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SEER’S CHOICE

By
Maree Anderson

 


BOOK THREE OF THE SEER TRILOGY

 


Ryley has traveled across worlds and discovered his
soul mate living in the Earth town of Seaview… his mother’s
hometown. Watching Rowan from afar is one thing, but actively
interfering in her destiny? That’s against “the rules” in so many
ways—especially when your mother is the most powerful Sehan in
Dayamaria, and your grandmother happens to be a goddess. If anyone
discovers where he’s been disappearing to—and why—there’ll be big
trouble. But he can’t give Rowan up, especially now her strange
powers have spun dangerously out of control. And when Dayamaria is
threatened by a deadly predator immune to magic, Ryley must choose
between the woman he loves and the people he left behind.
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“Marvelous! I loved the characters. They were
very well rounded. Descriptions of people, places and events were
well written. Excellent escapism reading! I’ll be looking for more
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Prologue




He was so deep in thought he didn’t notice
he’d reached the water’s edge, and continued strolling across the
surface of the deep pool. Romana snatched the opportunity to
observe him with impunity. The object of her scrutiny had shaggy,
sun-streaked blond hair. He was tall and tanned, with muscles in
all the right places. Aside from his startling golden eyes he could
have blended with the crowd on any popular surf beach. Pity
Dayamaria didn’t have any surf beaches. Or any beaches at all, for
that matter.

Mid-way across the pool he paused, brow
furrowed, obviously struck by some insightful revelation, and she
clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from giggling. He muttered
something beneath his breath and then sighed as he stretched the
kinks from his spine. Because she was only human she admired the
peep-show of washboard abs as his tattered t-shirt crept up,
flashing his bare abdomen. She’d had a slight teenage crush on Marc
when they’d first met, but those days were long gone. Now she
valued their friendship above all else. Besides, a couple of
decades ago she’d pretty much ensured Marc was romantically
unattainable by accidentally killing him.

He clasped both hands behind his back and
performed a pretzel-like contortion that made her wince. “You’re
such a show-off,” she grumbled, making sure her voice carried.

He untangled himself and straightened. “Hey,
babe,” he drawled. “Didn’t see you there.”

“Yeah. Kinda got that.”

His brows creased at her sour tone. “What’s
up? Hopian giving you a hard time about something again? Want me to
have a word?”

“You’re doing it again.” She snapped her
fingers at his feet.

Marc stared at her, uncomprehending, and then
cast his gaze downward. The instant he realized where he was
standing he began to sink. “Shit.”

She snickered. “You really need to watch
where you’re walking.”

A flush stole across his cheekbones. “It’s
all right for you,” he said. “You’ve got your powers under control.
I’m still learning mine.”

Her snort was too soft for even him to catch.
If only he knew the truth.

He floundered for a few moments in the now
shin-deep water, and then cast a pleading glance her way. “Any
suggestions?”

“Prepare for a dunking.”

“Gee. Thanks heaps.” He screwed up his face—a
picture of fierce concentration—and rose to the surface of the
water again. Then he tip-toed gingerly to the bank and morosely
contemplated his sopping wet sneakers.

“Would you like me to—?”

His shoulders sagged with relief.
“Please.”

He opened his mind to her but allowed her to
draw the merest trickle of power before he slammed up an impressive
mental barrier and shut her out. She didn’t take offence. Marc was
a god, and despite their friendship he wouldn’t risk her drawing
too much power from him. They both knew how thoroughly the lure of
unlimited power could corrupt those who’d had a taste of it. She
concentrated, fine-tuning her will until steam rose from his wet
footwear.

“Thanks,” he said when she’d finished drying
his sneakers to her satisfaction. “If I’d tried that myself I’d
probably have set light to myself or made them explode. I’m always
overdoing things. Wisa says I lack finesse.”

Laughter bubbled to her lips but she
hurriedly swallowed it when she noted the distress grooving harsh
lines on his face. “Is it really so hard for you?” she asked.

He slumped and heaved a gusty long-suffering
sigh that tugged her heartstrings. “Wisa assures me I’ve only got a
few more millennia of lessons to catch up on before I know
everything I need to about being a god.”

“Marc. I—”

“Don’t sweat it, babe. Godhood has its
compensations. For example—” he eyed her in a lazy, half-unfocussed
fashion “—I know you’re wearing red undergarments. Hot stuff. Color
suits ya, babe.”

Too late she halted her instinctive reaction
to cover her breasts and groin with her hands. He caught the
movement and leered at her but she could tell his heart wasn’t in
it.

“You’re impossible.” She punched him on the
arm. Hard.

He rubbed his biceps. “Didn’t anyone tell you
you’re supposed to revere your gods, not bruise them?”

She stuck out her tongue. “What are you going
to do? Put me over your knee?”

“Unh unh.” He shook his head. “Too risky.
Hopian might take it the wrong way. And as much as I’d love to
experiment with chastising you in a suitably godly fashion, I’m not
willing to risk that, either. Too many weird things could go
wrong.”

“It’ll get better.” She ruffled his hair
until he batted her hand away.

“Yeah. Shikari’s pleased with my progress at
least. Reckons I should be safe to take on my full powers in no
time. Like, in a couple of centuries or so.”

Romana bit her lip. Shikari was a grounded,
solid sort of a god—the antithesis of his male sibling, the
mischievous, smart-mouthed Kunnandi. And Shikari never gave praise
lightly. Marc must have been working his butt off and then some.
“Well that’s good, isn’t it? Two centuries will fly by for
you.”

“I dunno. Kunnandi keeps insisting Shikari
doesn’t know what he’s talking about. And I’m never sure when
Kunnandi’s serious or when he’s being sarcastic.”

“Marc?”

“Yeah, babe?”

She had to smile at his insistence on using
Earth-style slang. Marc would always be a born and bred Earth-boy
at heart—much to Wisa’s everlasting despair. As the only female of
the four deities, Wisa considered it her duty to nag her siblings
about displaying at least a modicum of decorum in public. The Elder
Gods, Shikari and Kunnandi, paid attention some of the time, but
when it came to convincing Marc to act like a god, Wisa
hadn’t had much success.

Marc waited patiently for her to get around
to voicing her thoughts. Romana knew he could have read her mind
but aside from being highly rude, he valued their friendship too
highly to resort to such tactics. “I’m glad you’re still…
you,” she finally said. “I couldn’t have lived with myself
if you’d changed.”

“No chance of that, my lovely.” He waggled
his eyebrows and while she was busy being impressed by their antics
he goosed her butt.

She squealed, slapping at his hands. “Hands
off or I’ll tell Hopian.”

“Oooh. I’m sooo scared!” He mimed fainting at
the prospect of her Sehani life-partner coming after him.
“Now I’ve got your attention, will you stop distracting me so I can
tell you why I asked you to meet me here?”

She rolled her eyes skyward. “My abject
apologies, oh great Fourth God of the Dayamari.” She added a florid
genuflection just to rub it in. “Please impart your gem of wisdom
and enrich my impoverished intellect.” And she finished her little
display by prostrating herself at his feet.

“Yeah. Yeah. All right, smartass, you win.
Have you quite finished?”

She peered up at him and fluttered her
eyelashes. “Actually.…”

“What?”

“Have you thought about changing your
name?”

“Why the heck would I do that?”

“Ohhh.” She covered her face with her hands
and pretended to cringe. “I knew I shouldn’t have brought it up.
Now I’ve offended you.”

“Cut the crap. You know you can tell me
anything.”

“If you insist.” She fussed with her
clothing, drawing out the moment. “I’ve always thought the name
‘Marc’ is a bit common. It doesn’t seem godlike enough. Even
Chryss was only a shortened version of his true name,
Merchryssi. Perhaps you should consider changing your name
to something more imposing. Like… Balthasar. That’s got quite a
ring to it.”

He gawped at her. “Balthasar? You cannot be
serious.”

“What do you think?”

He blinked, and then flung himself on the
ground next to her. “You win again,” he said.

“I win what?” she asked.

“The game we always play to put off
discussing any of the serious stuff.”

“Ohhh. That game.” She climbed to her
feet and wandered off to sit on a large rock and hug her
knees—defensively, Marc thought.

“Listen up, sweets,” he said. “I don’t hold a
grudge about what you did. It was two decades ago for gods’ sakes.
You were high on power and totally out of control. You didn’t mean
to kill me.”

