heavy storm clouds floating over snowcapped mountains and the brilliant, indescribable tingle of magic coursing through my blood. I felt a little dizzy and light, something I had attributed to the alcohol in my drink, but perhaps Mikael was using his glamour on me.
Fight it Robyn, fight it! I told myself. If you hadn’t been so sure of his lies before, you most definitely know now. His promises of taking me to the Otherworld were false. I knew for a fact that mortals couldn’t cross over, or else I’d be hanging out with Meghan in her castle every weekend.
“That does sound amazing,” I breathed, doing my best to come off as a hapless mortal enchanted by his words.
He smiled against my skin and continued to kiss me. Squirming would send some really bad signals right now, so I closed my eyes and once again imagined Devlin holding me in his arms. We made a few turns on the dance floor, swaying along to the music, the other people surrounding us offering just enough room to maneuver.
At some point, I opened my eyes, my gaze settling on someone near the far end of the crowd at the club’s entrance. At first, I thought I was hallucinating, especially because my brain could not conjure up a good reason for him to be here. But then the strobe light paused and there was no longer any doubt. Devlin O’Brolaigh was standing just inside the entrance to Noctaine, his attention pinned to me, his eyes practically on fire. It was at that moment that my senses returned and I realized Mikael was still kissing his way up my neck. Panicking, I pushed away from him while turning him gently so that his back was to Devlin. I still hadn’t learned as much about the Daramorr as I’d wanted to, but I had to get out of here.
“Sorry,” I muttered breathlessly, giving Mikael a coy smile. “But where is the ladies’ room?”
Mikael seemed to pull himself out of his own daze, the slight scowl on his face proof that he didn’t like my sudden retreat.
“I just need to check my makeup,” I rasped as I pulled further away.
That slow, dangerous smile that often frightened and thrilled me made an appearance. “No you don’t,” he drawled, his voice as smooth as silk. “You are perfect.”
He leaned down and nuzzled my neck once again, his tongue caressing my skin. I gasped and shivered, and every instinct in my body encouraged me to move closer to him, but I resisted. Not tonight. Not now. Not ever.
I shook my head. “Please, I’ll only be a few minutes. Besides,” I added with a flirtatious smile, “I need a break. You overwhelm me.”
He seemed pleased by this and at last relinquished his hold on me.
“The ladies’ room is in the back, behind the bar.”
Mikael gestured in the opposite direction of the club’s entrance and I nodded, too terrified to check and see if Devlin was still standing near the front of the building. When I made it to the hallway that led to the bathrooms, I spotted a set of double doors with a neon sign reading EXIT posted above them. A quick glance over my shoulder informed me that Mikael had returned to our booth and become distracted by a set of young girls who had cornered him into a conversation. Good. I returned my gaze to the front of the club, where I found Devlin again. He was impossible to miss, what with his height and the aggression streaming off him. By some miracle of the Celtic gods, Mikael hadn’t seen him yet, but that would definitely change. Devlin seemed intent on reaching the Daramorr, and with the purpose of his stride I knew if the two had a confrontation, it wouldn’t end well.
Devlin! No! Look at me, over here! I screamed in my mind.
Several desperate heartbeats later, his eyes found their way to me. I wave one hand, keeping it low so as not to catch Mikael’s attention, then inclined my head toward the exit. My jacket was back in the booth with Mikael, but keeping Devlin away from him was far more important than keeping warm once I exited the building. Besides, I planned on heading home as soon as I was out. My purse and my jacket weren’t as important as Devlin’s life. And besides, there was nothing in there I regretted losing except maybe some cash. My driver’s license, house key and cell phone were in my jeans pocket, so there was no need to return to the booth.
With slight apprehension, I wondered if the back doors were alarmed and if opening them would announce my escape. The music from the club could drown out a police siren, but I was jumpy from the events of the evening. One last look into the dark, noisy building informed me that Devlin had seen my intent and was headed back toward the entrance, presumably to meet me once we had both escaped this crazy place.
Dizzy from the noise, lights and Mikael’s seductive glamour, I slammed my hip against the club’s back door, stumbling out into the night air like a fish dumped onto a ship’s deck. For several minutes, I merely stood in the back lot taking deep, soothing breaths of icy air. As soon as my senses returned, dread pooled in the pit of my stomach. Where on earth had Devlin come from? He’d looked like a warrior pulled from an ancient battlefield, his eyes sharp and his stance aggressive. And he had seen me dancing close to Mikael. I groaned and covered my face with my hands. He would view it as the worst kind of betrayal. My head shot up as the last vestiges of Mikael’s seductive glamour fizzled away. Devlin wasn’t inside the club anymore. He had been heading back toward the entrance and might even be making his way to me right now.
I was about to turn and sneak around the side of the building when a low snarl reached my ears. Oh crap. Not more faelah. But tonight wasn’t my night. I peered down the dark alley and locked gazes with a great white wolf. Double crap. Mikael’s spirit guide. I would have braved going back into the club, but the door I’d escaped through was locked. Swallowing my fear, I glanced down the alley once more. The wolf had lain down on the ground, its intelligent eyes watching me. I took a step backward, then another. The spirit guide didn’t move. Okay. Maybe it was just meant to guard the old warehouse. Or the Faelorehn man inside of it. My boots weren’t really meant for long strolls, but it seemed I had no other choice.
Gritting my teeth and making a decision, I leaned down and pulled off my shoes then headed toward the footbridge spanning the gully behind the building. Cold, scraped feet were much better than sprained ankles, in my opinion, and if I was really lucky I wouldn’t run into anything else tonight. I only hoped that Devlin didn’t go back into the club looking for me when I didn’t show up in front of the building.
 

-Twenty-Two-
Confrontation
 

Half an hour later, I turned down my street only to remember that my housemates had invited half the city over for their raging New Year’s Eve party. Lovely. That’s all I needed to end this harrowing night, a bunch of drunk guys making suggestive comments as I tried to sneak back into my apartment. Well, at least the wolf hadn’t followed me but maybe it had more important things to do than chase after foolish mortal girls who thought they could trick Faelorehn men into giving up their deepest, darkest secrets. I bit my lip in frustration as I limped across the lawn, my feet sore from my barefoot stroll.
I was about a hundred yards from the house when someone stepped out of the shadows, scaring me nearly half to death.
“What in Donn’s dark underworld were you doing in that building!?” Devlin hissed, moving toward me like an angry boar.
Blinking in surprise, I stopped dead in my tracks.
Devlin took one aggressive step forward and grabbed my arms. “And what were you doing dancing with the Daramorr!”
His grip tightened when I didn’t answer right away and my anger boiled over. I flung my arms down, breaking free of his hold.
“I was trying to discover where he’s been hiding in the mortal world! Trying to get him to spill his secrets so that you can fulfill your duty to the high queen. And I almost had him, Devlin! A little bit longer and he would have been telling me all sorts of useful things. But then you appeared out of thin air and ruined it all!”
Boy was I ticked. To think, I’d been all ready to forgive Devlin, and here he was acting crazy again.
“No,” Devlin snapped. “You didn’t almost have him. He almost had you. You would have fallen under his spell, and then I’d be back at the beginning, only this time he would be stronger because he would have secured that strange magic you carry around. The gods and goddesses only know what that might do to his own glamour.”
My stomach began to churn, and suddenly I wanted to be anywhere in the world but right where I was. He was only worried about me because if Mikael succeeded, then he’d be harder to defeat, not because I might be dead. I was just another mortal, an unfortunate loss but a necessary sacrifice.
Devlin must have sensed the sudden change, because that hot anger radiating off of him cooled. “Robyn,” he said in a softer voice, reaching out a hand.
“No,” I rasped. “No, stay away from me.” Time to throw away all of my foolish ideas about mending our friendship. Clearly, it was over.
I tried to finish the short journey to my door, but Devlin cut me off. Oh, no way was he going to stop me. I was so angry that I lifted my hand and with some degree of horror, watched as it flew through the air to make contact with his face. Only thing was, he was faster. He caught my wrist and turned burning eyes on my own. My other hand decided to finish the job. With a fierce growl, I threw all my weight behind the attack, but curse Devlin, he caught that one too.
I struggled to get free, my rage so fierce my skin felt impossibly hot. Devlin easily held me off, pinning my wrists behind my back so I couldn’t attack him. That’s when I started kicking. I managed to connect my heel with his shin, and he grunted. I took advantage of this small reprieve and shoved him hard against his chest, managing to make him move to the side. Brushing past him, I pulled my keys out of my pocket, finding them right away for the first time in my life, and shoved my house key into the lock. The turmoil rolling off of me should have been enough to knock out an elephant, but something told me that no amount of energy I could muster would be enough to overwhelm Devlin. I barely managed to unlock the door before his hand descended onto my shoulder, turning me around to face him. I ended up with my back pressed against the door. It was time to put an end to this childish confrontation of ours. Devlin obviously wasn’t through with our argument, but I most definitely was.
I took a breath to scream obscenities at his refusal to leave me in peace, but I never made it that far. Devlin’s mouth found mine and in a flash second, my anger scattered as instinct took over. The kiss was not, by any means, gentle. His lips pressed hard against mine, hot and demanding, and his body trapped me against my apartment door. My anger raged on, only now I recognized it as something else: intense fear quickly burning away into desire. Forgetting about my vulnerable heart and my irritation at Devlin and everything that had gone wrong that evening, I gave him back just as much as he was giving to me. My hands shot up and I groaned as my fingers raked through his silky hair. Oh, how long I had wanted to do that.
During this whole ridiculous, immature tirade, neither of us spoke a word to the other. We were running on pure emotion and passion. All the tension that had built up between us finally breaking down the barriers we had constructed with our own stubborn pride.
“Get a room!” someone shouted rudely over the din pouring from the house above.
As the guy’s friends added their own bawdy laughter, Devlin pulled his mouth from mine. I felt suddenly cold, and only his tight grip on me kept me from collapsing to the ground. Devlin leaned in and pressed his lips to my ear.
“Well?” he asked, his voice deeper and huskier than usual, the heat from his body nearly suffocating me. “Should we take his advice?”
My neurons were misfiring like nobody’s business, but somehow I managed a nod.
“Y-yes,” I murmured. I lifted my eyes to meet his, their pale blue color almost glowing.
Devlin smiled softly, all the anger gone from his face. He leaned in and kissed me again, this one softer, more sensual than the one from before.
When the kiss was finally over, he whispered, his hand reaching behind me and turning the knob on my door, “I think I know just the place.”
Once inside my apartment, with the door shut and locked behind us, any remaining ties to caution and rational thought were washed away. Devlin lifted me so that our faces were on the same level. I wrapped my legs around his waist and clasped my hands behind his neck before leaning in to kiss him again. Tomorrow, a week from now, next month. Any day, he could leave and never come back, whether he finally cornered the Daramorr and completed his mission or got called back to the Otherworld to resume his life there. I had to enjoy his company while I could.
Yes, if I let this night continue in the direction it was heading, it would hurt like hell when Devlin left. But by the gods of the Otherworld, I would worry about that pain later. There was too much to feel and see and breathe in at the moment, and all I wanted to do was get lost in it all.
Eventually, we made it to my bed and Devlin brought both of us down gently, never once breaking our kiss. Between my sophomore year in high school and now, I’d had my fair share of boyfriends, so it wasn’t as if I was inexperienced with the opposite sex, but this was an entirely different world Devlin was opening up for me. The tempo of the music and general clamor of the party above raged on, mimicking the rhythmic, primitive pulse of my heart as Devlin and I worked together to expose bare skin. I could feel myself falling deeper and deeper, and there was nothing in this world or the Otherworld that was going to stop me.
* * *
I woke up the next morning practically smashed against the back wall of the closet that acted as my make-shift bedroom. My eyes shot open and I stared at the wall that held me captive, only inches away from my nose. As I tried to unwedge myself from whatever had me trapped, I realized I’d also lost my pajamas during the night. Oh wait, I hadn’t lost them. I’d never put them on to begin with.
Cursing, I flung my arm out to pull myself away from the wall and ended up smacking something big, warm and solid. For a fraction of a second, I was completely dazed but then I realized what it was that had me pinned against the wall. Devlin. I bit my lip, the memories from the night before crackling through my mind like electricity.
The scene at Noctaine, Mikael’s seductive and unwanted touch; Devlin’s sudden, unexpected appearance and the argument in front of my apartment; his possessive, unyielding kiss followed by . . . I groaned and ran my hands over my face.
Devlin must have heard me because he stirred, his huge frame stretching across the entire bed. No wonder I was so cramped. I guess it could have been worse. Had I been on the other side of him, I’d probably be on the floor. Devlin turned his head and his eyes fluttered open. For a few terrifying seconds his expression was one of confusion.
Oh dear gods, I thought as my heart raced, he regrets last night.
Then he smiled, a lazy, satisfied smile, baring those perfect teeth that nearly lit up the dark room.
“Your bed is far roomier than your futon, and much less lonely,” he murmured, picking up a strand of my hair and playing with it.
I returned his smile, my apprehension dissipating. “Well, roomier for you maybe.”
In response, he scooped me up and rolled the both of us over so that I faced the outside edge of the bed. I released a squeal of delighted outrage as he pulled me in for another kiss, his warm, bare skin pressing so comfortably against mine.
For a few moments, we simply lay there, studying each other. I lifted my hand and ran my fingers over his face, memorizing each detail so it would remain always in my mind. His straight nose, his well-formed ears and the silver hoops in them, his strong chin and the suggestion of a collection of tattoos that adorned the skin that remained mostly hidden under the sheets. As my fingertips trailed over his lips, Devlin opened his mouth and playfully nipped at them.
He reached out his own fingers and mimicked my actions, then sighed ever so softly. “I understand now why my mother did it,” he murmured.
“Did what?” I asked sleepily.
“Traveled here to the mortal world to be with my father.”
Pleased by his comment but unwilling to analyze it any further, I sat up a little and brought a corner of the sheet with me. “You never did tell me that story.”