She sniffed and gave a watery-sounding
chuckle. “And that’s supposed to make it all better? Because it was
merely manslaughter instead of murder? Right.”

Marc ignored the weak attempt at sarcasm. He
had a shot at putting the past to rest once and for all, and he
didn’t want to blow it. “Thanks to your brother and your mom
resurrecting me, I was given a second chance at life. And I made my
choice. I chose to take Chryss’s place. I wasn’t forced to
do it. And although it hasn’t been easy—” he even dredged up a wry
smile “—I know I did the right thing. I couldn’t have lived happy
ever after with Merryn knowing what Chryss had to give up. He’d
sacrificed too much already and he’d only just found Kirstyn. They
deserved a chance.”

She slanted him a gaze from beneath her
bangs. “Are you sure? You really loved Merryn. Because of me you’ll
never be together.”

He rubbed his nose. Why was this still so
hard to admit even to himself? “I’ve Seen the most likely
future I would have had with Merryn. We wouldn’t have lasted. We’d
have made each other miserable.” Ain’t that the truth.

“But you were so much in love!” Her big eyes
conveyed shock and disbelief.

“Yeah. But it takes more than passion to make
a relationship work for keeps.”

She must have caught his thinly veiled
allusion to her relationship with Hopian for her cheeks went pink.
“True. You know what, Marc?”

He pretended to examine his cuticles. “Yes—if
I could be bothered reading your mind.”

Her answering eye-roll and exasperated huff
were exactly the kind of reactions he’d hoped for. He exhaled
slowly and silently, releasing the tension. It was going to be
okay.

“I was about to say you’re pretty insightful
for a self-involved young puppy who acts like he’s the gods’ gift
to women.”

He mock-gasped. “You mean I’m not the
gods’ gift to women?”

She shook her head, biting her lips to keep
from laughing. “Not even close.”

“Gutted!” He flopped backward, moaning as he
draped an arm over his eyes. “What’s the point of godly powers
then?”

When she’d quit laughing at his antics he
scooted over to sit next to her on the rock, and got down to
business. “I asked you here because your brother’s causing me a bit
of a dilemma. Seems he’s gotten so damn powerful he’s found a way
to skip back and forth between worlds without causing himself
lasting harm.”

“Shikari’s hairy paws!”

Marc snorted inwardly. Good try. She’d
sounded almost convincing.“Dayamaru is the most pathetic language
for swearing,” he said. “Why don’t you resort to our native
English? Just say fuck and be done with it.”

“Hopian doesn’t approve of me swearing in
English. He hates not knowing what I’m saying when I’m insulting
him.”

“You two are so well matched it’s
frightening. Look, Romana, this is serious stuff. No Sehan has ever
been able to do what Ryley’s done. Not even your mother.”

“We all knew very early on he’d outstrip
Mom,” she said. “So this is hardly new and surprising.”

“Perhaps this, then. One guess which world
Ryley’s chosen to make these regular little visits.”

She wriggled and fussed with her clothing as
her gaze slid from his. “Um, I have no idea.”

“Earth. And it gets worse.”

She paled and swallowed, had to clear her
throat before she could speak. “H-how much worse?”

“After sojourning all around our former
home-world and doubtless having a great old time sampling all
manner of exotic treats, he’s fallen for a woman hailing from a
little place called Seaview.”

Her thoughts came through loud and clear. She
was making no attempt to veil them. Shock could do that.

Seaview. Her mother’s hometown. Her own
hometown. A town that figured largely in Marc’s past, too,
considering that’s where his parents had retired to.

Seemed Ryley had never gotten around to
telling his sister which town he’d been visiting. “Fuck.”
She moaned and buried her face in her hands. “What the hell
was he thinking?”

“My thoughts exactly,” Marc said. “Better
warn your brother Wisa’s looking for him. And I’m not going to be
able to put her off for much longer.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Part I


Chapter One

 


Rowan’s vision shimmered. Her mind filled
with hazy images. Crap. Not now—please! Her hands shook as she
carefully replaced her cup on the saucer. She fixed her gaze on a
smudge on the wall and tried to blank her mind. Breathe. Just
breathe. In and out. In and out. That’s it….

Didn’t help.

Slowly, carefully, she pulled her focus from
the smudge to glance around the café and gauge her chances of
escape. Might be a better option to stagger outside than stick it
out here. Either way, chances were high she’d be making another
public spectacle of herself.

Her vision fogged and the café patrons
blurred. And then it was too late to choose. She’d have to stay put
and ride it out. Maybe this time no one would notice.

She curled her fingers around the seat of her
chair and held on tight as jerky images flecked with odd-shaped
spots flickered through her mind. It was like watching an old
black-and-white movie through a camera lens that needed a good
polish.

The “movie” slowed. Some images wavered and
then scattered. The others faded. She released the breath she’d
been holding, pried her numb fingers from the sides of her seat and
flexed them to get the blood circulating again. And she’d even been
foolish enough to dare to believe it was over when one fading image
abruptly sharpened and flared into full blazing Technicolor.

She bit back a whimper. Don’t look. Don’t
look. No one will die this time if you don’t look. If you don’t
see it, it’ll have no power.

Inevitably, the tragedy unfolded in her mind.
On the floor of a kitchen Rowan had never seen before, a woman she
had never met lay dying. A phone receiver dangled above her,
ceaselessly beeping a disconnected call signal. The woman couldn’t
speak but her mouth worked, struggling to get the words out. And
Rowan heard her thoughts.

Please Lord, please let her get here soon.
I want to say goodbye to her. Please! Tears trickled down her
wrinkled cheeks. And Rowan felt the hot tears spilling down her own
cheeks.

As though she was actually there, inside the
woman’s house, she heard a key in the front door and footsteps
rushing toward the kitchen.

“Mom? Mom!”

Through the old woman’s rheumy eyes, Rowan
watched a younger woman kneel to clutch her age-spotted hand.

“Mom? Can you hear me? Mom!”

Heather. Thank you, Lord.

Rowan heard the thought, felt the old woman’s
relief that her daughter had arrived. Now she could let go. Now she
could die. She had only one regret—that it was too late to tell
Heather how much she loved her. So Rowan helped her say it,
mouthing the words she heard, sending the thought and the emotion
the dying woman was no longer able to convey directly into
Heather’s mind.

I love you, Heather.

The woman stared into her mother’s fading
eyes. “I love you, too, Mom. I called the ambulance before I left.
The EMT will be here soon. Just hang on. Please!”

Both Rowan and the old woman knew it was too
late. Her heart stuttered. Her chest rose one last time. And
Rowan’s world went black.

 


~~~

 


The sharp prick of a needle piercing her skin
jerked Rowan to consciousness. She pried open her eyes to gaze at
the medic through a blurry golden haze. Everything lurched as she
was lifted. She squeezed her eyelids shut against the onset of
dizziness and the nightmare pounced.

She stood at her front door, hand
outstretched, keys dangling from her fingers. A powerful sense of
dread crawled down her spine. Something awful had happened, she
knew it.

Before she could unlock the door it swung
open. She crept inside and plastered her back against the wall,
waiting for her eyesight to adjust to the darkness. And then she
systematically checked each room of the small, tidy residence.
Nothing had been disturbed. So far as she could tell not a single
item was out of place. Her mind was playing tricks on her.

She switched on the bedroom light and stood
blinking in the harsh light.

Her husband lay on the bed. Harrison’s eyes
were closed, his handsome face serene, his hands clasped across his
stomach. Blood spattered his crisp white shirt. It soaked the bed.
So much blood.

A blink and she was standing by the bed with
no recollection of having moved. She stared down at Harrison. A
hand—her own—reached down to check the pulse at his neck.

His eyelids flew open. One hand snaked out to
manacle her wrist and he smiled up at her. There was so much love
in that smile. “Rowan, darling,” he said. “Don’t. It’s too
late.”

She crumpled to her knees.

“I’m sorry, darling, but this was the only
way. I wanted to die with dignity. I knew you wouldn’t help me when
the time came. You’re strong, determined—a fighter. You would have
fought the inevitable to the very end.”

His cultured English voice pierced her heart
as surely as a blade. “I know it’s the coward’s way out but I’ve
never been as strong as you. I couldn’t stand the thought of more
treatments. And for what? A few more months of either fighting the
pain or being spaced out of my mind on drugs? We both knew it was
useless. And I couldn’t bear the thought of being incapable of
making love to you, too weak to even hold you in my arms. Don’t
blame yourself, darling. It’s not your fault. It’s not your fault.
It’s—”

Your fault!

She swam up from the murky depths of her
nightmare. Her cheeks stung. Her skin felt raw. She’d been crying
in her sleep again. She reached up to wipe her face but her arm
felt cumbersome and heavy. She jerked fully awake and realized she
was lying in a hospital bed, hooked up to one of those automatic
blood-pressure monitor things. Hospital. Wonderful. How much of a
spectacle had she made of herself this time?

The stark white tiles of the hospital ceiling
gave no real answers. She shifted to ease the dull ache in her back
and winced. Her body felt as bruised and battered as her soul.

The curtains around her cubicle yanked back
without a by-your-leave. A harried-looking doctor stalked to the
chart hanging at the foot of the bed without even registering that
she—his patient—was fully conscious. Auburn hair framed a pleasant
face sprinkled with freckles. Must be an intern. Good. Should be
able to talk him into discharging her no problems.

“When—?” It came out as a croak. “When can I
go home?”

“Eh? Um—” He scanned her chart. “Ms
Havers. You’re awake. Wonderful. I’m Dr Kearney.” He whisked
around to the side of her bed and started doing doctor-ly things,
like shining a little light into her eyes and checking her
pulse.

“I—” She coughed painfully.

“Here, have some water.”

“Thanks.” Gratefully she took a sip through
the straw and tried again. “I want to go home.”

“There’re more tests we’d like to do first.
And I’ve a few questions I need to ask.”

He had more than just a few questions. Rowan
answered as best she could. She was painfully aware her answers
were unsatisfactory but she could hardly tell the truth without him
thinking she was a nut-job. By the time he’d finished with the
inquisition she felt limp as a dishrag.

“There’s nothing wrong with me,” she said,
and hoped she didn’t sound like a mutinous child. “I fainted—no big
deal. I’ve been working too hard lately—you know how crazy it can
be at this time of the year. When can I go home?”

“Do you live alone?”

She’d nodded before it crossed her mind to
lie.

The young doctor frowned at her. “Then I’d
feel better if we kept you in overnight. Just to be on the safe
side. I see from your records you’ve been admitted before with
similar symptoms, so I’d like to investigate what’s causing these
blackouts. Okay with you?”

Too tired to muster a convincing argument
Rowan gave in. “Okay. But only overnight. I’m going home
tomorrow.”

“Anyone you’d like us to call?”

“My neighbor. James Woodford. He’s got a
spare key to my house and he’ll feed Laptop for me.”

“Feed your laptop?” His eyebrows tried
to crawl into his hairline.

Before she got fast-tracked to the psych ward
she hastened to explain the whimsical name her husband had come up
with. “Laptop is my dog. She was always crawling onto my lap when
she was a pup. The name’s stuck with her even though she’s far too
big for laps now. She’s a Malamute,” she added by way of
explanation.

He nodded. “I’ll have our receptionist
contact Mr Woodford for you. Anyone else? Relatives?
Boyfriend?”

“No.” She struggled to sit up and he showed
her how to adjust the back of the bed to a slightly more
comfortable position. Whoever had invented hospital beds needed a
smack upside the head.

“Um, Doctor?”

“Yes?” He blinked when he noticed her flaming
face.

“It’s a bit, uh, breezy. Could you please
fasten the back of my gown properly? I can’t reach around to do it
while I’m hooked up to this monitor.”

She bent forward to allow him to tie the
laces of her gown, and held herself very still. He was a
professional. He would hardly be ogling her butt.

“Sorry about that,” he said. “Preserving your
modesty wasn’t much of a priority when you were brought in.”

“Thanks, Doctor.” Was that a slight flush
staining his cheeks? Yep. Poor guy.

“I’ll check on you later Ms Havers.” He
bolted, yanking the curtain shut behind him.

Rowan searched the cubicle for something to
read. Of course there was nothing. She lay back and resigned
herself to spending the night in the worst place imaginable for
someone with her, uh, issues. In a hospital with a whole
bunch of sick people. Chances someone was going to die? Pretty damn
good, unfortunately.

Please, don’t let anyone else die today. I
don’t want to have to watch anyone else die today. Please.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Two




Laptop whined and huffed a trio of soft barks
to inform her mistress it was time to wake up and get going. Rowan
groaned, threw off the bedclothes and rolled out of bed to lurch
toward the bathroom. She turned the shower to a smidgeon below
unbearably hot and stepped beneath the water. The heat sliced
through her skin and seeped into her bones. She gave her body a
vigorous scrub with a loofah… and wished it could help scour away
her guilt as efficiently as it scoured her skin. She should have
been able to prevent Harrison’s suicide. She should have been able
to convince him even a life shadowed by a terminal disease was a
life worth fighting for. But she’d failed. And since discovering
his body something inside her had fundamentally altered.

It was her punishment for failing
Harrison—this bizarre emotional link she formed with the dying. She
shared their thoughts, their fears, regrets—everything until the
final moment of their death when her link to them was abruptly
severed. Experiencing people dying over and over again was no
picnic. She’d tried everything—sleeping pills, hypnotherapy,
meditation, herbal remedies. Nothing worked. People suffered and
died. She suffered with them. And in the back of her mind lingered
the crippling fear that one day she might link to someone she knew.
She suspected that experience would push her into insanity.

To protect herself she’d drawn back, keeping
herself aloof from any form of intimate relationship. She was alone
and it was better that way. Life was something to be endured. And
sometimes, in the dead of night as she lay sleepless, waiting for
the nightmare to take her, she thought that her own death would be
a welcome relief.

She toweled herself until her skin tingled,
and then rubbed ineffectually at the condensation misting the
mirror with a corner of the wet towel. As she scraped her damp hair
back from her face with a comb she stared at her foggy reflection.
She seemed so… insubstantial now—a shadow of her former
self.

The mirror began to clear and her reflection
crept into focus. She practiced the “I’m fine, thank you. How are
you?” professional smile until it almost fit her face. The effect
was spoiled by the gaunt features staring back at her. Her hollow,
haunted eyes had witnessed too many deaths, shared too many regrets
and fears, and try as she might she couldn’t summon up an image of
what she used to look like. Before Harrison.

She spun away from the mirror. Next task get
dressed and feed her starving dog.

“Hey, beautiful.” As she bent to hug the big
dog Laptop whined and licked her face. “Eeuuw! I wish you wouldn’t
do that. Makes me feel like I need another shower.” She
straightened quickly to avoid another slurp.

When the dog had finished her meal, Rowan
opened the back door onto her large yard and leaped out of the way
as Laptop lunged past her. The dog pranced around for a while and
then flopped her butt down to scratch. The Malamute’s furry face
scrunched up into that dreamy doggy-look she got when she managed
to itch just the right spot. Rowan summoned a brief smile at her
pet’s antics before retreating into the warmth of the kitchen.

The message indicator on the phone was
blinking. She didn’t get many calls and hadn’t noticed it before.
Her pulse quickened and the back of her neck felt clammy. Bad
news—she knew it. Snatching a deep breath she thumbed the button on
the answer phone.

Numbly she listened to Marilyn’s apologetic
voice ramble on. “I don’t know how else to say this, Rowan. We had
a complaint from that stuck-up old bat. She rang Head Office,
threatening to take all her travel business elsewhere, and given
you’ve had so much time off lately— Well, I can’t sweep this one
under the carpet. I’m so sorry. You’re exceptional at your job and
the clients love you and it makes me royally sick to have to let
you go. Look, I’ll courier your severance pay and personal stuff
from your desk. And please, ring me for a reference any time. I’m
really sorry it has to be this way, Rowan.”

Bad news all right. Rowan resisted the urge
to heave the phone at the wall. It wasn’t Marilyn’s fault—or the
“stuck-up old bat’s” either, to be brutally honest. Right in the
middle of handing Mrs. Riddick, AKA the stuck-up old bat, a cup of
coffee Rowan had linked to a young girl who lay trapped and dying
amidst the mangled wreckage of her car. Rowan had screamed, spilled
coffee all over Mrs. Riddick’s pale pink, hideously expensive suit,
and then passed out.

When she came to, she claimed to have
suffered a debilitating migraine, apologized all over the place,
and offered to pay the client’s dry-cleaning bill. But Mrs. Riddick
refused to be soothed. She’d stalked out, announcing she’d require
a visit to her therapist to recover from the “trauma”. With a young
girl’s pain and terror and ultimate death still indelibly etched
into her mind, Rowan found it difficult to care anything at all for
Mrs. Riddick’s supposed trauma.

Fired two weeks before Christmas. Crap. The
timing couldn’t be worse. Christmas was a stressful enough time for
most people, but for Rowan the holiday was nightmarish. Elderly
people, especially, had a tendency to pass away over Christmas. She
desperately needed the distraction of work. Not to mention the
money. She had a little saved but not much. Just enough to cover
living expenses and payments on her house for a couple of months.
If she didn’t find another job soon—

What the hell was she going to do? It wasn’t
going to be easy. Ideally she needed a job where there’d be no
questions asked if she took a day off or came in late. No raised
eyebrows if she had to lurch off to the powder room to endure
another living nightmare. No probing questions if she emerged
looking like death warmed over after another brush with death.
Yeah, right. Impossible, much?

She shook off the negative thoughts. Enough
feeling sorry for herself. She’d head straight to the local
employment agency to register for some temp work. Perhaps she’d
luck out and find something filling in for someone taking holidays
over the Christmas break.

She shoved her arms into her winter coat,
grabbed a scarf and gloves, and ducked outside to read the riot act
to her dog. “You behave—you hear me, girl? No digging under the
fence and escaping again or I’ll have to leave you locked inside
when I go out. And we both know how you hate that.”

Laptop nosed her hand and whined before
racing off to chase something.

Rowan locked up and headed for town. She
trudged through the snow-lined streets, head down and hands shoved
in her pockets, ignoring the biting cold. For a while the numbness
of her extremities mirrored the numbness of her mind. But it didn’t
last. Her brain began dwelling on graphic details of that poor
girl’s last moments on earth. The young ones were the worst. They’d
never really had a chance to live.

When her thoughts started on a downward
spiral toward depression and despair she resorted to reciting her
personal mantra. Oh, she knew the words were lies, but the familiar
rhythm of them comforted her. And maybe, just maybe, if she
repeated them often enough, the sentiments might come true.

I am hap-py. I am heal-thy. I am free from
suf-fer-ing. Soon her steps were perfectly timed to the tempo
of the chant and she’d almost shut away the memories. Almost.

She crossed the busy intersection oblivious
to the squealing of tortured tires and the warning shouts of other
pedestrians as they scattered. And then a word echoed loudly in her
mind. Run!

Rowan froze in the middle of the street. Her
chin lifted and all she could do was stare at the car barreling
towards her. This is it, she thought. And rather than fear she felt
profound relief. James would look after Laptop and—

Run, you little idiot!

No, she thought back. It’s too
late.

Shit. It wasn’t supposed to be like this!

A man appeared beside her—from nowhere. His
movements were so unbelievably quick that one moment she was
preparing to meet her maker, and the next he’d swept her into his
arms and spirited her to safety. Her gaze latched onto his face and
she took in his furrowed forehead, the tightly clenched jaw, the
startling golden eyes that seemed to be… glowing? A part of her
mind registered that the runaway car had skidded to a halt by the
curbside without hitting a single pedestrian. Miraculous.

The man set Rowan on her feet, steadied her,
and stepped back. After an achingly long moment he said, “You ought
to be more careful, Rowan.”

“Th-thank you,” she managed to whisper.

“You’re welcome. You’ll be all right?”

“Uh… yes.”

“Good. I have to go help the driver of that
car.”

“Oh. Of course.” Bemused, she watched him
stride toward the accident scene and take charge. He extricated a
heavily pregnant woman from the vehicle. A snap of his fingers had
a concerned bystander shucking his coat and laying it on the
ground. He lay the woman on the coat to examine her. More onlookers
gathered, and as her rescuer disappeared from view Rowan finally
pulled herself together and forced her legs to move.

“Holy shit! Check it out,” she heard a
bystander say as she skirted the crowd.

“What happened?” another asked.

“Some woman went into labor. Doesn’t speak
much English. Tried to drive herself to hospital and side-swiped a
bunch of cars. No one’s hurt. Can you believe that?”

Rowan breathed out the tension. Thank God. No
one had died. Yet.

She didn’t linger. The thought of sharing the
death of a pregnant woman was too horrifying to consider. All she
could do was pray the charismatic stranger would ensure no harm
came to the woman or her baby, and get as far away from them as
possible. But as she hurried down the street a thought smacked her.
How had he known her name?

 