Devlin propped his elbow up to match my position. “You already know that I’m Lorehnin, that my mother was of the Otherworld and that my father is of this one.”
I sighed and curled even closer to Devlin, pressing my back against his broad chest. It kept me from falling off the bed, but more importantly, I was determined to be as close to him as I could. Our recent disagreements had not been resolved with what had happened last night. Devlin had not completed his task here in the mortal world and in the end he would still leave for Eile, and I would still be left behind, wondering if I’d just been a fling in the mortal world; wondering if I’d ever see him again. But at the moment I didn’t want to think about any of that.
“Tell me more about your parents,” I whispered, glad that I had my back to him.
Devlin sighed, and I felt the heavy weight of his arm settle around me. When he spoke, his warm breath brushed against the top of my head.
“She was a free spirit who was fascinated by the mortal world. But she wasn’t like the Morrigan, focused on taking advantage of a place that stood no chance against her magic. She loved growing, living things and she was interested in how they managed to thrive here in this world without the stronger glamour of Eile. She discovered that the trees of the mortal world had their own kind of magic, a power most of humanity couldn’t sense. She would spend days in the great forests of the north, just listening to what the trees had to say. She learned that people had lost the ability to hear them.”
His voice had turned sad, but I yearned to hear this story. My heart needed this.
“It was in those times she met my father. He was a naturalist, a scientist who studied the old forests and from what I remember, he fell almost instantly in love with my mother, and she with him. If things had turned out differently, I think she would have stayed by his side until he died.”
Devlin remained quiet for a small while.
“What happened?” I whispered, dreading to hear the end of what must have been a sad tale.
He sighed. “I never got to meet my father, but my mother continued to visit him. After my brother was born, she…”
He paused and I murmured, “It’s okay. You don’t have to go on.”
I felt Devlin’s lips press against the spot beneath my ear, and I shivered.
“No,” he said, “I just need a moment.” He released a heavy breath and continued, “She was one of the Morrigan’s many victims. I was barely ten when she died, my brother was eight. The Morrigan’s faelah and the other Faelorehn she had warped to her will had discovered her and chased her from our home. They were right on her heels when my mother found a small cave on a wooded hillside. I remember her giving us one last forlorn look before she ran out to greet them, sacrificing herself for us. Somehow, my brother and I managed to escape their notice. I have a feeling my mother used her glamour to disguise us; put a geis on us.”
“Geis?” I prompted. “I remember reading about those in some of my Celtic mythology books, and Meghan and Cade have mentioned them before.”
“A geis can either be a curse or a blessing, depending on how it is applied and on the intention of the one providing it. Sometimes I wonder if my mother managed to use up the last of her reserves to form that geis of protection for my brother and me. I hope she didn’t.”
Devlin’s voice had grown quiet and I shifted in his comfortable embrace.
“Why do you hope that?” I asked.
“Because if her glamour was all used up, the Morrigan would have kept her longer. Held her as a slave until her glamour grew strong again before stealing it from her.”
Carefully, so as not to fall off the narrow bed or break free of his welcome embrace, I wiggled around to face Devlin. A deep sadness lingered in his eyes, as if a hollow space had grown inside his heart. Oh, what I wouldn’t give to be the one to fill it.
No Robyn, stop thinking like that. He has to leave and return to the Otherworld. Just because you slept with him last night doesn’t mean he’s head over heels in love with you. Too bad that wasn’t the case for me.
Devlin’s gentle touch drew my attention back to the here and now. He was running his fingers over the small tattoo on my forearm, just below the elbow.
“This looks oddly familiar,” he said softly.
I looked down at the patch of skin he was caressing then gave a light shrug.
“That’s the first tattoo I ever got. A friend of mine was studying to become a tattoo artist, and he needed someone to practice on. I’d always had that image in my mind and it was a simple design, so I drew it on with a pen and he tattooed a permanent image over it.”
He continued to trail his fingers over the black, swirling cloud shape and the tiny lightning bolts beneath it. The image had always been lodged in the corner of my mind, almost like a memory, and I’d often found myself doodling it in my notebook in high school when I should have been listening to the teacher.
I released a small laugh. “It does look rather Celtic,” I commented, glad the conversation had turned to a happier topic, “maybe that’s why it seems familiar.”
Devlin shook his head. “There is something unique about it. Celtic in suggestion, yes, but not quite. I wonder why I never noticed it before.”
I shrugged and pulled a little farther away from him so I could examine him the way he was studying me. His own tattoos were larger and far more intricate than mine. I ran my fingers over the one that covered his shoulder and upper arm, sighing in wonder when the ink shimmered, changing from blue to green to violet and back again.
Devlin’s roguish grin nearly knocked the wind out of my lungs.
“Otherworldly tattoos hold their own magic,” he murmured as he leaned in to press his lips to mine again.
I forgot my curiosity and gave in to his affection, yet before things could get out of hand, Devlin pulled away and cupped my face with his hand.
“As much as I’d like to spend the day with you, I have to get back to Eile. Danua will want a report, and then I’ll need to gather those willing to help me confront the Daramorr.”
That snapped me right out of my bubble of euphoria. I shot up into a sitting position, bringing half the sheet with me.
“What do you mean?”
Devlin smiled again, this time more smugly as he reclined with his hands tucked behind his head.
“As much as I loathe the idea of you spending any time with Mikael, your curiosity did lead me straight to his lair.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Noctaine? Really? Isn’t that a bit too obvious? I mean, considering it has been linked to the Noctyrnum forever. Shouldn’t his hideout be tucked away under some random freeway bridge or something?”
Devlin continued to smirk, his eyes studying me very closely. “I agree with your reasoning, however, he has been using magic to disguise it from other Faelorehn. Remember how I told you his own glamour had diminished and seemed hidden from my view? The empty magic around that building last night had the same feel to it, and then I realized that although I’d been by that area many times, I’d never really noticed the place.”
I furrowed my brow and Devlin laughed. “I know it sounds odd; it feels even stranger when I experience it, but that is the best way I can describe it.”
“If that’s the case, then how did you find it in the first place? And how did you get in? When I arrived there were two bouncers even bigger than you ready to turn me away. If it hadn’t been for Mikael’s invitation, I would have been shunned too.”
Devlin’s look suddenly grew dark, and I regretted bringing it up.
“Is that how you nearly ended up under his spell?” he asked quietly.
I bit my cheek and looked away. Yes, I had almost been ensorcelled, hadn’t I?
The gentle brush of Devlin’s fingers against my cheek brought my attention back to him. He no longer looked angry, but calm.
“I was very angry last night when I saw you there, Robyn, but it is not for the reason you are thinking. I was terrified he had finally gotten to you, and I had no idea how to break you free of his hold. Fortunately,” he added with a wry grin, “you are far more tenacious than I have given you credit for.”
I smiled at that, my pride stretching and purring contentedly at his compliment.
“I wanted to help you,” I murmured. “And I thought if I showed interest in Mikael he might be willing to share some of his secrets. I thought I’d failed at securing any of them last night, but it looks like I distracted him long enough for you to sneak in.”
Devlin’s smile was pure delight and he said, “Ah yes, I never answered your question about that. First, I stumbled upon the building while tracking your trail of magic. Imagine my surprise when I got to the end of that trail and, out of nowhere, this building stands looming over me. As to how I got in, well, Enorah has a wealth of handy spells meant to cause a distraction.”
I didn’t ask him which particular spell he used, because at that moment he reached up and pulled me against him, our bare skin heating between us.
“Have you changed your mind about leaving?” I managed once I had a chance to catch my breath.
Devlin trailed calloused fingers down my back, and I arched against him. He sighed and nuzzled my neck.
“I have no choice,” he said gruffly. “Danua expects me to report later today, and I don’t want to risk angering her into revoking the deal we made.”
“But what about all the work you’ve put in? Surely that counts for something.”
Devlin pulled away from me but left his arms loosely wrapped around my waist.
“I only get my reward if I deliver the Daramorr or evidence of his destruction.”
That didn’t seem fair, but it made sense. After all, when a cash prize was up for grabs, the contestant didn’t get a portion of it for almost winning.
I reached up and stroked his cheek, brushing his hair back gently with my fingers.
“I don’t want you to lose your castle, Devlin, but do you really have to go this morning?” It was still dark outside, and I was guessing it was sometime after five in the morning.
“Yes,” was his answer. “The sooner I leave, the sooner I can request more help from Danua. There is still a chance Mikael saw me last night despite my efforts to remain unseen, so I need to act fast.”
We both tried to put off the inevitable, but eventually we had to leave the warm comfort of the bed. I offered him the shower, but he insisted I go first. As I headed for the bathroom I made him promise not to leave until I was out.
“I’ll give you a ride to the dolmarehn,” I said before closing the door behind me. “It’s the least I can do.”
To my relief, he nodded without arguing.
Forty minutes later, we were chugging along in my old car, heading north for Reservoir Canyon Road. White sheets of frost decorated rooftops, and the sun seemed like a distant light in the east. Devlin and I remained silent, unable to come up with anything to talk about. Eventually, we reached our exit, and I found myself pulling off to the side of the road. Up ahead, a sign marked the start of a trail.
“The dolmarehn is just a short walk from here,” Devlin murmured.
I snapped out of my melancholic daze and glanced at him, nodding my head.
A dirt trail meandered away from the road and we took it slowly, moving through the patch of mist that had settled in the area. Mixed oaks and other shrubs stood on the edge of a small clearing, and up ahead I could hear the telltale rush of water. We skirted a small hill, and then the source of the water made itself clear. A broad stream tumbled down the side of the hill, some of the falling water blocking a portion of the entrance to a dark cave. The stream continued over a pile of rocks before disappearing into the distance. I merely stood there gaping.
“That cave leads to the Otherworld?” I asked, glancing up at Devlin.
He nodded, his eyes glued to the spot.
The silence began to grow again, but before it could continue too long, and before I lost my nerve, I whispered, “When everything with Mikael is taken care of, will you ever come back again?”
Devlin took a long time to answer, and when he did his voice had softened even further.
“I will try.”
The corner of my mouth tugged up into a small smile, despite my morose state of mind. “That’s no guarantee,” I teased.
Devlin turned to face me and used his hand to tilt my face toward his. He planted a gentle kiss at the corner of my eye and whispered against my skin, “Nothing in life ever is. You can only ever find what hope you can and hang on to it for as long as possible. It may be like trying to keep hold of a Dotarbh with a single strand of thread, but you must never let it get free of you.”
“What’s a Dotarbh?”
Devlin smiled so brightly his eyes crinkled. “One of Donn’s magical bulls.”
Ah. Some massive Otherworldly creature then.
Devlin continued talking, “But eventually, something will come along to strengthen that hope; to transform that fine thread into a steel cable.”
“How can you be so sure?” I asked. I had held out hope for many things throughout my life, and most of the time it had amounted to nothing but bitter heartache.
“Because it has happened to me.”
“And what has turned your thread into a steel cable?” I said flippantly, pulling away from him and crossing my arms.
Devlin’s pale blue eyes met mine, their coolness unusually warm. In a low, harsh voice he said with conviction, “You.”
Before I could take another breath, he moved in, taking my face in his hands so that he could tilt my mouth up to meet his. The kiss was no less passionate than all the others he had given me, but this one held urgency and promise, as if he was giving me something to hold on to while he was away. That thread that would transform itself into a steel cable perhaps. Too soon, there was distance between us once again.
“Goodbye, Robyn,” he murmured. “I will return again when I can.”
I reached up and pulled him down for one last kiss before turning on my heel and walking briskly back up the trail. The fog was making it hard for me to breathe, and the light mist unfurling from the waterfall clung to my hair, leaving me damp and cold.
Up ahead, I spotted my car resting on the other side of the fence, a dark blotch of metal standing out in the mist. Now I could only wait and hope that Devlin did return and that everything with the Daramorr went as planned. He’ll be fine, my conscience told me. He’s getting help from the high queen’s soldiers, and then you’ll see him again. I just needed to keep telling myself that.
Stepping through the gap in the fence, I stuck my hand in my pocket, looking for my car keys. When I glanced up again, I noticed an odd lump on the hood of my car. Furrowing my brow, I moved closer. Folded neatly beneath a familiar purse was an equally familiar black leather jacket. For about a second, I was completely confused; then recognition set in.
A sharp yip distracted me, pulling my attention to the top of the slope on the opposite side of the road. A pale wolf with rust-colored ears stood gazing at me from between two oak trees, its tongue lolling from a mouth full of long teeth. Then another wolf, a mirror image of the first one, joined it. As the blood began to drain from my face, a sharp pain bloomed in my skull, quickly followed by a sickening wave of blackness that completely overwhelmed me.
 

-Twenty-Three-
Caught
 

Cold. The first thing I noticed was the cold, swiftly followed by an overwhelming ache in my head. It hurt so bad I wanted to moan my protest, but the harsh whisper of voices made me reconsider. My heart quickened its pace, and adrenalin born of fear raced through me. Was someone in my apartment with me?
As I lay there trying to make out what was being said, I realized something else: the reason I was so cold. My clothes were missing, well, everything but my bra and underwear. What the heck? And I was lying on something rough and icy. I tried to move my arm slowly to get a sense of what it was, but then another harsh reality hit me. Cruel metal bit into my wrist. I tested the other hand. That one was secured as well. Doing my best not to panic, I took several deep breaths and rolled my head to the side. That frosty roughness met my hot cheek and I finally recognized it. I was lying, mostly naked, chained to a stone slab. This was one hell of a bad dream, and I was ready to wake up.
The voices drew closer, as if drifting from one room to another. I risked cracking open one eye and caught a glimpse of several metal sconces attached to a rock wall fit with blazing torches. Was I in a cave? How had I gotten here? My mind whirred, despite the headache, and I tried desperately to remember what had happened before this moment. I recalled going to the nightclub to meet Mikael, dancing with him and becoming intoxicated with his glamour. Somehow I’d managed to break free of it before it went too far and had escaped through the back of the club, making it home to my apartment unscathed.