~~~

 


“From every human being there rises a
light that reaches straight to heaven.

And when two souls that are destined to be together find each
other, their streams of light flow together and a single brighter
light goes forth from their united being.”



Author unknown.

 


Ryley closed down the search engine and
turned his attention to the pile of case note files on his desk.
But now his concentration was shot to hell. The poignant quote had
seared itself into his brain and resounded over and over in his
mind.

And when two souls that are destined to be
together find each other….

He swiveled his chair and as he stared out
the office window his gaze blurred. Minute imperfections in the
glass merged, combining with reflected light and shadows to form a
face—a woman’s face. The face that had haunted him these past five
years.

Enough. He exploded from his chair, grabbed
his coat and exited the office. Some fresh air and a walk would
help clear his head—anything to distract himself from thinking
about her. Rowan Havers.

Hours later her misery awoke him. He switched
on the lamp and fished a shaving mirror from the bedside drawer. He
sat up, leaned his spine against the headboard, and stared into the
mirror. In the light given off by the lamp his golden eyes glowed.
No surprises there. It had been two decades since his eyes had
changed color and he’d had plenty of time to adjust to their
strangeness.

He transferred his memory of Rowan to the
forefront his mind and re-created her unique colors. He tweaked
shades here and there, and when they were perfect, he concentrated
on the mirror. Its surface swirled with the myriad of colors and
then it abruptly cleared and he could see her in the mirror.

She tossed and turned, tangling herself in
the bedclothes.

He dipped into her mind. She was in the
throes of that recurring nightmare about her dead husband. With a
gentle psychic caress he banished the dream and calmed her mind.
And then he watched her relax into a peaceful slumber.

He’d resolved not to linger but he couldn’t
resist her allure. He wrapped himself in her essence and indulged
himself for as long as he dared, and then he carefully withdrew to
ponder what he’d learned.

You should leave her to sort out her own
life. His brother’s voice whispered in his mind. She’s an
intelligent young woman—she’ll find fulltime work soon enough. And
our mother would not approve of your meddling.

I’m aware of that, Aryn. But it’s
tempting.

She’s tempting, you mean.

That too. There’s something about her that
draws me. And it’s nearly Christmas after all—a time for goodwill
toward your fellow man. Or so these people believe. Gods know, she
deserves a little help.

Poor girl has had a pretty rough life,
his brother agreed.

Can I count on you for support? He
asked because he absolutely did not want a repeat of the last time
he’d acted against Aryn’s integral beliefs. Having your twin
brother’s soul inside you made life interesting at times. A little
too interesting.

I’ve always been a sucker for a pretty
girl.

Ryley smiled. He and his brother had made up
his mind. He’d do everything in his power to help Rowan get her
life back on track.

Ironic, Aryn whispered.

What?

That you could have your pick of women in
Dayamaria, yet you’re obsessing over a woman from another
world.

Ryley didn’t respond. And as sleep took him
he thought he heard his brother murmur, And you’d choose the one
woman you can’t have.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Three




The Seaview Employment Agency’s employee of
the month had been more than helpful but Rowan had still been
forced to accept a series of temping positions that were less than
ideal. She wasn’t cut out for temping. The uncertainty of it left
her wrung out and more exhausted than usual. So far she’d sold
Christmas trees, gift-wrapped Christmas gifts, waited tables, given
out perfume samples, and played the role of Santa’s little helper.
The very brief outfit she’d had to wear for that last one had been
borderline scandalous. Never again.

The job giving out perfume samples had been
disastrous for a very different reason. She’d been sucked into a
lonely old man’s death, and had almost emptied a sample bottle of
expensive scent over a prospective customer before crumpling to the
floor. She’d been politely informed another “epileptic fit”
wouldn’t benefit the department. As it turned out, Mrs. Riddick
hadn’t believed the migraine explanation and had been spreading
gossip all over town. Evil cow. Even Mona, her über-understanding
employment agent, had started asking questions.

Now only a week remained until Christmas, and
the chances of snapping up a permanent position before the New Year
were increasingly remote. She’d have to tighten her belt a few more
notches and hope something came up after the holidays.

The phone blared. Rowan jerked and spilled
her tea. That was another thing she couldn’t get used to—the early
morning phone calls.

“Hi, Rowan!” Mona’s gushing tones bubbled
from the phone.

Rowan made a rude face at the receiver. It
wasn’t natural to be that chirpy early in the morning.

“I’ve excellent news. I’ve found you the
perfect job—a permanent one! I simply can’t believe our luck! He
needs an assistant and he sounds absolutely divine. I’ve told him
your qualifications and he’s really, really impressed. He’d like to
meet you. Today. And for you to start immediately if it suits.”

Too good to be true—

“There’s just one catch.”

Wasn’t there always?

“He may need you to work during the Christmas
break. I told him given your—” a delicate pause “—situation
that shouldn’t be a problem. I’m sure you’d rather be working than
coping on your own over Christmas, right?”

Rowan winced. The cruelty was unintentional
but it hurt all the same. “What line of business is he in?” she
asked.

“I believe he’s a naturopath? I’m a bit vague
about all the details. “ Mona giggled and Rowan suppressed a snort.
Mona was frequently a bit vague about all the details, which was
surprising given her line of work.

Mona must have read something into Rowan’s
silence for she hastened to reassure her. “He’s doing some pro bono
work up at Seaview Children’s Home so he’s legit. Oooh, here’s a
thought. He might be able to help you with your nasty migraines,
too!”

When she didn’t respond Mona hurried on as
though sensing her growing impatience. “He’ll meet you at the Prime
Roast Café at half-eight. That’s half-eight this morning, by the
way. Oh, and Rowan? If you could pop on a teensy little bit more
makeup so you don’t look so pale and wan? First impressions and all
that, dear.”

“Sure thing.” Rowan visualized the woman
checking on her own heavily made-up features in a mirror. Mona,
regrettably, subscribed to the apply-your-makeup-with-a-trowel
school.

“And ring me as soon as the meeting’s over,”
Mona ordered. “I want to hear all about it. He sounded
gooorgeous over the phone—his voice made my knees go weak.
Don’t forget!”

“I won’t.” Rowan glanced at her watch. It was
already quarter to eight. “Better fly or I’ll be late. Bye, Mona.”
She rang off before the woman could prattle on further.

Assistant to a naturopath. Sounded
intriguing. At least he might be sympathetic to her needing time
off for a debilitating “illness”. Heck, maybe he could help
her with her little problem….

Hah. Doubtless he’d think she was a complete
whack-job. Here’s hoping he didn’t turn out to be one.

 


~~~

 


Right on half-eight she entered the café, and
as she glanced around her stomach tied itself into a big old knot
of dismay. Half a dozen of the patrons were male, all sipping
coffees with their noses buried in newspapers. Crap. In her haste
to get Mona off the phone she’d forgotten to ask how she would
identify this mystery man. Talk about a classic head-desk moment.
Not to mention a great way to kick off an interview—having to
approach strangers and ask stupid questions like, “Would you happen
to be the naturopath I’m supposed to be meeting?” Heck, she hadn’t
even asked for the guy’s name. What a dumbass.

She fished her ancient cell phone from her
bag just as the door swung open and another patron entered the
café. And she was scrolling through the phone numbers to find
Mona’s when someone tapped her on the shoulder. “Ms Havers?”

Her girly “Eeep!” was attention-getting and
cringe-worthy. Worse, the phone slipped from her fingers, landing
on the polished concrete floor with an ominous tinny
thud.

“Oh no!” If it was broken she couldn’t afford
another one. She bent to snatch up the phone but he was quicker…
and she smacked her nose on his bent head. She bit her lips against
an unladylike imprecation and rocked back on her heels, rubbing her
nose.

He scooped up the phone and grasped her elbow
to help her to her feet. “Gods. Sorry about that. Let’s grab a
table so you can sit down. I’ll get you a drink—my shout.”

Before she could protest he’d ushered her to
a seat, pressed a napkin into her hand, and headed for the counter
to place their orders.

She blotted watering eyes with the napkin.
Her nose felt huge—swollen and kind of numb but still managing to
throb painfully at the same time. Fabulous. Truly excellent first
impression. Mona would be so pleased. She blinked back
tears—because of her sore nose of course, not because she was
feeling sorry for herself—and spotted him heading for her table
balancing a tray laden with cups… and a pot of tea.

His lips curved at her startled expression.
“How’d I know you liked herbal tea? Lucky guess.”

She didn’t know whether to be insulted or
flattered. In a town full of dedicated coffee-drinkers, those who
preferred tea were generally considered the slightest bit
eccentric.

He set everything—including her cell phone—on
the table, dispensed with the tray, and turned his attention to the
teapot. Resting his fingertips on the handle, he spun the pot three
times clockwise, paused, then spun it three times
counter-clockwise.

A frisson skimmed her spine. It was the exact
same ritual she performed to steep the brew whenever she
made tea in a pot.

“Should be perfect now,” he said, and poured
tea into the cups. “Hope you like this blend. It’s St John’s Wort
with berries. Bit of a stress-reliever and delicious, too, of
course. If you don’t like it no drama. I’ll drink this one and you
can choose something else. And I’ve ordered hotcakes to share—I’m
guessing you skipped a proper breakfast to get here on time.”

Those eyes. Where had she—? “You. You’re the
guy who saved me from that runaway car. How did you—?”

“I’m Ryley. Nice to officially meet you, Ms
Havers.”

Automatically she shook his outstretched
hand. His grip was firm. And warm. So warm his heat seeped into her
skin, relaxing tense muscles and banishing her shock.

What had she been about to ask him? She
couldn’t remember. She shook her head. Can’t have been important.
“Nice to meet you, too, Mr, uh—”

“Just Ryley will do. That’s Ryley with two
Ys.”

“Oh. In that case, please call me Rowan.”

“Thanks, Rowan. I’ll do that.”

Was that affection she heard in his voice?
Flustered, she sipped her tea. The tart-sweet berry flavors burst
on her tongue.

She watched him fiddling with her cell phone,
trying to anchor the battery back inside the casing. “I think this
is a lost cause,” he said. “Sorry.”

She sighed. “That’s okay. It was old and
unreliable, anyway.” Her hand crept to her throbbing nose. She
probed it carefully with her fingertips and couldn’t hide a
wince.

“Here, let me fix that for you.” He moved his
chair closer to hers.

“Fix what?”

“Your sore nose. It’s the least I can do
given it was my hard head that caused the injury.”

She was searching for a response that
wouldn’t offend him when he leaned in and cupped a palm to the base
of her skull. She stiffened, eyes wide, still tongue-tied. Should
she make a scene? Yes— No. She needed this job too much.

“Relax. You’re all tense again.” Strong
fingers dug into the muscles of her neck and he leaned even
closer.

It was only when she blinked Rowan realized
she’d been transfixed by the unusual color of his eyes. Gold eyes.
And she didn’t think they were contacts. Her breath caught and her
heart jolted. She tensed, preparing to rear back and create some
much needed distance, but his hand firmed, holding her still. “I
won’t hurt you,” he murmured. “Trust me.”

Her protests died unspoken and she exhaled a
shaky sigh that released all the tension from her body.

He extended his other hand to stroke a
fingertip oh-so-gently down her nose. “Close your eyes,” he
murmured. “It’ll make this easier for both of us.”

No way was she closing her eyes in the middle
of a café. But then he stroked the bridge of her nose again and
strangely, her eyelids felt so very heavy. Her lashes fluttered
down and her embarrassment faded, leaving her hyper-conscious of
his touch, of him. His breath caressing her skin. The smell of
him—spicy-sweet and addictive. The soft rustle of his clothing
against the chair as he shifted. The hand holding her in place
dropped away but she no longer felt the need to distance herself.
His touch felt natural, comfortable. Right.

Using the fingertips of both hands he gently
traced a path down the bridge of her nose, outward across her
cheeks, up her temples, back across her brows, inscribing a simple
circular pattern with each hand. Her skin tingled beneath his
touch. The throbbing of her nose eased… and then ceased
altogether.

“All done,” he breathed, his lips tickling
the delicate skin of her earlobe.

Her eyelids flew open and she jerked back
against her chair. Her face felt hot and fire-engine red as she
glanced about the café but none of the patrons seemed to have taken
the slightest notice.

“Ah. Here’s our breakfast.” He leaned back to
allow the waitress easier access to the table. And when he smiled
and thanked her, the woman’s sullen expression brightened. She
fussed, arranging a napkin on his lap and topping up his cup from
the teapot. And when she finally left him alone it was with a coy
backward glance and an exaggerated sway of her hips.

He seemed unaware of the woman’s regard. He
was too busy slathering whipped butter and maple syrup onto the
stack of hotcakes. “Gods I love this syrup. It’s truly
sublime.”

Rowan probed her nose with her fingers. No
matter how firmly she pressed there was no pain. How the heck had
he done… whatever it was he’d done?

She opened her mouth to voice this extremely
pertinent question and he promptly popped a syrup-laden forkful of
hotcake into it. “Try this,” he said. “I assure you they’re
delicious.”

“Ummmph.” She chewed and swallowed. “Thanks.
But—”

“Uh uh. No business talk while we’re
eating.”

“But—”

He sighed and set down the fork with a
discordant clatter of stainless steel on china. “Relax, Rowan. Your
previous boss Marilyn informs me you’re great with people and you
were an exemplary employee. And your employment agent was quite…
forthcoming with details. The job’s yours. It’s well paid—not quite
as well paid per hour as your previous full-time position, but at
least I pay overtime. Oh and I’ll throw in a new cell phone, too.
Anything else worrying you?”

Of all the arrogant—

She slit her eyes and glared at him, cursing
the blush heating her face… and Mona for blabbing personal details.
“That’s all very nice, Ryley, but despite everything you’ve
been told about me, I hardly know anything about this
position you’re offering. And to be quite frank, I’m not sure we’d
work well together.”

He didn’t seem the least offended by her
bluntness. “I appreciate your caution, Rowan. One can’t be too
careful these days. How about you assist me for the day, and if you
like the job—and me—it’s yours. Regardless of what you decide, I’ll
pay time-and-a-half for the day. Consider it a bonus for wasting
your time if it doesn’t work out.”

He wrapped his hands around his cup and took
a sip. And damned if her gaze didn’t latch onto his hands, and
sweep upward to his mouth, and start wondering inappropriate
things. Like how those capable hands would feel on her body. And
how those lips would taste.

“Unless you’ve got something better planned
today?” he said, snapping her from her fantasies. “Another stint as
Santa’s little helper, perhaps?” He shook his head in dismay and
huffed a sharp breath through his nose. “Such a waste of talent.
Although—” his voice hinted at some emotion she couldn’t define
“—I’m sure you looked quite stunning in your costume.”

Rowan took another sip of her tea and hoped
he’d attribute her flushed cheeks to the hot beverage. He quirked
an eyebrow, awaiting her response, and finally she nodded. What did
she have to lose? “Okay, you’re on. A day’s trial and then I’ll
make my decision.”

“Excellent. Now have another bite of these
hotcakes. Please?” He held out the fork.

She had to smile. He was far too attractive
for his own good and completely insufferable but she liked him
anyway. She took the fork from him and began to eat.

Ryley nudged the plate toward her and leaned
back, eying her lazily as she polished off the breakfast he’d
bought her. While she’d been entranced he’d transfused her with
energy. She should be feeling pretty good after his treatment and
the effect should get her through the day. But she still resembled
a half-starved waif who hadn’t had a good night’s sleep in months.
Make that years.

His healing probe hadn’t detected anything
physically wrong with her—a huge relief. She’d be a challenge,
though. It’d take more than just a brief laying on of hands to help
her get her life back on track.

When she’d drained her cup he said, “Ready,
Rowan?”

“Yes.” She stood, smoothing her skirt down
her thighs and drawing his attention to her legs.

Nice, Aryn murmured in his mind. We
sure can pick ’em. A bit more meat on her bones and she’d be
a real looker.

Hush, brother. He helped Rowan into
her coat. Taking her arm, he walked her outside, and when she would
have pulled away he resisted.

He felt her tense beneath his hand. The
suspicion was back. “Where’re we going?” she asked.

“Back to your place to pick up your dog. And
so you can get changed.”

She halted. “Excuse me?”

“I have some patients to see up at Seaview
Children’s Home. Most kids love animals, so I thought we’d take
your dog along—if you don’t mind, that is. And I figured you’d be
more comfortable in casual clothes. See? All quite innocent.”

She flushed pink and he had a sudden vision
of her spread naked on his bed, her skin flushed from his
attentions, looking not the least bit innocent. Stop it,
Aryn, he ordered. His brother was becoming a borderline sex
maniac.

“Oh, that’s fine,” Rowan was saying. “About
my dog, I mean. She adores children. She may look a bit like a
wolf, but she’s a big soppy puppy-dog underneath.” She blinked at
him, and he guessed she’d finally registered the casual sweater and
jeans beneath his jacket. “And you’ve got a point about the clothes
too, I guess,” she added.

He knew he’d unsettled her but she wasn’t
getting away from him now. “Shall we continue on, then?” he
asked.

“Yes. Yes, of course.”

Way to go, bro, his brother said.
Too cool for school.

Shut up, Aryn.

 