Devlin had been there waiting for me, the memory of his cold accusations and my harsh anger adding extra pain to my headache. And I recalled the argument that boiled up until it spilled over, finally giving that strange, building attraction between us room to work. The recollection of his intense kiss and my eager reaction flooded my mind … and then what had happened afterward.
Heat unrelated to the fever in my body burned through me. Devlin. Where was Devlin? I had driven him to the dolmarehn he used to cross between our two worlds, but that’s the last thing I could remember before waking up here.
Those voices from earlier were nearly upon me now, harsh and quiet, grating against this strange cavernous space I was in and echoing between the walls.
“She’s been here nearly two days. That’s long enough,” a familiar, masculine voice growled.
“Just keep drugging her! The last one we captured only had enough glamour for one of us, and I’m not going to let you hog it all this time. Besides, why else did you have me sacrifice our slaves if not to give us a little extra glamour to remain protected while we wait for hers to manifest?”
My spinning thoughts screeched to a halt. I knew that pouty voice: Moira. And the other one was Mikael. Two days, he’d said. They’d held me captive for that long? Had anyone bothered to look for me? Instantly my mind rushed to Devlin, but then I remembered he had left for the Otherworld for who knew how long. He would not think to look for me because he would have no clue I was gone.
“The last one was not Taeriehl,” Mikael hissed. “And there were other reasons to do away with the Noctyrnum. They had become a liability.”
A soft snort from Moira, then a lengthy pause where all I could hear was the whisper of the torch flames. I could feel their eyes roving over me, and I wanted so desperately to squirm, but then they’d know I was awake.
“Her glamour will be vast and fierce,” Mikael finally continued. “We must act now, Moira, before that hound of Danua’s finds her.”
I pictured Moira rolling her eyes at that. “Are you afraid of that little half-breed forest dweller? His glamour is hardly strong enough to squash a mosquito. He is no match for either of us.”
A sharp intake of breath from Moira’s section of the cave suggested that her brother had turned on her.
“Do not underestimate the wrath of a man in love, especially a Faelorehn one! He may not be pure-blooded, but he will fight to the death and his strength will be magnified because of it,” he growled. “We do this now.”
I did not have time to consider his words because in the next breath the soft swish of a knife being drawn from a leather sheath grated against my ears. Fear spiked through me again, and when the cold, sharp metal pricked my arm, I could not hide my gasp of shock. I glanced down, straining my neck, only to find a small puncture wound that oozed blood.
“She awakens. We must act swiftly before she comes around completely. Go make ready the instruments.”
Mikael’s voice was flat and emotionless, in harsh contrast to what his tone had been when he had tried to seduce me.
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted his sister, her face grim and determined. She nodded once, then turned on her heel and headed out of the cave and into another room. Now that they knew I was awake, there was no reason to remain silent.
“What the hell are you planning on doing to me?” I demanded, my anger nearly matching my terror.
Mikael ignored me and moved to tighten whatever chains or leather straps held my hands down. For a few seconds I had a little bit of freedom with my right arm so I lashed out, raking my fingernails against his skin. Mikael hissed and leapt back.
“Bitch!” he snarled before striking me across the face.
My cheek exploded with pain and I cried out. Bastard! He’d better make sure I couldn’t escape or my fingernails would be the least of his worries.
Once I’d regained a modicum of my composure I snarled, “I asked you a question, asshole!”
A deep chuckle filled the cold, damp space, and I shivered.
“Such a sharp tongue you have, Robyn dearest. It’s a shame we couldn’t make things work between us.”
He stepped out of the shadows and ran a finger gently down the side of my face where he’d slapped me.
“I wouldn’t mind discovering what else you could do with that tongue of yours.”
“You’re a sick bastard,” I spat, praying that he’d move his hand closer to my mouth so I could bite it.
“And you’re an easy source of glamour,” he countered, moving away. “Do you have any idea what you are?”
I tugged at my restraints but it was no use. I was pinned down like an insect in some entomologist’s macabre little collection.
“I’m just a mortal with strong earthly magic,” I managed, a little bit of my fierceness wearing off.
Mikael laughed again. “Oh, that Lorehnin fool was so obsessed with wheedling out my glamour that he never gave yours a close enough look.”
That couldn’t be true. Devlin had done a thorough examination of my glamour and had proclaimed it earthbound.
“So what do you plan to do? Sacrifice me to the Morrigan in the hopes that you can get a little more of her magic?”
I craned my neck again and caught the glint of white teeth flashing beneath a dark hood. The sight was positively sinister.
“Oh, something like that,” Mikael crooned with a wave of his hand. “So much of her glamour waits me in the Otherworld, but there are also so many like my sister and I, scrambling to get to it while remaining out of the sight of the high queen and her allies.”
“And you wish to bolster your power by squeezing what magic you can from my world in order to give yourselves a fighting chance,” I said with bitterness.
“Clever girl,” he said, his voice clipped with slight annoyance. “But not clever enough to realize you were being played the entire time.”
The Daramorr was wrong. I’d had a pretty good idea I was being played, and so did Devlin. We just had no idea when the trap would be sprung, or how.
I blinked my eyes, feeling grit gathering in the corners. The amplified scrapes and clunks of Mikael’s preparations made me squirm, and the abrasions on my wrists and ankles burned with discomfort.
“What does Taeriehl mean?” I finally asked. I’d heard him mention it earlier, and I was hoping to distract him and delay whatever fate awaited me. Maybe in that time, I’d think of a way out of this. Yeah right.
Mikael either didn’t hear me or chose to ignore me, because the next time he spoke it wasn’t to answer my question.
“Now, Robyn dear, as much as I enjoy toying with you our time is running out.”
He moved further into the shadows, and a breath of icy air poured through the cavern as if an army of haunted souls exhaled all at once. Raw panic filled my veins, and I started to take the whole struggling thing seriously.
Before I could so much as scream my fear and fury, Mikael started uttering a strange chant, the cadence of his voice and the flickering shadows cast by firelight only adding to the ghastly aura of the cavern. He picked up three black feathers and arranged them on my stomach, each one pointing outward in a different direction. The movement tickled, and when I jerked to the side, causing one feather to dislodge and float to the ground, he calmly picked it up and replaced it. I realized then that my wrists and ankles weren’t going anywhere and the black leather belt across my middle was doing a splendid job at keeping my hips in place. This could not be happening. It had to be a dream.
I wrenched my head to the side, not caring about the pain, and fixed my eyes upon my tormentor. Mikael was draped in a black robe, the hood now thrown back and his cruel, handsome face half cloaked in shadow. He had another feather in his hand, and as I watched, he dipped it into a shallow dish formed out of what appeared to be obsidian. He lifted the feather, the end dripping with something wet and dark. I swallowed hard. Blood. He touched the feather to my skin and began painting a gruesome pattern on my legs, abdomen and arms, the tip resting over the storm cloud tattoo below my elbow. Despite my determination to remain brave, I could feel tears stinging the corners of my eyes. I tried thrashing again, pulling so hard against my restraints that the metal and leather cut into my skin.
Mikael ceased his low chanting. “Resistance will not help you, Robyn. It will only make what is to come worse.”
“Why are you doing this?” I rasped, my voice catching in my throat. “I am not Faelorehn. I’m not even Lorehnin. You’ve made a huge mistake. Please, just let me go!”
Mikael ignored me and continued his preparations, walking over to a basin cut into the side of the cavern to wash his hands. Moira returned then, carrying a tray of smoking incense in one hand and a curved blade in the other. A flash of white caught my eye, and a sour taste filled my mouth when I recognized the wolf standing by her side. Its twin joined her, and the two animals nipped at each other playfully before Moira’s harsh command sent them from the room.
The sudden, sharp scent of the smoke made me think of death and suffering, and the cruel knife brought back memories of that night I had interrupted the Noctyrnum’s little torture party. Despite my determination to stay strong, bile crawled up my throat.
The Daramorr and his sister held their hands over me and began a new chant, this one starting out low and growing into something fiercer, more demanding. I didn’t know what the purpose of their invocation was, but it grated against my nerves. My skin started to prickle everywhere, and my fingertips and toes began to grow numb. I assumed it was from being chained to a nearly frozen rock for so long, but then a pale violet shimmer formed over my skin; a weird, hallucinogenic ripple of weightless water. Perhaps this is what happens when you die, I thought miserably. Perhaps this is that light at the end of the tunnel everyone always talks about. I blinked down at my arm again, watching the enchanting play of light.
Soon the tingling sensation grew to an almost painful level, and Mikael’s and Moira’s voices took on an urgent, excited tone. The two of them clasped hands, and I realized they were now both holding the knife. Slowly, they lifted it far above their heads.
I should have been screaming in terror, but I was far too distracted by the purple plasma covering my body. Now it was doing something even more bizarre. Tiny arcs, reminiscent of the solar flares on the surface of the sun, bridged up from my skin and burst like little bubbles. Mikael and his sister only seemed to grow more delighted at this, but the knife stayed right where it was, far above their heads.
My body sizzled with prickly sensation, and the arcs multiplied until my gaze was blurred from their beautiful brilliance. Some of the flares even began to grow bolder, shooting out into space like electrical charges instead of placid bubbles. Now that was really odd.
This seemed to be the cue Mikael and Moira were waiting for, because they both drew in a deep breath and plunged the knife downward. After that, time stilled to almost a stop. The knife arced slowly through the air as the siblings ended their chant. The violet electricity enwrapping my body reached to meet the blade, the sensation akin to two negative magnets being forced together. And beyond everything that was happening on the stone slab, I swore I could hear anguished shouting starting somewhere far away and moving ever closer.
Just as the knife plunged into my skin, a flash of brilliant amethyst light filled the cavern and seared my eyes. Moira screamed and Mikael roared― in glee or horror I couldn’t tell.
I drew in one last breath, my chest a giant wad of agony. So this must be what dying felt like. A roaring sound filled my ears, a horrendous noise that reminded me of anger and pain and despair. I could no longer see anything and a cold numbness spread over me, but I could still hear the sounds of a distant battle as I slipped away; the snarl and yelp of animals, the enraged shouts of warriors in the heat of battle, the clash of weapons. Anger, sharp and bitter, infused what blood I had left in my body. If it hadn’t been for the restraints holding me down, and the massive stab wound in my chest, I’d be right there in the midst of it all, finally showing Moira and Mikael what I was made of. Unfortunately, the current circumstances were stacked against me and my inner, ass-kicking demon had to sit this one out.
A final burst of violet energy seared what senses I had left, and the clamor abruptly stopped. I had no chance to think about it, because the pain lingering in my chest vanished along with all other sensations and I let go.
* * *
Light, friendly laughter woke me from my haze. I expected to have a raging headache, but nothing hurt, not even my wrists and ankles where the restraints had been. That was odd. Then it occurred to me that I had died and I was probably in the afterlife, wherever that was. I turned my head and glanced around. The frame of my vision was bordered by soft light, the kind of visual effect a first-year film student might use to portray a flashback scene. Okay, weird, but I was going to try to be open-minded about this whole death thing.
From the corner of my vision, a small girl no more than two or three came waddling into view. She was pale-skinned with dark, curly hair and a bright smile dominating her tiny face. Following her were a man and woman, both very young and not particularly tall. The woman strode up with the grace of a ballerina and scooped up the small girl, planting a kiss on her grubby cheek.
It was such a common scene; it could have happened at any park in the country. Yet something about this particular family caught my attention and held it. For a short time, I studied the man. He had dark hair and blue eyes, and he gazed upon the woman and child in outright adoration. I felt a twinge in my chest, and I wondered what it must be like to have a family that showed so much love. The woman turned and glanced at her husband, setting the child down to go tumble in the grass. She reached up her arms and wrapped them around the man’s neck, pulling him in for a chaste kiss. Her eyes were grey like mine, and there was some strange birthmark on the inside of her arm.
Somehow, I managed to move in for a closer look. Why it mattered that I see it, I couldn’t tell. Some other power was compelling me forward. By now, the woman had stepped away from the man and they were standing hand in hand, watching their daughter. The little girl stumbled and fell, and her mother instinctively reached out her arm in a comforting gesture. That’s when I finally got a good look at the blemish just below her elbow. I gasped, if the disembodied spirit of a recently deceased person could do such a thing, and lurched back in surprise. It was a tattoo, not a birthmark, and it matched the one on my arm: three swirls to form the cloud and a few zigzags representing lightning.
I reached down to rub the spot on my arm where my tattoo was, but my fingers only brushed air. For the first time since this strange dreamscape had appeared, I held my hands up in front of my face. I could see their outline, but there was no substance to them. So, I really was a ghost.
A sharp squeal pulled my attention back to the family. The girl was sitting on the grass, her face screwed up in outrage, not pain, from her fall. I had to laugh. She reminded me of myself when I was younger. I always attacked the world head-on and was far too stubborn to give in to pain or discomfort.
The mother cooed at her daughter, picking her up and comforting her despite the child’s determination to be invincible. As much as she tried, however, the girl could not resist her mother’s embrace. Eventually, she wrapped her arms around the woman’s neck and rested her tiny chin on a nurturing shoulder.
I could have spent all of eternity watching this family, but something else drew my senses, pulling me away from the moment. The fuzzy edges of my vision grew fuzzier, and I tried crying out in protest. Just before the image blipped out completely, the little girl turned her gaze toward me and I nearly choked. My own eyes, brilliant and grey and full of purpose, stared back at me. I had been wandering around in my own memory, and now it was being torn away from me.
No! I wanted to shout. No! Let me stay with them a little longer, please!
But it was no use. Whatever divine force now had control of my soul would not heed my pleas and whatever awareness I had left was snuffed out as my world went utterly dark.
 

-Twenty-Four-
Lorehnin
 

I woke up only to realize that my mind was completely blank. Usually the remains of some dream teased at the corner of my conscious or the muffled sounds of the outside world greeted me. This time I got nothing, no replay of any strange dreams and none of the familiar noises of my housemates stomping around upstairs. Instead, I found myself staring at a ceiling that wasn’t mine. This one had large log beams running across it, bare wooden planks filling the spaces in between. My eyes trailed the beams and crashed into the stone tower of a chimney. Okay, I knew I didn’t have a fireplace in my basement apartment. A space heater, yes, but definitely not a fireplace.
The squeak of someone shifting in a chair drew my attention away from the roof. I turned my head toward the sound. Ow! Not only did I have a pounding headache, but my neck hurt like crazy. Had I been in a car accident? Was this the hospital? No, hospitals were painted white and had sparse furnishings. This place I was in was more like a cabin.
Eventually, my cheek was resting against a pillow and my eyes fell upon someone I didn’t recognize. She sat in a plain wooden chair in the corner, her tall frame stretched out to its full extent. From what I could see, she had curly brown hair and broad shoulders, and she was dressed in clothes similar to what I’d first seen Devlin wearing. Devlin. Suddenly the memories came screeching back, forcing every ounce of strength from my body. I must have made a sound, because the woman shot up from her relaxed pose and moved toward my bed.
“You’re awake,” she stated, her tone betraying a trace of relief.
I tried out my voice and nearly curled in on myself at the harsh sound of it. “Devlin,” I managed.
The woman pressed a cool palm to my forehead and smoothed her face into a mask of concentration. Her grey-green eyes studied me and I couldn’t help but notice she had that strange beauty that Devlin, Mikael and Moira possessed. Was she Faelorehn? And if so, where had she come from?
“Devlin was by your side until earlier this morning. He had urgent business and couldn’t stay. Only when I promised to look after you did he leave, and even then it was with great reluctance.”
A wry smile twisted the woman’s lips, and she went to fetch her chair so that she could sit beside my bed.
“Where am I?” I croaked. “Who are you?”
“The Weald and Enorah, in that order. Devlin brought you here as soon as he wrangled you away from the Daramorr and his sister.”
Enorah? Devlin’s friend from the Otherworld? I felt dizzy, but I had to know what had happened. Enorah proceeded to tell me.
“The Daramorr had you for a few days before he and his waspish sister tried to extract your glamour. In that time, Devlin returned to the mortal world and realized right away that something was wrong. Your car was still parked where it had been when you dropped him off at the dolmarehn. He tracked your glamour back here. Well, not here specifically, but to one of the many small caverns on the edge of the Weald where Mikael and his sister had been hiding when not stirring up trouble in the mortal world.”
Enorah’s explanation did nothing to calm my thoughts. I lifted a hand and pressed it to my forehead, wincing when the action caused a searing pain in my chest. Glancing down, I noticed that a good portion of the left side of my torso was wrapped in white bandages. Fear trickled through my blood, and I trained my eyes on Enorah.
“What happened to me?” I demanded, my voice low and harsh.
Enorah drew in a long, steady breath. “The short explanation? Mikael and Moira used their glamour to subdue you and drag you back into the Otherworld, where they chained you to a stone slab and attempted to carve out your heart.”
I felt my jaw go slack with horror. Enorah only met me with neutral eyes. Damn. Talk about a no-nonsense answer to my question. Lifting my other arm, I finally managed to place my palm against my forehead. It still hurt, and I cringed at the raw marks on my wrist, but at least I could give myself the illusion of shooing away my headache. It also gave me a chance to play Enorah’s words over again in my mind. Mikael and his sister had tried to sacrifice me. They had kidnapped me and brought me to.
My hand dropped and the blood drained from my face. Had Enorah said earlier that I was in the Weald? Wasn’t that the forest in the Otherworld where Devlin lived?
Enorah must have become aware of my confusion because she sat up straighter, her expression adopting a look of patience.
“The Weald?” I squeaked. “Did you say I was in the Weald, the one in the Otherworld? As in Eile, the place mortals can’t visit?”
Enorah seemed amused because all she did was smile and nod.
Holy. Crap. I flounced back against my pillows as the shock washed over me.
“Well, if that’s true then I must be…”
I let my words trail off.
“Of Faelorehn descent, yes, but we believe you are most likely Lorehnin. Not full-blooded Faelorehn, yet with enough of our blood in your veins that you can cross into our world.”
“Like Devlin,” I murmured, trying to encourage all of my simmering emotions to settle down. I had been nearly murdered, had been sure I was dead, and was just now learning that I was Lorehnin. It was almost too much for even me to deal with.
“I wouldn’t say that,” Enorah added with some humor. “But yes, you most likely had one Faelorehn parent and one human parent.”
Silence descended upon us for several moments, and I had to give Enorah credit. She understood the astonishment I was experiencing and was kind enough to let me deal with it on my own.
After a while, a memory of my ordeal surfaced, a recollection of numb fingers and an odd, violet light surrounding me. The same sensation that had zapped me the night the faelah attacked and the time Mikael had kissed me.
“So that strange, purple electricity I saw when Mikael―”
“Yes,” Enorah said quickly, cutting me short. “I believe that was your own glamour. That’s what the two of them were after.”
I blinked stupidly at her. I conjured up an image of Devlin’s own power, soft and yellow and non-violent, the opposite of what mine seemed to be. Clearing my throat, I asked, “Do any other Lorehnin men and women have glamour like that?”
Now the light, friendly look on Enorah’s face faded, and she glanced at me with hooded eyes. “Not that I’m aware of,” she admitted. “And I’m guessing this is why Devlin didn’t recognize you for what you were when you first met. That and the fact that your glamour was so faded after spending years in the mortal world.”
Wonderful. Another mystery to keep my mind on that hamster wheel. But at least it explained Devlin’s failure to properly place my magic. And then the scene from the time I’d spent between life and death popped into my head.
“My mother,” I whispered, more to myself than anyone else.
“Pardon?” Enorah queried, sitting up straighter in the chair and leaning closer.
I blinked up at her, my eyes suddenly feeling misty.
“I saw my mother, when I was…” I swallowed hard, finding it difficult to put into words what had been a reality not too long ago. “When I was dying,” I managed. “She was Faelorehn, wasn’t she?”
Enorah’s eyes held sympathy but she shook her head. “I don’t know. We are just now learning about this, along with you.”
I nodded and lowered my head, a sudden twinge in the knife wound in my chest giving protest.
“I have a feeling she was. She had a tattoo, just like mine.”
I stretched my arm out for Enorah to see.
“Ah, yes, Devlin spoke about it the last time he was here. He said it looked familiar and I have to agree with him now that I see it.”
“But you’re not sure where you’ve seen it,” I offered.
The tall woman shook her head. “It will come to me eventually. What is important now is that you are safe and free of the Daramorr’s clutches.”
A shiver of dread coursed over me.
“Is that where Devlin is?”
“No.”
Enorah adopted a strange look, one that made me focus on her more intently.
“He had to report to the queen. Let her know that the Daramorr and his sister got away.”
I felt my jaw fall open, and I stared at her. No way. How could Mikael and Moira have gotten away? They had been on some power high during that strange ritual and were so intensely focused on ending me that a kindergartener could have taken them out. How could Devlin have let them get away?
“But, he can still track them, right?” I rasped.
Enorah shook her head once more. “Not with the amount of glamour they were able to pull from you. They are probably a thousand or more miles away, perhaps in some other realm besides Eile or the mortal world. They will not show their faces again for a long time, I’m afraid. Whatever special element your glamour possesses will help them hide and fight off anyone or anything that tries to capture them, even Devlin.”
I groaned and rubbed my face, hissing when my wound reminded me of my helplessness.
“This is my fault,” I moaned. “I should have been more careful. I should have left as soon as I dropped Devlin off at the dolmarehn. Had I just stayed in the car, Mikael and Moira might not have moved in to take me.”
“Robyn,” Enorah said, her voice sharper than it had been earlier. “You are not to blame. If you had driven home, they just would have gone to your apartment. They were ready to act, and nothing you could have done would have prevented them from doing so.”
I swallowed back my misery and asked the question I was afraid to ask.
“Did Devlin lose his castle then?”
Enorah’s slight grimace was answer enough. I released a deep sigh and contemplated disappearing for a hundred years or so.
I was so lost in my guilt that Enorah’s hand on my shoulder startled me.
“Robyn, look at me.”
I didn’t want to. Like the stubborn little girl from my memory, I was determined to wallow in my melancholy by myself. No help needed from anyone else.
“Robyn,” Enorah pressed, her tone firm.
Dang it. I couldn’t resist a Faelorehn warrior woman demanding my attention, no matter how headstrong I was.
When I glanced up, kind green eyes met mine. She smiled, her expression a little sad, but pleasant as well.
“There is nothing Devlin did that he wouldn’t do again. He knew that barging in on their ritual could mean losing them, but he did it anyway. You are far more important to him than a run-down castle.”
I wanted to deny it, to tell her that she was wrong. “What about his brother?” I whispered.
Enorah sat back at that, her eyes now wide.
“Rhyne? What about him?”
I took a heavy breath and released it. “Devlin said his brother needed a distraction to keep him out of trouble. He worked so hard for the both of them, and to lose it all in the blink of an eye?”
Enorah barked out a laugh, and I furrowed my brow at her. I didn’t see what was so funny.
“Oh, Rhyne is a big boy, and he can take care of himself. Besides, both of them will always have a home here in the Weald if they want it.”
“Still doesn’t mean he should have made that sacrifice,” I grumbled. Having a miniature, subdued hissy fit after almost dying was totally acceptable for a woman of my age.
Enorah sobered right away. “Do you regret his decision? Would you rather now be dead?”
I gave her an acerbic look. Of course I didn’t regret his decision, I only felt terrible that it had meant pulling out of the race only inches away from the finish line.
Enorah sat and studied me for a few moments as I tried my best to seem insignificant. The trauma of my near-death experience was dominating my consciousness, but there was so much more to consider as well: learning I was Lorehnin; waking up in the Otherworld with some Amazon warrior to keep me company and explain everything that had happened to me; sorting out my feelings concerning Devlin. It was going to take me awhile to process everything.
Enorah must have known of my internal struggle because she leaned in again, her elbows resting on her knees. Without looking at me she said in a soft voice, “That’s not all that Devlin sacrificed.”
That got my attention. I looked at her, practically holding my breath as I waited for her to continue.
“I’m telling you this now because I know Devlin never will and because I think he has come to mean something to you.”
She paused and looked up, making sure I was following her.
“A few years back Devlin, my brother and I, along with Devlin’s brother and one other, were called to the east to deal with a threat. Cernunnos asked us specifically and promised us each a favor should we complete our task to his satisfaction. A favor from someone like Cernunnos is a once-in-a-lifetime gift and not to be wasted on anything trivial.”
I couldn’t quite see where this was going, but I nodded when Enorah gave me a look of inquiry.
She took a deep breath before continuing. “Devlin tracked you to that cave, alone, because he didn’t have time to return to the Weald and ask for help. He went in knowing that he was going to face the Daramorr and his equally powerful sister. But he knew that if he didn’t, you would die.”
I opened my mouth to say something, not quite sure what, but she held up a hand and kept talking.
“When Mikael’s knife dropped and pierced your skin, Devlin was sure you were dead, or would soon be so, and there was enough raw glamour swirling around the cavern to knock out a large horse. Somehow he managed to make it to your side and get you free.”
“And just how did he do that? With Mikael and Moira, and their spirit guides, standing by?”
I needed to say something because listening to this story was making me antsy. Besides, there were so many questions I had, and Devlin wasn’t here to answer them for me.
Enorah looked up at me, the green in her eyes fading to grey, and smiled.
“There is a phenomenon that happens with people of the Otherworld sometimes. When emotions run high, our glamour can amplify, and oftentimes we can pour our own magic into others. I’ve seen it happen before. I think this is what happened with Devlin. Seeing you in the state you were in, imagining you had drawn your last breath, sent him over the edge. He may be Lorehnin, but his glamour is strong.”
“Yet they got away,” I said in a dejected voice. They got away and Devlin lost his castle.
“Well, not that easily,” Enorah admitted. “Mikael and Moira resisted at first, and Devlin managed to do a little damage before the two of them escaped.”
I regarded her with a raised eyebrow.
“From what I understand, he was attempting to behead Mikael when his sister shoved him out of the way, taking the brunt of the strike. Nearly took off her ear and left a nice deep cut across her face. That’s about when Mikael released a torrent of glamour that threw Devlin against the wall.”
I opened my mouth to ask if he was okay, but paused when Enorah held up a hand.
“He’s fine, but that’s why the fight ended there and why the Daramorr and his sister were able to slink away. Devlin and I suspect Mikael may have used a good portion of your stolen glamour to create that blast.”
I shook my head in disgust. “All that energy and senseless waste of life, just to let go of all that they had worked for.”
Enorah shrugged. “The Daramorr and his sister haven’t grown so powerful by being stupid. They knew what would happen should Devlin forget about his fear for you and notice them, and they have grown accustomed to waiting for what they want. Besides, I have no way of telling if it was your glamour or his own that he used against Devlin. I wasn’t there, and Devlin was too distracted to take the time to look closely at it.”
I released a heavy sigh and turned my head to the side. Okay, that didn’t hurt as bad as I expected. There was a window set in the wall across the room, and I tried to peer through it. The curtains were sheer so I could still see the trees beyond. The Otherworld. Eile. For a moment, I forgot about Devlin and his foolish sacrifice and thought about everything Enorah had told me. I was Lorehnin, born of one Faelorehn parent and one mortal parent. And I could pass into the Otherworld. A bubble of happiness welled up, and I wanted so badly to let it consume me, but too many bad memories and thoughts still occupied my mind. When I get over this ordeal, I’m going to explore every inch of this place, I thought. Oh, if only the high school version of myself had known what was in store for my future.
Only when Enorah began speaking again did I realize she’d never finished her story.
“And so after that sloppy confrontation, Devlin had you, but you were bleeding badly, and he had no idea how much time you had left. If Rhyne had been with him, he might have been able to save you. Rhyne’s glamour can heal people, even those gravely wounded. But Devlin was alone. Fortunately, the cavern where the Daramorr had taken you was right on the edge of the Weald, and he knew a few shortcuts to the Tree of Life.”