~~~

 


Rowan’s house was a twenty minute walk from
the town center. When she’d first laid eyes on it the place had
been run down and painted a hideous shade of green. But the bones
had been good, and she’d fallen in love with it at first sight.
She’d used her nest-egg as a deposit, negotiated a loan from the
bank and it was all hers—lock, stock and hefty bank loan. Now
repainted, repaired and redecorated, it was no longer the worst
house on the street. There was still a heap of work that needed
doing, but each time she approached it from the street she couldn’t
help the satisfied smile that curved her lips.

Ryley opened the gate for her and followed
her up the path. “Nice place.” He wandered over to the small garden
she’d planted with snow-hardy plants and shrubs.

“Do you want to come inside while I get
changed? I won’t be long but it’s pretty cold out.” Awkward. She
wasn’t entirely sure how she felt about him prowling around her
private domain.

“I’ll wait here. Mind if I pull a few
weeds?”

He wouldn’t find many. “Knock yourself
out.”

He shucked his coat and hunkered down among
the snowdrops, their small white bell-shaped flowers flourishing
despite a fine crust of snow. She watched for a moment as he yanked
what was definitely a weed, shook the excess soil from the roots,
and set it aside. He seemed to know what he was doing, so she
headed inside.

She re-emerged ten minutes later, dressed but
panic-stricken. “I’m sorry, I can’t go with you because my— Oh!”
She couldn’t believe her eyes. Her fierce-looking dog—the same
canine who bared her teeth at strangers and growled like she wanted
to rip them to shreds—now lay on her back with her paws in the air
while Rowan’s potential new boss rubbed her tummy.

“Naughty girl! How’d you get out of the
yard?”

The Malamute performed some wriggly canine
acrobatics until she sat at Ryley’s feet in a perfect
show-dog-style pose. She whined piteously.

“She’s trying to tell you she didn’t do
anything wrong, aren’t you, girl?” He speared his fingers through
the dog’s thick ruff and was rewarded with a lick. “I let her out.
Heard her whining and thought I’d better introduce myself before
she dug under the gate.”

Rowan pursed her lips. “You have a way with
animals.”

“I had a dog but I had to leave him
behind.”

“Why?”

“I travel too much. Are you ready to go?”

She allowed him the change of subject. His
private life was none of her business. And she’d make damn sure he
didn’t find out any more about hers. “I’ll grab a leash.”

She heard Laptop give a series of
high-pitched yips and Ryley consoling her. “Sorry, girl. I know you
don’t like being on a leash, but when we get to the Kids’ Home
we’ll take it off. Deal?”

Another yip. Followed by, “Good girl.”

One last yip, and then, “You’re welcome.”

Good grief. Who does this guy think he is? Dr
Dolittle? She headed for the door, wondering what on earth she’d
gotten herself into.

“You look great, by the way,” he said when
she reappeared.

She mentally re-catalogued her chunky
hand-knitted sweater and corduroys, teamed with flat-heeled boots
and her winter coat. Given the approval gleaming in his eyes her
choice of outfit had been a good call. “Thanks.”

“I prefer a casual dress code, so feel free
to dress down tomorrow.”

Presumptuous of him. “If I take the job,” she
reminded him. It was more a token reminder because despite his
quirks he seemed harmless enough, and she’d ninety-nine-point-nine
percent made up her mind she would take the job. But he
couldn’t know that.