“The Tree of Life?” I interrupted, turning my attention back on the Faelorehn woman. “You mean the Celtic Tree of Life, the one in all of the myths?”
Enorah smiled softly and nodded her head.
“The very one. Cernunnos can sometimes be summoned if you visit the place where the tree grows, so Devlin headed in that direction. It took him over an hour to get there. He never stopped to rest, so by then, he was mentally and physically exhausted.”
I lowered my eyes and carefully crossed my arms over my chest, noticing exactly what I was wearing for the first time. Some old-fashioned nightgown or shirt, like the ones Devlin wore from the Otherworld. At least I’m not still naked, I mused.
“This story sounds a little embellished,” I grumbled, returning to the conversation.
“It’s not,” Enorah insisted. “Well, not much at least.”
I snorted a small laugh and gave her a wry grin.
Ignoring my doubt, she picked up her tale once again. “After he made it to his destination, Devlin began shouting at the top of his lungs, begging for an audience with the god of the wild. You understand, Cernunnos is one of the Tuatha De. His glamour is much more vast than that which we common Faelorehn possess.”
I suddenly remembered a detail she had shared earlier, and I sucked in a breath of astonishment. Finally, it was beginning to make sense. In a quiet voice, I murmured, “And he owed Devlin a favor.”
For several bone-tingling seconds I was speechless, my mind trying to wrap itself around everything Enorah had said. I had been god knows how close to death, perhaps I even had been dead, but Devlin had used his favor to keep me alive. My throat tightened, and I felt tears form in my eyes. Ah, hell, I was going to cry in front of Enorah. Wouldn’t that be lovely? Me, who as of a few months ago never showed my softer side, was going to break down right here, in this strange place, in this ridiculous nightshirt.
Sniffling back my emotion, I glanced up at the other woman. Enorah didn’t look at me with pity or shame or humor. No, that was some other sentiment lingering in her eyes. Fascination? Pride? Wonder? Ha! Yes, because a small, bristly, barely alive college girl, who was moments away from bursting into tears, was the kind of person you looked up to.
“Yes,” she finally said, her voice soft, “Cernunnos owed Devlin a favor, and he claimed it that night by asking the god of the wild to restore your life.”
I had come to that conclusion already but hearing it from Enorah only made it more real. Somehow, I managed to keep my composure, but just barely.
“So you see, Devlin does not think you are unworthy, Robyn Dunbarre. The fact that he used his favor to save your life is very telling. And the fact that you have been the one to move him in such a way should be so as well.”
I dropped my gaze but said, “He’s always come off that way to me. At least in the short time I’ve known him. The first time we met, he was taking a stand against a group of men who were harassing me.”
I gave her a smirk, my old, spunky self surfacing once again. “I like to think I would have been able to handle the situation on my own, but it was still kind of charming having him show up in all his Otherworldly glory. In fact, my first thought was that he was a lunatic. He scared me more than those men did.”
Enorah surprised me by laughing out loud. “Have you told him this?”
I shook my head, the tears finally subsiding for good, and I beamed at her. “Wouldn’t want to dent his pride.”
She chuckled and dropped her head before standing up.
“Well, I’ve said enough for one day. I’ll leave you to think on my words, and if you’re feeling up to it, I can have someone escort you home either today or tomorrow. Unfortunately, Devlin will likely be gone for a week or more while dealing with the queen, or else I’d invite you to stay longer. I’m sure you have a life waiting for you back in the mortal world … and some explaining to do concerning your sudden absence.”
I flinched at that. Yes, having been gone for two days without leaving word, especially since my car was probably still parked on the side of the road near the hiking trail, would draw notice. Oh boy. At least I still had another day or so before I was due for my next shift at work.
“Then I’d better leave right now,” I said.
Pressing my hands beside me, I moved to stand up, gasping and falling back into the bed as soon as I did so. Ow. My knife wound was deeper than I’d thought.
Enorah was at my side in an instant. “Be careful! Rhyne has done what he could with you, but you need rest.”
Gritting my teeth, I spat out, “If I don’t get home as soon as possible and prove to my friends that I’m not lying murdered in a ditch somewhere, there could be some serious repercussions. It will be hard enough hiding the knife wound and the abrasions on my wrists.”
If anyone in the mortal world saw my injuries, there would be a full-out investigation and I really didn’t want anyone peeling away all the layers of whatever false story I’d have to invent. Or maybe I would be lucky and my car would be where I’d left it, unscathed and unnoticed. Lots of people used the trail, but I was hoping not too many of them would be in the mood for hiking right after the New Year. In that case, I’d only have my housemates and maybe Kelly to answer to if they’d noticed my absence at all.
With some help, I managed to stand on my own. Enorah left to find me some clothes since mine had been lost during the confusion in the cave. I was surprised when she came back with a pair of pants and a blouse. Not quite my style, but at least I wouldn’t stick out like a sore thumb back in the mortal world.
“We often find ourselves venturing between the worlds,” she said by way of explanation. “It’s good to be prepared.”
The Faelorehn woman acted as a living crutch, helping me out onto the porch. The first thing to hit my senses was the cool, crisp air. The freshness and magic of it poured into my lungs and filled me with an overwhelming sense of euphoria. Home, my soul seemed to cry out, we’re home.
The trees above were mostly bare for the winter, and a few patches of clean, white snow littered the ground. Up ahead, two rows of cabins similar to the one we’d just exited stood resting between the trees. At the far end, in the center of it all was a pile of massive logs, burning like great, glowing orange furnaces. Hunkered around the fire were several children of varying ages, rubbing their hands together and holding them up to the fire. It all looked so beautiful, this ancient, quiet place. Tilting my chin upward and holding my head high, I took one tentative step, Enorah by my side making sure I didn’t face-plant into the mud.
Several other Faelorehn men and women approached, all dressed in the same woodsy outfit as Enorah.
“This is Robyn Dunbarre, for those of you who do not already know. She is insisting on going home today. I would detain her, but her people are probably worried about her and they need to know that she is all right.”
Everyone milled around, some nodding somberly, others whispering to one another.
“Kiernan, Tegan and Ellon, you will come with us. She must pass through the dolmarehn on the northwest hillock.”
Three people, two young men around my age and a girl who looked no older than ten, stepped up. The two men had the good looks I was starting to recognize in all of these Otherworldly people. Kiernan had black hair and stark blue eyes, while Ellon’s hair was chestnut brown with eyes to match. Tegan was a whole other story. She was small with brilliant red hair and eyes a color I couldn’t describe. She remained quiet as we made our slow journey, but something about her made me think her soul burned as fiercely as her silence. Or maybe that was her glamour. Either way, my instincts were warning me that there was more to this little girl than met the eye. I smiled despite myself. In that aspect she reminded me of myself.
A few hours later our journey came to an end. The Otherworld, although similar in looks to some places in the mortal world, was something that couldn’t be described in words alone. One had to come here and feel it for themselves. I bit my lip, still wondering if this was all a dream from which I would soon wake. Either way, I didn’t want to leave.
When your injury is healed, you can come back. I smiled brightly at that internal thought. I could come back, couldn’t I? I was half Faelorehn, after all. And that got me thinking. If my father, or from what I had concluded based on that strange dream, my mother, was Faelorehn, where was he or she now? Did I have family here? I couldn’t wait to start looking for them but first I had to figure out how to deal with my old life. And was I willing to leave it completely behind? It’s not like I had any family to miss me in the mortal world. Again, thoughts for later, when the ordeal of the past week wore off and I could think clearly.
“We’re here,” Enorah said quietly, gesturing toward a crevasse in the low hillside.
I peered through the grey mist shrouding the place she had indicated. Ancient oaks grew on either side of the crack in the earth, their roots like knobby fingers holding the fissure open. I gave Enorah a wary glance.
“Don’t worry, I’ll go with you and make sure you make it safely to the other side.”
The Faelorehn woman took a step toward the gap in the hillside and reached out a hand. “Ready?”
Not really. “Yes,” I said with some reluctance, letting Enorah pull me up by her side. I turned toward our small party and thanked them for their help.
Kiernan and Ellon nodded, and Tegan remained still. Well, that was the easiest farewell I’d ever experienced.
“Just to warn you, passing through a dolmarehn can have a strange feeling if you’re new at it.”
The look I gave Enorah must have been one of horror because she laughed and added, “It’s not a bad feeling, just odd.”
Swallowing back my trepidation, I put my hands on my hips and boasted, “I can handle it.”
Enorah beamed. “I thought so. Now, just step forward. You’ll feel a tugging sensation, then a sense of weightlessness. Before you know it, you’ll be on the other side.”
Kicking my fear in the ribs, I followed her directions and took another step forward, sending up a silent prayer that my car (and the extra key hidden beneath the wheel well) was still where I’d left it a few days ago. Once fully inside the damp, cramped space, a strange sensation akin to the stomach-dropping effect experienced when riding on an elevator yanked my torso forward. For an undetermined amount of time, I was suspended in space, but then the clear, vibrant sound of rushing water and a veil of cool mist greeted me as my feet touched down on solid ground. Confused, I blinked my eyes, the darkness broken only by a round window of light far ahead. I stepped forward, putting my hand out to the side to steady myself. My fingers brushed against something cold, hard and slimy. Ewww! I retracted my hand and wiped it on my pants. Better on the fabric than on my fingers.
I felt Enorah’s presence solidify behind me.
“Just walk straight ahead,” she said, her voice echoing.
I nodded and made for the end of the tunnel. The sound of whooshing water had been coming from a small waterfall cascading over part of the tunnel entrance. Ah. Now that made sense. It was the dolmarehn I had driven Devlin to only a few days ago.
We stepped out into the midday light, only getting slightly soaked by the water. After we crossed the stream, it was a short walk to the road where, to my great relief, I spotted my trusty car waiting patiently for my return. As we moved closer, I noticed that my jacket and purse were still folded neatly on the hood. The memory sent chills down my spine, and I could have sworn the throbbing pain where Mikael’s knife had nearly killed me increased just a little.
Taking a deep breath, I knelt down and used my uninjured arm to reach under the wheel well. My fingers scraped away at rust before they found a familiar metal box. I pulled it free and slid it open, my nerves melting with relief.
“Yes!” I hissed. At least I wouldn’t have to walk home. “I’ll be okay, so long as my car starts,” I told Enorah.
She shook her head slowly. “Devlin made me promise to see you to your apartment and to check for faelah after you had locked yourself inside.”
I shook my head in bemusement. A week ago, I would have thrown a fit in response to his overly protective behavior. Now I was enormously grateful for it.
“All right,” I sighed as I stood up, “but you’re going to have to walk back by yourself.”
Enorah shrugged, as if walking a handful of miles was something she did every day. I almost snorted. It probably was something she did every day without a second thought.
With some reluctance, my car’s engine turned and grumbled to life. Steering proved a challenge, what with the protests coming from my left side, but I managed to make it to my street without tearing my wound open. I parked in my usual spot beside the curb, and Enorah opted to check my yard and the surrounding area for any Otherworldly creepy-crawlies while I knocked on the front door of the house to see if my roommates had a spare key. Jennifer answered the door, giving me an assessing look as she stepped aside.
“Nice pants. Haven’t seen you for the past few days. Get lucky with a date?”
Thinking fast, I gave her a bashful smile and nodded.
“Way to go Robyn!” she crooned. “I don’t even want to know how you lost your key but I can only imagine.”
Oh yay! Like my less-than-stellar reputation needed to be dragged through some more mud.
Jennifer fetched me a key then bid me farewell as I made my way to the side of the house, eager to be in my familiar room. Enorah was waiting for me when I reached my door.
“All clear,” she said in a professional voice. “Now for a quick check of your apartment.”
Inside, my place looked the same as it always did. The bed was in disarray, of course, because I had expected to come right home after dropping Devlin off, and the bananas in the kitchen I had meant to dispose of last week had gone completely brown, attracting a small cloud of fruit flies. Other than that, everything looked to be unscathed.
Enorah glanced around and then wandered into the kitchen and the bathroom. She came back out into the living room and eyed the bed with an accusing stare.
“I’m assuming the bed was like this when you left the other morning?”
And darn it, if there wasn’t a trace of amusement in her voice. I gritted my teeth and fought against the blush that bloomed on my cheeks. Really, I shouldn’t be embarrassed, but Enorah was practically a stranger.
“Yes, everything is how I left it,” I managed.
Enorah gave the yard one final check outside before leaving.
“Stay safe Robyn Dunbarre and I do hope we meet again.”
“Thank you,” I said, “for everything.”
Enorah smiled. “I’ll be sending some of the older Wildren to keep an eye on your place for the next few weeks.”
I opened my mouth to protest, but she held up a hand. “As certain as we are that Moira and Mikael are long gone, there is still a slight chance we are wrong. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you if we are. Besides, there are still the stray faelah to consider.”
Clamping my mouth shut, I gave a quick nod. She was right, of course, and blind stubbornness would not protect me should a Cumorrig or some other sinister creature show up on my lawn one evening.
Enorah turned to leave.
“And don’t forget what I told you about Devlin,” she called over her shoulder as she began her hike back to the dolmarehn.
“Like I ever could,” I murmured to myself once her tall figure had disappeared around the bend in the street, leaving me to put my fractured life back together all on my own.
 

-Twenty-Five-
Return
 

As soon as Enorah’s retreating figure was out of sight, I remembered that I was without a cell phone, having lost it somewhere in the Otherworld.
Grabbing the spare set of keys hanging in the kitchen, I burst out the door and went back upstairs to return my housemates’ set and perhaps borrow one of their phones.
Jennifer opened the door again when I knocked.
“Mind if I use your phone?” I asked, handing over the keys.
“Go right ahead. It’s in the kitchen.”
Jennifer returned to the living room to watch a movie, and I was given a modicum of privacy. I dialed the cafe, keeping my fingers crossed anyone but Moira answered. After Enorah’s speech about posting Faelorehn guards around my apartment, I was feeling a little paranoid. Taking a few minutes to come up with a story to explain my absence, I picked up the phone and dialed the number.
To my immense relief, Kelly answered on the third ring.
“The Green Tea Leaf, how can I help you?”
“Kell, it’s me, Robyn. Sorry I’ve been out of reach for the past few days, but I decided to spend part of my time off hanging out with Meghan’s family in Arroyo Grande. I managed to drop my cell phone in the sink while I was there, so I’m using my housemates’ landline right now. And to make matters worse two of Meghan’s brothers had the flu or something and gave it to me.”
I made sure to make my voice sound more gruff than usual. It wasn’t hard. All I had to do was think about how much my stab wound hurt.
“Robyn! I was wondering why you weren’t answering your phone! I called your cell the other day to see if you wanted to go shopping, but you didn’t pick up. Ugh, the flu. That’s no fun. I can cover for you tomorrow, but you might want to call Margie too. Oh, and you won’t believe it! Moira has disappeared! She didn’t show up for work yesterday, and no one seems to know where she is. Did she say anything to you? Margie is ticked and has started looking for a replacement.”
All my muscles froze. Oh, I knew exactly why she hadn’t shown up for work. She and her brother were too busy trying to sacrifice me. Snapping myself back to the present, I coughed a couple of times into my hand to keep up my whole sick act and abruptly sucked in a breath when a searing pain tore into my shoulder. Note to self: next time you decide to fake sick in order to cover up a knife wound, try to pick some other way to prove your illness that doesn’t involve tearing the injury open. Somehow, I managed to recover and return to the conversation.
“No! That’s so weird!” I wheezed, sniffling my nose for extra effect.
“Fortunately Jonathon’s offered to cover all her shifts, at least until school starts again.”
Oh good. Jonathon was okay. I wondered if Moira just up and left without saying a word to him. Probably. Oh well, he was better off without her.
“And one more thing,” Kelly dropped her voice. “I’m not sure if you heard, but if you’ve been at Meghan’s house all this time and haven’t seen the local news …”
Her voice trailed off, and dread shot through me. Something wasn’t right about her tone.
“That serial killer might have struck again.”
It took me a few moments to remember what Kelly was talking about. Oh, right, the bodies found a few months ago in the creek. And then a sickening realization flooded over me. Oh no. It had never been a serial killer who had murdered those people, but a brother and sister seeking out mortal magic.
Kelly was talking again, and it took me a moment to catch up to the conversation.
“… guy that came by on Halloween? The one who you had classes with, Evan Miller? Well, I hate to be the one to tell you this, Robyn, but they found his body up in the hills in a clearing with a bunch of other people. They were all members of some cult, Nocturnal or something like that. Anyways, I guess they had been torturing local stray animals, and the police think it might have been a group suicide, but they haven’t ruled out murder yet. I’m so sorry. I know he was a friend of yours, but it sounds like he’d been hanging out with some pretty bad people.”
The air whooshed out of my lungs and my knees buckled. Fortunately, I’d been leaning against the counter so I didn’t go crashing to the floor. Oh no. Not Evan. Not like this. They had killed him. Moira and Mikael. A fragment of the conversation I’d heard in that dank cave came back to me, something Moira had said to her brother about sacrificing their slaves, and I knew for certain that the Daramorr and his sister had been responsible, not only for the Noctyrnum and Evan, but for the other strange deaths in the news as well. They had been sacrificing them in order to absorb their mortal magic. And Evan had been swept up in the middle of it. They had used him to get to me; as a shield to distract my attention away from them. And then they’d just thrown him away like garbage. As the scream of rage fought for freedom, I forced it down. No, I couldn’t lose it. Not now.
“Robyn? You okay? Hey, want me to come by later? I don’t mind risking getting sick.”
“No,” I managed to grate out. “I’ll be okay. Evan and I weren’t close, but, well, it’s just a shock is all.”
“Of course. If you need me for any reason at all don’t you dare hesitate to call, all right?”
I refused to let the anger and anguish consume me, but my throat was tight when I murmured, “Thank you.”
“All right. Don’t forget to call Margie,” she added in a more subdued tone.
Before I could let the brunt of Kelly’s news take hold, I hung up the phone and called my boss. She was all sympathy and kindness and totally bought my flu act.
“I want you to take at least the next week off to get better. No coming in to work until then, and don’t worry about us. We’ll manage, even with that other girl leaving us in the lurch.”
Replacing the cordless phone on its dock, I called out a weak thanks to Jennifer and headed back to my apartment. Halfway there, the spinning in my head and churning in my stomach magnified, and I turned to throw up in the hydrangeas. I couldn’t get Evan’s face out of my mind, the face of my friend before he had been brainwashed by the Daramorr. I needed some mindless work to do, something that might help me shut down my brain for a while. I didn’t want to think about Evan lying dead in the wilderness somewhere with the rest of the Noctyrnum, murdered and forgotten. I didn’t want to picture Mikael and Moira, alive and well, hiding in some cave in the Otherworld or somewhere beyond, biding their time before they had enough strength to hurt someone else. And I really didn’t want to think about how much I missed Devlin and how comforting his mere presence would be right now.
A surge of frustration took over, and I stomped around my apartment, picking up all the stray articles of clothing and throwing them onto the bed. I then went into the closet and dragged my hamper out with my good arm and proceeded to add to the pile. When I’d built a sizeable mountain, I peeled all the sheets off the bed and removed the pillowcases. Bracing myself for the twinge beneath my collarbone, I grabbed the whole pile and marched off to the laundry room. Nothing like keeping yourself busy with household tasks to turn your mind away from dangerous thoughts. And my thoughts were dangerous. I was upset about Evan, but more than anything I was outraged. How dare Moira and Mikael do that to him? How dare they? I wanted to rip them limb from limb, make them feel the same pain I felt. But they weren’t available at the moment, so I took my rage out on my dirty laundry.
By the time I finished washing, drying and then violently folding and putting away my clothes it was only early evening, but at least some of my grief had burned off. Overwhelmed by exhaustion, I plopped down onto the fresh sheets and absorbed their warmth. They no longer smelled of Devlin, something I regretted, but at least they were encouraging my mind to drift off into sleep. This time I welcomed the drowsiness with open arms.
I dreamed of the woman and the young man again, my parents, and watched as they swung me between the two of them. The toddler version of myself squealed and laughed as they lifted her high into the air. Wherever we were was bright and sunny and warm, free of faelah, the Daramorr and memories of my murdered friend, but when I woke in the morning, my pillow case was damp with the tears I had shed in my sleep.
For two days I moped around my apartment, wasting time online and watching movies on my laptop. At some point I walked into town and bought a new cell phone and visited a hardware store to get an extra set of keys made. I even baked a cake and cleaned out the cupboards, but I was ready to burst out of my skin. I gave Claire a call, wondering when the next Earth Bound meeting might be and to ask whether she knew about Evan. She was able to fill me in on the details Kelly hadn’t been privy to. Evan’s body was to be sent back east and buried in his hometown cemetery. There would be no funeral for me to attend but the members of Earth Bound were planning a memorial service the next day.
We gathered at noon in a local park and shared stories about Evan’s life. None of us knew too much about him, but knowing that he had a few friends among us helped ease my spirit. It would take much more, however, to douse that low burning well of hatred and guilt that had started only a few days before.
On several occasions during those last lingering days of winter break I was severely tempted to return to the dolmarehn near the waterfall and sneak back into the Otherworld, eager to check if Devlin had returned to the Weald. Yet every time I grabbed my jacket and headed toward the door, the wound in my chest reminded me I should wait. It was healing, that much I could say, and it no longer hurt so much if I tried to lift anything. And although Enorah believed the Daramorr and his sister had gone into hiding, the memory of my ordeal was still too fresh in my mind. I might hate them and want to kill them myself, but I still feared them.
I resumed my work schedule Monday and was pleased to learn that the new woman Margie had hired was nothing like Moira. A week passed, then another, all the while my injuries, both internal and external, healing marvelously as I wondered what was going on in the Otherworld. I had finally been left in peace by all those who dwell in Eile, both good and bad, and I was growing restless. How strange it was, to feel like something was missing when only a few short months ago I had prayed for my life to return to normal. Of course, that was before I knew part of me belonged to that extraordinary and wonderful place. Perhaps that was what was causing my anxiety. Well, that and the prolonged absence of a certain tall blond warrior with brilliant blue eyes.
During the first week of February, it was brought to my attention that I hadn’t been very good at hiding my thoughts.
“All right Robyn, spill,” Kelly piped, hopping up onto the counter and nearly scaring me half to death. Her legs dangled beside me, and she cradled a huge mug of coffee in her hands. She was still on her lunch break, and I was trying to finish restocking so I could take mine. In reality, I had been trying to work myself into a stupor over the past several days. If I was exhausted beyond all measure, then I wouldn’t have time to think about Devlin’s continued absence.
“What do you mean?” I asked, viciously dumping sugar into a dispenser.
“Oh, come on! You’ve been shuffling around here like a zombie all week, if not longer. I know it’s because of a guy. It always is. Now talk missy. It will make you feel better. Is it about Evan?”
“No,” I responded, then let out a sigh. “I mean, yeah I’m still upset about him but I’ve come to terms with it.”
Kelly nodded and sipped her coffee. “I wonder if the cops will ever figure out what really happened. Might give you some closure.”
I remained silent and continued with my chore.
“So,” my friend proclaimed, regaining some of her earlier cheer, “if your dour mood isn’t about Evan, then who?”
I ground my teeth together. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about Devlin. I was having a hard enough time not thinking about him.
“There’s no guy, Kelly,” I growled.
She only arched an eyebrow at me. Yeah. Fooling her was not going to work. I released an overly dramatic sigh and threw back my head.
“Fine. There was a guy, but he moved away, okay?”
“How far away?”
Ugh, she was really going to push this, wasn’t she?
“Across the country,” I snapped, screwing the lid back onto the sugar dispenser with more force than necessary. I slid it aside and went for the nutmeg.
“Robyn, let’s look at the broad picture here. So this guy that you like so much lives in a different state, right?”
I nodded, humoring her. A way different state.
“And have you told him that you love him?”
That slapped me right out of my mediocre attempt at avoiding the conversation. Setting the nutmeg aside, I turned and took her in. She was still sitting on the counter with her coffee, looking at me with that mildly serious expression she often adopted whenever we discussed something important.
“I’m sorry?” was my eventual response because, let’s face it, I couldn’t think of anything else to say.
“Okay, I’m not trying to stir up bad feelings or butt into business that isn’t my own, but I’ve seen you with him before. Blond hair, blue eyes, about eight feet tall? You didn’t just look at him like he was a piece of eye candy breezing through, not like the way you looked at Moira’s brother. There was something more there, something deeper. You’re in love with him, I can tell you are, so don’t try to deny it.”
“What’s your point?” I gritted as I grabbed the nutmeg and sugar and shoved them back in one of the cabinets, fighting against the sudden prickling chill that crawled over my skin.
“My point is, what do you have here that is tying you down? I mean, you have me and Margie and Jonathon and a few other friends, but do you even visit your parents anymore?”
I opened my mouth to argue with her, but then her words sunk in. She was right. Thanks to my parents’ bizarre opinions regarding human nature, I was no longer the daughter they had hoped to raise. For the first time during this whole lecture, I stopped what I was doing and thought about what Kelly was saying. Here in the mortal world, I was just Robyn, the sad little orphan struggling to make something of herself. But in the Otherworld? I might still have family there, people related to me by blood. A mother who might actually want me around.
Even if Devlin didn’t care about me as much as Enorah thought he did, there might be a new life waiting for me in Eile. And what about Meghan? Maybe I could live with her and Cade for a while until I found my relatives. Good grief, Robyn, two years ago you were rolling around in self-pity because Meghan got to live there and you didn’t. Now’s your chance to have the life you've always dreamed of. What’s holding you back?
But I knew, even before the wave of unease rippled through me, what was keeping me lashed tightly to my benign, ordinary life in the mortal world: fear. I was terrified of leaving what I knew behind in order to try my hand at surviving in a world completely foreign to me, a world where people like Mikael and Moira and faelah existed. But most of all, I was afraid of opening my heart up to Devlin; of allowing myself to be loved and to give that love in return, especially if that love was unwanted.
“Isn’t he worth it, Robyn?”
I blinked. Oh, Kelly was saying something again.
“Huh?”
“Isn’t he worth it? Isn’t he worth taking a chance for? You can always come back here and pick up your old life. I’m sure Margie would understand, and you could always pick up with your classes at Cuesta next year. But do you want to ignore your heart and give up this chance? Can you live with regret for the rest of your life?”
For a long, desperate minute I let those words sink in. No, I couldn’t. And I wouldn’t. She was right, and not just about Devlin. This life I was living was a good one, but since when had I simply settled for mundane and safe? For the first time in my life, the only person I had to answer to was myself, so why was I delaying the inevitable? I locked eyes with Kelly. My vision blurred, but I could see her smile.
“At least give him a call, Robyn. See where he stands. You deserve a chance at happiness.”
I was ready to charge right out of the Green Tea Leaf, get into my car, and drive to that dolmarehn but then my common sense pulled me back down to earth.
“This weekend I’ll try calling him,” I finally said with a small smile.
Kelly brightened. “That’s the spirit!”
“Now let me finish wiping down the counter so I can go on my lunch break,” I complained, slapping at Kelly with a dish towel.
Laughing, she hopped down from her perch. The bell above the door jangled, and my co-worker sidled over to take care of the new arrival.
I proceeded to dust crumbs and coffee stains from the counter, but then Kelly tentatively called my name. I glanced up, and my heart nearly stopped beating. As if our conversation had conjured him up out of thin air, Devlin stood in front of the counter, his composure cool and collected. Those blue eyes of his held mine, but I was far too befuddled and shocked to detect any emotion in them. He looked good, but of course he always looked good, and he appeared more rested than the last time I’d seen him. Despite his calm, outward appearance, that sharp awareness that always clung to him was still there.