He merely smiled.
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Hours later, Rowan flexed her writing hand to
ease cramped fingers—thankful for the break while her boss worked
with one of the Home’s newly admitted patients. Her role during
consultations seemed to be to introduce her dog, and then retire to
the viewing room and watch the session through a one-way glass
window. After each session she’d head back to the consultation room
to jot down Ryley’s verbal summation and thoughts about the patient
before the next one arrived. She was, in effect, a human
Dictaphone. And she was sure a Dictaphone would be more efficient
and far cheaper than paying her a salary. She shrugged. Each to his
own.

She’d been interested to note he never once
consulted any files prior to a session. Seemed he had an excellent
memory. His method of putting the kids at ease and building rapport
with them was interesting, too. He made full use of her dog—who
seemed more than willing to suffer being asked to roll over, play
dead or shake paws, in return for being made a huge fuss of, and
petted and stroked and praised. The only unsettling thing about the
consultations had been watching Ryley hold his right hand about an
inch away from the child, and skim it up and down.

In between sessions she plucked up the
courage to ask what he believed he was achieving with the skimming
hand thing. He’d smiled and said, “I’ll tell you what I tell my
patients if they ask: I’m sensing anything that needs healing.” And
she’d made a mental note to Google non-traditional healing methods
when she got home.

Now, as she sipped her tea, her attention was
again fixed fully on Ryley. She couldn’t imagine not
accepting the position as his assistant. She’d have to be a real
hardass not to have warmed to him after watching him interact with
the kids. No matter how withdrawn or sullen the child, he soon had
them whispering secrets into his ear. A couple of kids had even
crawled into his lap, quite content to stay there while he did…
whatever it was he did. Even Laptop seemed to adore him, and
Rowan’s dog was an excellent judge of character. Watching him work
was fascinating. He was fascinating.

A man poked his head inside the room and eyed
her cup with something resembling longing. He sniffed, inhaling
deeply. The hopeful expression segued to dismay. “Please don’t tell
me that’s tea?”

When she nodded, he pushed a shock of untidy
blond hair back from his face and grimaced. “Damn. Can’t stand the
stuff. I was hoping for a caffeine fix.”

Rowan noted his rumpled clothes, the strain
lines etched into his face. She’d just opened her mouth to offer to
make him a coffee when his mobile rang.

He fished it from a pocket. “Hello? Ah,
okay.” He approached her, holding out his phone. “It’s for
you.”

Rowan’s eyebrows climbed to her hairline.
“Who is it?”

He jerked his chin at Ryley… who waved at
them through the viewing window. “Your boss.”

Huh? Frowning, she took the proffered mobile.
“Rowan speaking.”

“Tell him from me to get off his arse and
make his own coffee,” Ryley said.

“Uh, all right.”

He rang off and before she could say anything
the newcomer sighed and held out his hand for the mobile. “He told
you I had to make my own coffee, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“Clever bastard. It’s like he’s got a sixth
sense or something.” The newcomer pocketed the phone and held out
his hand. “Dean Milton. Resident pediatrician—among other things.
The kids call me Doctor Dean, but you can call me Dean.”

“Rowan.” She clasped his hand. “And if you’re
really dying for a coffee—”

He shook his head. “Probably shouldn’t. I’m
seriously over my daily caffeine limit already. I’ll never get any
sleep tonight if I have another cup.”

“Rough day?”

“Rough night. Vin—Ryley’s little patient
there—came in yesterday. Poor kid’s had a rough time. I thought we
had him settled in but he went ballistic shortly after we got him
tucked up in bed for the night. Screaming blue murder, throwing
stuff around. Woke up a bunch of the other kids of course, and it
took ages to settle everyone down again.”

“I suppose you had to sedate him?”

He shook his head. “We prefer not to. Took
some doing but I finally got him calm enough to drift off. Poor kid
had killer nightmares on and off all night, though, so I didn’t get
much shut-eye.”

“How come?” she asked. “Surely a nurse could
have dealt with him?”

He slanted her a hang-dog look. “Guess I’m a
sucker for little kids. Hence why I sat up with him most of the
night.” His gaze strayed to the consult room and seemed to linger
on the boy’s bruised, haunted eyes.

“You’re a big softie, right?”

“Yeah. But it spoils my image, so don’t tell
anyone.” Dean rubbed his eyes and stifled another yawn. “How long
have you known Ryley?”

“Just met him this morning, though—” She
scrunched up her nose.

“Though, what?”

“I think I might have met him before but I
can’t put my finger on when and where.”

“Know what you mean.” He scratched the
stubble on his chin. “He reminds me of someone I recall from my
childhood.” He gave a bark of surprised laughter. “Wow, that’s
weird.”

“What’s weird?”

“The details have always been sort of
hazy—like a dream. But now I remember him clearly. Christ, you must
think I’m a right nut-job.”

“Not at all,” she said. “But I am
intrigued.”

He flopped into a chair, slouching down until
his butt was nearly off the seat, and stretched out his legs. “God.
It’s like it happened yesterday. I was in hospital, bored witless,
when this hulking big guy and two of his friends turned up to
entertain us kids. The big guy could do magic—not cheap tricks,
either. Really amazing stuff. He conjured a mirror and showed us
things that’d happened to us in it. Still can’t figure out how he
did that. Gives new meaning to the phrase ‘smoke and mirrors’.”

Rowan made a “go on” motion with her
hand.

“And one of the other guys—the one Ryley
reminds me of—I got the impression he was some sort of a medical
practitioner.” Dean chewed his lip as his gaze drifted in Ryley’s
direction. “I’m good with faces and there’s a very strong family
resemblance.”

“How come you were in hospital?” she
asked.

His attention snapped back to her, his open
expression suddenly wary.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” she said.

“It’s okay. I’m mostly over it.” He smiled
crookedly. “I lied about my broken arm and ribs and stuff—told
everyone I fell down the stairs. But that big guy, somehow he knew
my dad was beating on me and he showed one of the doctors the truth
in his magic mirror. Sounds like a fairy story, huh?” His
expression turned wry and he hunched, as though expecting her to
laugh and poke fun.

Rowan looked him straight in the eye. “Sounds
like a miracle if you ask me. Not many people get second chances
like that.”

A lopsided grin made an appearance. “Yeah. It
was a miracle. Changed my life. Mom finally got the support
she needed, and found the courage to kick my dad out on his sorry
ass. And I decided I wanted to help kids like me. So here I
am.”

They watched Ryley coaxing Vin to interact
with Laptop. The dog, impatient for attention, lunged and licked
the boy’s face. Rowan held her breath as Vin reared back. Oh no….
But after a tense moment the boy giggled and threw his arms about
the dog’s neck. Rowan exhaled in a series of shaky puffs.

She wasn’t the only one who’d been holding
her breath. “Good job,” Dean murmured.

Ryley bent to whisper in the boy’s ear and
beckoned him to the desk. He pulled something from a drawer and
handed it over. Vin’s expression turned ultra-serious, eyes huge.
But whatever Ryley said next did the trick and the boy nodded and
made a beeline for Laptop again. Rowan’s dog, never one to miss a
chance, slurped his face and elicited another smile.

“First smiles I’ve seen from that kid,” Dean
said.

“You can thank my dog later,” she told him,
smiling.

One of the regular staff entered the consult
room to escort Vin to the rec areas, and Ryley sauntered to the
viewing window to bang on the glass and beckon them in.

“Anything in particular I should know?” Dean
asked as he entered.

“The usual.” Some strong emotion tightened
the muscles beneath Ryley’s eyes before he schooled his face to
blankness. “Poor kid was locked in a small cupboard under the
stairs if he misbehaved, so he’s terrified of the dark. I’ve
reframed his fears as best I can, and given him a torch to take to
bed with him at night, okay? Other than that, keep doing what you
do, Dean. It works—you know that.”

The other man acknowledged the compliment
with a sharp nod. “So does whatever you do, even if we both use
vastly different methods.”

“Thank you.”

“When are you going to come clean and tell me
exactly what those methods are?” Dean’s tone contained more than a
hint of frustration. “Some form of energy healing, right? Qi Gong?
Huna? Reiki, with a hefty dose of child psychology thrown in for
good measure?”

Good question. Rowan wouldn’t mind knowing
the answer to that one, either.

Ryley barked a laugh. “Sort of.”