“I think you ought to take your lunch break now,” Kelly said, her voice dripping with delight.
“But you have ten more minutes left of yours,” was my oh-so brilliant response.
“I’ll live,” she breathed, shoving me toward the gap in the counter.
As I hastily undid my apron, she hissed in my ear, “Now’s the time to tell him!”
Oh, I’m sure she thought so, but I wasn’t so certain. For all I knew, Devlin was here to thank me for all my help and to bid his farewells. But if so, Kelly had a point. I needed to tell him how I felt or I would regret it for the rest of my life. I had never backed down from a challenge and I wouldn’t start now, no matter how daunting it might be.
I glanced at the window as I made my way toward Devlin. Grey clouds hung in the sky, and it looked like the rain wasn’t quite done for the day. Good. No one would be lingering outside.
“Let’s go down to the creek,” I said quietly, brushing past Devlin without even looking at him.
Without a word, he followed me. I stepped through the door and turned right, crossing the small parking lot adjacent to the building. The sound of rushing water below greeted me as I took the first step down the concrete steps that led to the creek. I assumed Devlin was behind me, but I never glanced back to check. I was working up the nerve for the conversation that would begin the second my feet greeted the pebbles below.
I reached the water’s edge and turned around, Devlin coming to a stop a few yards away from me. I expected him to speak first, but all he did was stand there, staring at me as if I might sprout wings and fly away. It was extremely irritating, not knowing his thoughts. Finally, I couldn’t take the silence any longer. Ducking my head, I shoved my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and took a deep breath, fighting the urge to fling myself at him and melt into his comforting embrace.
“Obviously you aren’t going to talk,” I managed, “so I guess I’ll be the one initiating this conversation. I want to thank you for saving my life a few weeks ago. Enorah told me all about it, and although I think you are an idiot for not chasing after Mikael and Moira while you had the chance, I can’t say I’m sorry that you didn’t.”
I took a moment to gauge his reaction. Still that same calm, emotionless look. I bit my cheek before continuing on.
“Secondly, as I’m sure you know, I’m now aware that I am Lorehnin.” I gave a light chuckle. Look at me, acting all nonchalant about my heritage. As if finding out I had Otherworldly ancestors was like learning my blood type. I swallowed hard and forced myself to concentrate on the big picture. “Makes sense why the Daramorr was so interested in me,” I continued. “Apparently you were right to be suspicious of my weird magic, though I honestly had no idea about my heritage, I swear it.”
Still, Devlin remained silent. He shifted his weight and crossed his arms over his chest like he was waiting for something. It was as if he knew that the spark that existed between us was moments away from blazing to life, and that my words would be the fuel to feed it.
You can do this Robyn, you who has never shown fear. You, who fended off Otherworldly monsters and sauntered into the den of the Daramorr on your own. You survived an attempt on your life and bravely faced the real world with so much on your mind, it should be easy, this part. The reciting of a few words to a man who, although still remains a huge mystery to you, is also someone you trust without question. No matter how he takes your declaration, he will not be cruel.
“There is something more you need to know,” I said, my voice catching a little.
Strength Robyn, show strength. I cleared my throat and took a long, slow breath. After all, that’s what one did before jumping into the deep end.
I lifted my chin and looked him in the eye.
“I have not known you long, but in the time we’ve spent together, you have come to mean more to me than any other person I know. Where I come from, for a girl to admit these kinds of feelings to a guy can mean the end to whatever relationship they have. And if the moment isn’t right, it can ruin everything.”
I paused and took a deep breath, dropping my eyes to the pewter and grey pebbles at my feet. I could get through this. I had to.
“After all I’ve been through this past year, I have come to realize that the right moment is when you are sure of how you feel, and I’m sure, Devlin.”
My eyes lifted to his once again and I noticed the blue ice had melted a little. I took advantage of this slight show of compassion. “I am in love with you, Devlin O’Brolaigh, and whether or not you feel the same way, I wanted you to know.”
For several lingering seconds he stood there, immobile, unflinching, well-controlled. Then, as if some change in the direction of the wind brought it on, he moved. I hardly had time to react as he lifted me up into an embrace and my gasp of protest came to an end when his mouth descended upon mine. Heat and desire flashed through me, and I had to wrap my arms around him to keep from falling over. Oh, this kiss was so reminiscent of the one we’d shared on New Year’s Eve, only there was no hint of anger now. All I could feel was affection, passion and love. And didn’t that just make my heart race faster.
Long before I was ready, Devlin relented but didn’t pull away completely.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered against my lips, kissing me once more. “I’m so sorry, Robyn.”
Yeah, yeah, yeah. Got it. Now can we get back to what we were doing before?
He reached up a hand and brushed my hair away from my face, his fingers lingering on the lavender streak. “The Daramorr should never have laid a finger on you.”
I shook my head in protest. He wasn’t to blame.
“It was my fault,” he murmured, still holding me close. “I should have paid closer attention; I should have known he was planning something. A man’s first duty is to protect the ones he loves, and I failed you.”
That took me aback. Even though his current display of affection proved as much, hearing the words meant even more. I pulled away from him, just enough so that I could read his whole expression. A lazy smile graced his face, the mask of controlled emotions long gone.
“The ones he loves?” I managed.
That smile only grew as he leaned in to nip my ear. Shivers that had nothing to do with the crisp air rippled through me.
“I love you as well, Robyn Dunbarre, my feisty, stubborn girl,” he whispered into my ear. “I have nothing to offer you, but I love you nonetheless.”
I beamed. “Oh, yes you do, and lucky for you it is the only thing I want from you.”
And then I stood on my toes so I could kiss him again.
I thought about everything that frightened me and all those things that had made me reluctant of late, loving Devlin being one of them. In the past six months, so many tendrils of my life had been twisted and warped, to the point that I hardly recognized it any longer. I had been hunted by faelah, completely disowned by my parents, bewitched and nearly murdered by a sadist from the Otherworld, and tempted by a Lorehnin warrior who I apparently couldn’t resist. Caution had become a necessary norm in my life.
And it’s about time to throw that caution to the wind, I told myself, locking my arms around Devlin’s neck and fully giving in to his kiss. Sensible, responsible Robyn has run her course. And I was more than ready to be reckless and wild once again.
 

-Epilogue-
Home
 

Six weeks later …
The bed felt empty when I woke up, so I flung my arm out to make sure Devlin was beside me. To my great disappointment, my hand only met cool, rumpled sheets. Sighing my discontent, I cracked open an eyelid and peered at the window. The light streaming through the curtains was weak and grey. Just about dawn, would be my guess. Time to get up. Life in the Weald started early, and it was something I found myself getting used to rather quickly.
I crawled out of bed and found a clean set of clothes in the dresser Devlin and I shared. A pair of old jeans and a T-shirt featuring one of my favorite punk bands. I smiled. There were just some comforts from my old life I wasn’t ready to give up, and adjusting to life in the Otherworld was hard enough. Instead of business courses at Cuesta and hot showers to clean away the evidence of a stressful schedule, I became a student in Enorah’s daily defense lessons and took primitive showers beside the creek. In the afternoons, I helped some of the younger kids with reading, writing and basic math skills, and I was always volunteering to help with the large communal dinners. No more movies on my laptop or lazy afternoons at the Green Tea Leaf, only food cooked over an open fire and hard work.
But it also meant seeing Devlin on a daily basis and once again being part of a family. No, the Wildren of the Weald weren’t my blood relations, but we took care of one another and cared about each other. After my awful experience in the mortal world, the daily chores and good-natured bickering and teasing was a balm to my wounded soul.
Yes, I missed my old job and the friends I’d made there, and I felt somewhat unfulfilled having given up my college career, but I had never been passionate about those classes. They had merely been a way of preparing for adult life in the mortal world; a way to make ends meet once I graduated. Now I was preparing for a simpler life in Eile, and I couldn’t have been happier, despite the fact that I came home most afternoons so worn out I could collapse and fall asleep on the living room floor.
I grinned to myself as I recalled my first days in the Weald. The moment I arrived with Devlin’s hand clasped in mine, Enorah knew what had transpired.
“So, looks like we’ve got a new addition to our family,” she’d said, her intelligent eyes glittering.
I had been so pleased by her phrasing, and I had felt like part of their family ever since. After that, she’d insisted on taking me under her wing. That meant weapons and defense training, which was harder for me because all the others, except for the youngest kids, were so much bigger than I was and already had several years’ worth of experience under their belts.
“You have an advantage you’ve yet to utilize,” Enorah told me. “Your foes will think you’re an easy target. Let them. Then show them that just because you are short, it doesn’t make you any less fierce.”
I hadn’t appreciated her reference to my height, or lack thereof, but she did have a point. In those first few weeks, I realized that I couldn’t rely on my glamour to get me out of sticky situations. After having discussed it with Devlin and Enorah, we came to the conclusion that the strange purple light I had emitted during my ordeal with the Daramorr had indeed been my glamour manifesting itself. Yet for some reason it had remained dormant since, even after several days of living exclusively in the Otherworld. I was beginning to suspect that perhaps Mikael and Moira had stolen all of my magic during their botched sacrifice attempt.
“It never has behaved like other glamour,” Devlin had murmured when I brought up my concerns to him. “Perhaps it needs more time to emerge, or maybe it only does so when you’re under stress.”
He may have been right, but it bothered me not to know anything about my magic.
Shaking my head free of those troubling thoughts, I returned to the present and proceeded to pull on my clothes. Once dressed and fully awake, I headed downstairs and stepped into the main room of the little cottage I shared with Devlin. The place was bigger than my basement apartment back in San Luis Obispo, one of the only cabins in the Weald with a second story, and it was tucked away from the main stretch of the little village, giving Devlin and me plenty of privacy, something we both appreciated.
My cheeks warmed, and I felt a foolish grin break out on my face as memories from the past several nights came to mind. Enough of those thoughts, my inner voice warned, you don’t have time to daydream about Devlin all morning. You’ve got too much to do.
Reluctantly, I took my own advice and headed into the kitchen to make tea. Coffee was a little harder to prepare without a nice electric coffee maker, so I only made it on special occasions in the Weald.
As the kettle boiled over the fire, I sat down at the desk against the far wall and picked up the letter I had started over two weeks ago. It wasn’t a note to my adoptive parents, informing them that I was of fae origins and now happily residing in Eile. No, they wouldn’t have believed it, and there really was no point. They had made it clear they no longer cared what happened to me.
The message wasn’t intended for my co-workers, either. They were under the impression that I had moved back east with Devlin. Kelly had been delighted, though upset that she wouldn’t be seeing me anymore. Margie had been surprised. I’d had a promising future at the Green Tea Leaf; had I never learned I was from the Otherworld and had I never met Devlin, I would have continued working at the cafe in the hopes of making manager one day. Jonathon, to my amusement, had been horrified at my sudden desire to move away with, according to him, some random guy I’d met only a few months ago.
“And you thought I was crazy to go out with Moira,” he’d mumbled after hearing the news.
I couldn’t help but laugh. He did have a point.
I missed my friends, but this letter wasn’t addressed to any of them. After living in the Weald for over a month, I was finally going to let Meghan know about it. My face broke into a huge smile when I imagined her receiving the letter and reading it. But first I had to finish the accursed thing. I’d been so busy with settling in and getting to know all of the other Wildren that I hadn’t found a good time to get around to it. And, of course, I’d had trouble finding the right words.
Enough procrastinating Robyn! The sooner you write this letter the sooner you and Devlin can visit Meghan and Cade.
I had just put my pen to paper once again when the familiar sound of footsteps approaching the cabin distracted me. I knew that sure step. Devlin was back.
Forgetting the letter for the moment, I pushed it aside and stood, moving to let him in.
Devlin seemed surprised at first when I pulled the door open, but then his handsome face melted into a smile and his blue eyes grew warm. When he looked at me that way, I found it hard to breathe. Coming in from the cold, he closed the door behind him and turned toward me. I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my cheek to his chest. He smelled so good, like wood smoke and snow and clean forest air.
He bent down and nudged my face away from his chest so he could kiss me.
“I’ll never get tired of walking into this cabin and finding you here,” he said as he draped his arms loosely around me.
I smiled, my eyelids drooping lazily. “And I’ll never grow tired of listening for your return.”
It was totally sappy and the sort of behavior I would have scoffed at a few years ago, but I couldn’t help it.
“Where have you been this morning?” I asked him, reluctantly pulling away from his embrace so I could tend to the whistling tea kettle.
Devlin released a great sigh and walked over to the large table in the middle of the room. He ran a hand through his pale hair and then laced his fingers together on the table.
“Conferring with Enorah and a few others.”
I lifted my eyebrows at that before returning to my task of preparing the tea. I grabbed a few muffins I’d made the day before and tossed them onto a tray with the teapot and mugs. Once everything was ready, I carried the whole thing back into the main room and set it down in the center of the table.
As I pulled my hands away, Devlin reached out and stopped me, his fingers wrapped around my left wrist, his thumb caressing the skin. I looked up at him, the surprise clear on my face. What I saw in his eyes startled me. Fear, apprehension, anger, reluctance.
Swallowing back my own rising anxiety, I said, “What were you discussing with them?”
He lifted his other hand and proceeded to pull me gently forward, his fingers trailing up my arm until they found the tattoo just below the elbow, the one that resembled a Celtic thundercloud. For a few seconds, Devlin let his thumb trail over the dark ink, his eyes fixated on the swirling design. My unease only grew.
“Devlin,” I said, my voice a little sharper than before. I tried to pull my arm away but he wouldn’t let go.
“Devlin!”
This time I gave it a hard yank and managed to pull free. Devlin blinked up at me, as if seeing me for the first time.
“What’s wrong?” I insisted.
He answered me by reaching into his pocket and pulling out a worn piece of folded parchment and tossing it onto the table. He gestured toward it and I leaned forward, picking it up and carefully unfolding it.
“I showed that to Enorah and a few of the oldest among us here, those of us who have been out in the world.”
As he spoke, I stared at the image drawn in black ink. It was a crude interpretation of my tattoo, the same tattoo Devlin had just been examining. I glanced back up at him, my brow creased in confusion. This was causing him to look so forlorn? Why?
Devlin released a small chuckle, but there really was no humor in it. “I thought it looked familiar,” he murmured as he rubbed his face with his hands. “I knew I had seen it somewhere before.”
Now that sent spikes of fear through me. What did that mean?
“Devlin? Can you speak clearly please? You’re kind of freaking me out.”
He looked back up at me, his jaw set in a hard line. Great. What he was about to say next couldn’t be good.
“About three years ago, I joined Enorah and a few others on a quest to the Amsihr Mountains north of here. We were commissioned to find and destroy a draghan.”
I sat down in the chair I had vacated earlier, eager to hear this story. Enorah had mentioned this adventure to me before but it had been devoid of details.
“Draghan? Is that like a dragon?”
Devlin nodded once.
“You have dragons here?!” I didn’t know whether I should be thrilled or terrified. Sure, dragons were awesome, but then again it would be like living with dinosaurs, I imagined.
“Not usually,” he continued. “Draghans sneak over from other realms every now and again, and they have to be dealt with. That’s why we were called upon.”
I nodded, and he kept speaking. “This particular draghan was terrorizing a group of women, the Amsihria, who reside in a colony up in the mountains. They live there alone, never interacting with the world beyond their small realm, and they are charged with taming the weather of Eile.”
He took another deep breath and pressed his fingers against the parchment resting on the table.
“This symbol was one among a few others etched in their halls.”
A strange feeling rose and shimmered through my blood, a sensation similar to the one that overtook me during those times my glamour had stirred.
I took a deep breath and said, “So, you’re saying that …”
Devlin cut me off, his voice short, as if he was trying to hide some emotion and failing miserably. “Enorah and I think that you are one of their daughters.”
I slumped back in my chair, the prickling just below the surface of my skin turning to a feeling of dread.
“It would explain why your glamour seems so strange, and why I had a hard time determining whether or not you were of the Otherworld.”
“Devlin,” I said, my voice quiet, “why do you seem so upset by this?”
His eyes were no longer wary or distant, but sparking with low anger.
“Because the Amsihrias’ Maithar, their leader, hates Lorehnin born Faelorehn. And these women are secluded and are kept away from men.”
My eyes widened. “They never marry?”
He shook his head. “They share only one man among them because, after all, they must replenish their numbers as time goes by. Their glamour is only potent enough to handle the tasks of weather taming for a certain time, then it fades.”
I was horrified. These women had to share one man? I tried to imagine myself sharing Devlin with a mountain full of women. The mere thought made me simmer with rage.
“I’m afraid if they find out about you they’ll want you to join their ranks, Lorehnin born or not. For the Daramorr to have hunted you down, I know you have strong glamour, whether it is willing to show itself yet or not.”
I stood up and walked over to Devlin, leaning into him so that his forehead rested against my shoulder.
“They can’t have me,” I said plainly, fiercely. “They can’t make me join them.”
I pulled away enough so that I could tilt Devlin’s head back and look at his face, my smile melting my ferocity away. “Though I wouldn’t mind meeting them. And this is good news. Maybe I’ll be able to find my mom, and it will be so much easier if they all live in one place.”
Devlin returned my smile, but there was still something lurking in his eyes, some speck of trepidation that didn’t reduce the slight bit of fear that clung to me. Was he hiding something from me? Not telling me the whole truth? I dashed the thought away, wondering if maybe I was misreading him.
Devlin wrapped his arms around me and pulled me into his lap. I took advantage of my new position and snuggled in close to him.
“I’d like to go meet these Amsihria someday,” I whispered as I listened to his heartbeat.
Devlin smoothed my hair away and leaned in to kiss me. I didn’t think I’d ever grow weary of his kisses.
“Very well. When would you like to go?”
I blinked up at him in surprise. A minute ago he had seemed very unwilling to speak of them, now he was open to a visit?
“Really?” I asked.
The corner of his mouth tilted up in a half grin. “You are right. They may have information about your mother. And perhaps I’m overreacting a little. I should know more than anyone in Eile that you won’t do anything you wish not to do.”
And that only made me smile before leaning my head against his shoulder once more.
“How about we go after I get some more defense lessons under my belt,” I offered. “Later this spring? And then maybe we could visit Meghan and Cade on the way!”
The entire idea of traipsing across Eile with Devlin, and the thought of a visit with my best friend was enough to make me practically giddy.
Devlin chortled, his ill humor apparently gone for good, and stood up with me still in his arms. He spun us a few times, and I laughed out loud, clinging tightly to him so I wouldn’t go flying across the room.
“Then I had better let Enorah know,” he said once he’d set me down.
“Fine, but after we have breakfast,” I insisted, pulling him back to the table where the tea sat cooling.
Regardless of the light mood that now filled our cabin, the strange disquiet still lingered around Devlin like a biting wind that refused to give in to the warmth of a bright, sunny day. I was sure it had something to do with the Amsihria and what he had, or hadn’t, told me. But I would try and puzzle it out later. Right now my mind was going wild with ideas of what these secluded women might be like. A thrill of delight coursed through me at the very thought.
Maybe your mother is with them Robyn, your real mother. The one who had been so attentive to the child in your dreams. And maybe she can teach you about your glamour and why she gave you up in the first place.
With a huge grin, I sipped at my tea and leaned against Devlin, imagining what wonders the future might hold.
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A Sneak Peek at
Ghalien – A Novel of the Otherworld . . .
 
-One-
Recollection
 

I was dreaming of Meghan when the harsh wave of dark magic tore me from my much-needed sleep. The moment the shock of waking up to such unpleasantness wore off, my anger grew hot and fierce. My dreams were never reminiscent of pleasant memories from the past, for most memories I dared to recall were anything but pleasant. But this one had been joyful and whatever unnatural faelah awaited me outside in the courtyard had ruined it.
Often when I slept I didn't dream at all, or the dreams would reflect the darkness I spent my time shying away from. Simple charcoal on paper landscapes that held no light or joy. Lately, however, my dreams had stretched and contorted themselves into nightmares, horrific scenes of my mother's monsters tearing people to pieces. No, not people, only one person: Meghan Elam.
Groaning, I scrubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands and tried to shake the horrors away. How many days had passed since I last saw Meghan? Oh right, just the one. I had left her to heal from the wounds my mother had inflicted upon her. I grimaced. My mother . . . Even thinking of the Morrigan in those terms turned my stomach. She was no more a mother to me than an oak tree was to one of its acorns. As soon as I was born, she cast me aside to fend for myself. That is, until she realized I could be of some use to her. I had, after all, inherited my father's gift of battle fury, something that the Morrigan could use to her advantage. So, she had returned for me in the end. And if it wasn't for my sister, I never would have succumbed to her wishes . . .
Enough Cade. Those thoughts do you no good, I reminded myself as I rolled over, throwing my legs over the side of the bed in order to sit up.
"Fergus?" I called out, my throat dry enough to make me choke. Once the coughing fit was over, I remembered that Fergus wasn't with me. He was in the mortal world guarding Meghan.
Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and drew upon my magic. It hadn't completely returned to me after undergoing my riastrad, but enough of it was there to accomplish my next task.
Fergus, I sent, the effort of reaching out to my spirit guide across the boundary between our worlds demanding my utmost attention.
Yes, he responded. Meghan is well. Her injuries are healing and she will rest a few days more before returning to school. Only a small number of faelah linger on this side, and I have been vigilant in my night hunts. None shall harm her.
Thank you my friend, I sent back, breathing a sigh of relief and letting my magic return to where it resided next to my heart.
Before I could take much comfort in Fergus's news, however, a wave of cold, evil glamour trickled over my skin. I clenched my teeth as the intrusive feeling left, hissing as the circular tattoo just above my heart burned like a poisonous brand. Almost involuntarily, my arm snaked out and I pressed my palm to my chest, trying to rub the ache away. It was no use. The tattoo had been placed with the Morrigan's magic. All of those she had enslaved bore the same mark. It was her way of keeping track of us as well as keeping us under control. If the tattoo started to hurt, then she was getting impatient. I squinted through the darkness of my room and peered out the far window. Sunrise was probably an hour or two away, judging by the deep, inky blue of the sky. Guess I wasn't sleeping in this morning. Once I set my mind to answering the Morrigan's call, the pain abruptly vanished. I was tempted to lie back down just to see if her magic would do anything to me, but I didn't really feel like playing games with my mother, not this soon after expending my battle fury.
It took me longer than usual to get dressed. Perhaps it had something to do with my weakened state, but I think it had mostly to do with the fact that despite my misgivings, a part of me was always willing to irritate the Morrigan. Bracing myself, I took a deep breath and looked into the mirror hanging over my bathroom sink, the flicker of candle light banishing some of the early morning darkness. The mirrors of the Otherworld were clearer, somehow more revealing than those in the mortal world, and this one was no exception. It had been a gift from my sister, one of the few fine things I kept in this ruined castle I called home. That little detail would be changing soon, however. Someday, I was going to bring Luathara back to its former glory, but right now I had the consequences of a broken geis to deal with.
Sighing, I glanced once again at the figure staring back at me and winced. Oh yes, warping into one's battle fury sure did a number on one's appearance. The first thing I noticed were my eyes, their normal changeable green now a dull pond-scum hue underlined by dark circles. My skin was pale and my face thin and drawn taught. I looked centuries older than I truly was. Not that age ever really showed on the Faelorehn, but then not all of us had the gift of transforming into a berserker warrior bent on using every last physical resource to do the most damage possible. Turning away, I shook those thoughts from my mind. I never considered myself a vain person, but there was a difference between vanity and being horrified at what a fierce fight could do to my appearance.
Grabbing my heavy cloak, I blew out the candles and strode across the room. I didn't bother making my bed or closing the door behind me. No one ever came here, except for me, and if I delayed the war goddess any longer, she might drive that painful magic deeper than the surface of my skin.
The morning greeted me with thick fog, wisps of it shredding away from the treetops and raining down in streamers of damp gray. I guess it had taken me longer than I thought to get ready, because I could tell from the dim light that the sun had begun to rise somewhere in the east. Bracing myself, I descended the stone steps and headed toward the opposite end of the courtyard. About halfway to my destination a low, demanding cackle split the air, forcing my heart up into my throat. I spun around, my eyes darting around the crumbling courtyard walls. I expected to find a large black raven watching me from somewhere, so when my gaze fell upon a huge white bird, a slight prick of surprise stabbed at me.
The bird tilted its head and regarded me with one eye, the eye that hadn't been damaged in some battle long ago. It gave another one of those blood-chilling caws and then ruffled its feathers and shook, waiting for my next move.
"Tell your mistress I'm on my way," I growled as my hands balled into fists.
The white raven gave another croak before flapping its wings and disappearing into the mist. As it headed east, I could have sworn it was laughing at me.
Speirling was waiting for me in the field, his dark ears pricked forward as he sensed my approach. Letting out a deep whinny, he tossed his head and dug at the damp earth. My misgivings melted away as my mouth curved into a smile. My fingers found Speirling's velvet nose, and I was further comforted by his positive thoughts.
"You're always looking on the bright side, aren't you?" I murmured, pressing my forehead to his.
I didn't bother saddling him, since I was running late already and since I didn't really need a saddle. A swift pace and five dolmarehn crossings later, Speirling and I found ourselves at the foot of the eastern mountains and on the threshold of the Morrigan's underground fortress. Taking a deep breath that coated my lungs with ice, I slid from Speirling's back and ordered him to take refuge where he could. No horse should ever have to cross into the Morrigan's territory, let alone follow me down the haunted crevasse that waited several yards ahead. Wrapping my wool-lined cloak tightly around me, I took the first step down a path that would surely lead to pain. Every instinct I possessed, and believe me I possessed more than the average Faelorehn, bit and clawed and chewed at me to turn around and flee. I could have, in fact I would
have been smart to turn and forget the Morrigan and her evil demands. My geis was broken and she had decided not to kill me, not yet at least. But if I disobeyed her now, the first thing she'd do wouldn't involve coming after me. No, she'd aim straight for Meghan and kill her, or worse.
Calling on my glamour to help fight my anxiety, I trudged on, kicking aside broken skulls and fighting the shivering chill that coursed through me. Forever, it seemed, I walked. The walls grew steeper, the skeletons and mummified flesh of long dead animals became more frequent. Fortunately, the air was so cold it kept most of the stench at bay, but every so often a small breeze would stir up the scent of death and rot and I'd have to pause and swallow several times in order to keep from getting sick.
Finally, after what felt like hours, I reached the end of the narrow valley. A great stone doorway complete with a skull-studded border, loomed before me. On the branches of two dead, bleached oak trees perched three or four dozen ravens, all hunkered down against the cold, their stark blackness contrasting greatly against their bleak white and pale gray surroundings. Not one of them uttered a sound or ruffled a feather. Then, just as I reached up to touch the ogham letters adorning the stone doorway, one of the ravens let out a grumbling caw, setting all the others off. I shot a glance upward, narrowing my gaze at the raven I hadn't seen before. He was so pale that he'd blended in with the ashy rock behind him.
"Alahníl," I said, remembering the name of my mother's spirit guide.
Just then, a deep rumbling sound rolled up from the earth and the door cracked open, exhaling a frozen breath of fear and death. I got my panic and the overwhelming urge to shiver under control before I looked back up at the white raven.
"I take it you told the Morrigan of my arrival," I stated more than asked.
All I got in return was a self-satisfied grumble. Forgetting the birds, I turned and faced the yawning darkness before me. I had no idea how long the tunnel was, or if there was a tunnel at all. Like many of the caves found in Eile, this one was a dolmarehn. But instead of leading to another part of Eile or even to the mortal world or some other realm beyond our own, this one led directly into the Morrigan's cavern. Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and stepped into the darkness, asking myself if I was making the right choice and wondering what horrible, unconscionable thing my mother would have me do for her next.
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