Dean waited expectantly for an explanation
but when none was forthcoming he shrugged. “Whatever works,
hey?”

“Whatever works,” Ryley agreed.

Rowan nudged the pediatrician. “You were
going to ask him a question. About the man he reminds you of?” she
prompted when he frowned and shot her a quizzical glance. They’d
only been discussing it five minutes ago. How could he have
forgotten so quickly?

He stared at her and after a few seconds his
expression suddenly cleared. “Oh, yeah.” He repeated his tale for
Ryley’s benefit. “So?”

“So, what?”

“So, you look very much like that guy I just
described.”

Ryley shrugged. “Wasn’t me. I’d have been
about five years old at the time.”

“I’m well aware of that. A relative,
perhaps?”

“It was a long time ago, Dean. Could be your
memory is playing tricks on you.”

“I suppose.” This time his yawn was huge and
long. “Sorry. Back to work. Nice chatting with you, Rowan. Might
see you later.”

“Bye, Dean. Nice to meet you, too.” She
grabbed her pen and notepad, and gazed at Ryley expectantly until
he started dictating case notes.

When he’d finished up, he lounged back in his
chair and slanted her a long, assessing once-over that made her
skin tingle and her toes curl in her boots. “What do you think,
Rowan? There’s lots of boring case notes to sort through and
computerize back at the office. Plus, every couple of weeks I have
to go out of State on business so when I’m not around you’ll be
making appointments and such. And sometimes I’d like you to come
with me on the occasional ‘field trip’ as I like to call them. Do
you want the job or not?”

“Yes. Yes I do.”

“Good.” His lips curved and his golden eyes
darkened with some unnamed emotion that made her clench her fists
to prevent from fanning the heat suffusing her face.

“How about I take you out for dinner to
celebrate?”

The question may as well have been a splash
of cold water yanking her back to reality. She chewed her bottom
lip. Attraction was one thing, but a date? She’d not allowed any
man to get close since Harrison died. And she wasn’t about to start
now. Especially not when the man in question was her gorgeous,
compelling, fascinating new boss. No way. “That’s very generous but
I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“What’s not a good idea? Going out for
dinner, or going out with me? Don’t tell me you’re afraid of
providing fodder for the local gossipmongers. Or,” he turned his
penetrating gaze up a few notches, “is it that you haven’t been out
on a date or had a relationship with a man in far too long, and
you’re scared?”

Taken aback by his bluntness her gaze dipped
to her booted feet. “It’s not that,” she whispered. But it was. And
he was right. She was scared. Scared of how attracted she
was to a man she barely knew. Scared if she got too close, too
involved, he’d dump her once he found out what a head-case she was.
Scared that if she allowed herself to hope, to truly feel again,
if—when—it all came crashing down she’d be too broken to
pick herself up again. She couldn’t take that kind of pain right
now. It was all she could do to crawl out of bed each morning and
put on a brave face and keep pretending she was coping with
life.

She couldn’t tell Ryley the truth—that she
had some sort of a psychic connection with people just before they
died, and it was ruining her life. What if she allowed herself to
get close to him and he ended up dying? Being intimate with
him and then living through his death would destroy her. She was
better off alone. And she wanted this job—needed it. The last thing
she wanted was to stuff it up by lusting after her boss. And
perhaps she was imagining it all and he’d only asked her out to be
polite. Who on earth would be interested in her?

He changed tactics. “I’ve a better idea. Come
to my place and I’ll cook. I have some paperwork for you to fill
out, and I need to give you the new cell phone I promised. We’ll
kill two birds with one spear. Deal?”

She opened her mouth to make some lame
excuse.

“Please?” he said. “I’m heartily sick of my
own company in the evenings.”

She didn’t dare look at him but his sigh
tugged at her heartstrings. It was just dinner. Between colleagues.
Where was the harm? Her resolve wavered.

“I’d truly appreciate your company,
Rowan.”

She blinked at the length of muscular,
jeans-encased thigh filling her vision. How had he gotten here,
perched on the edge of the desk? She hadn’t seen him move.

She risked lifting her chin to gaze into
those incredible golden eyes and was caught. Lost. His to do with
as he pleased.

“All right. Dinner. Just this once. Because
you’re my boss and I’m sure it’s inappropriate or… or… something.”
She knew she was babbling but she couldn’t stop. “But I guess it’s
sort of a business dinner, isn’t it? So that’s okay. Sort of. I
still need know hours of work, pay, your expectations of me—stuff
like that. Maybe it’d be better if we went out, though—just to keep
it all official. I wouldn’t want—”

“Rowan. Hush. ” He leaned down and tapped his
finger gently on her parted lips. “Who are you trying to convince?
Yourself or me? Would you feel better if we called it a staff
Christmas party?”

She swallowed. “O-okay. A staff Christmas
party.”

He caressed her lower lip with the pad of his
thumb. “For two. At my place.”

Her stomach flip-flopped. “A-at your
place.”

“See? That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

Her brain informed her she’d just been
railroaded and insisted she protest. Her mouth had other ideas and
she only managed to whisper, “No.”

He released her chin and stood. Her gaze
followed him as he prowled around the consultation room, waving his
right hand and making bizarre flicking gestures with his
fingers.

“What are you doing?” she squeaked, jumping
from her chair and backing away as he came toward her.

“Ridding the room of negative energy.”

“Ah.” Right.

He bent to rough up Laptop’s fur. “You did
good work today, girl. Thanks.” The Malamute licked his face and
barked two short yips. “You’re welcome,” he said.

Rowan couldn’t help giggling.

“Pick you up at six-thirty?”

It took her a moment to realize he was
speaking to her, not the dog. “All right.”

“I have to check on a couple of the kids I
saw earlier this week. See you soon.”

“Bye.” Rowan watched him stride from the
room. And only when the door closed behind him was the spell he’d
woven broken. She groaned and buried her face in her hands. What an
earth had possessed her to agree to have dinner with him? At his
home? That was a sure recipe for disaster… and a broken heart.

 


~~~


Chapter Four




Rowan couldn’t get him out of her head. As
she walked home, occasionally yanking Laptop’s leash to curb the
dog’s desire to explore some fascinating new scent, her lips kept
curving into a secretive smile. She was headed for the backyard
when her neighbor hailed her.

“Good afternoon, young Rowan.”

“Hi, James. How’s your day been?” She let
Laptop off the leash and the Malamute bounded over the low fence
separating the properties to visit with James.

“Just lazing round—as befits a decrepit old
coot like me.” He tussled with the dog and then gave her a command
to sit. Laptop planted her butt and gazed up at him
expectantly.

Rowan shook her head, impressed as always by
the way the elderly man handled her overly enthusiastic canine.

“How’s the job hunting?” he asked. “Any
luck?”

“Yes. As it happens I’ve just returned from a
successful job interview.” She ambled over to fill him in.

“Oh? That’s good news—especially this close
to Christmas. What will you be doing, and who will you be working
for?” He shook a finger under her nose. “Make sure you get paid
what you’re worth, too.”

She took no offence at his fierceness. James
was a sweetheart who treated her more like a daughter than a
neighbor. At first she’d tried to stay aloof, fearing what could
happen if they became friends, but he’d been so persistent she’d
reluctantly given in. Nowadays she made a habit of sharing tea and
biscuits with him in the weekends. And prayed he’d live a very,
very long life. “I’m working as an assistant for a, well, a
healer, I guess you could call him. I was up at Seaview
Children’s Home acting as his assistant today.”

James knit his bristly brows and the corners
of his mouth turned down. “He better not be some shyster.”

“He’s not. You should’ve seen him with those
kids. Incredible.”

“Hmmm. A healer, you say?” He scratched a
patch of stubble on his chin that had escaped his razor. “I’m sure
the folks up at the Home wouldn’t take on anyone who didn’t have
something genuine to offer. Maybe I’ll go see him myself sometime.
Does he have a name?”

“Ryley. Ryley—” The bottom dropped out of her
stomach. How on earth could she not have gotten around to asking
his full name? Heck, she didn’t even know how to contact him to cry
off this date tonight. Not that she wanted to but….

She laughed, but it carried an undertone of
unease. “I didn’t get his surname but I’ll find out for you
tonight.”

James winked knowingly at her. “On a first
name basis, eh? And you’re seeing him tonight? Man’s a fast mover.
You watch your step, young Rowan.”

“It’s purely business,” she protested
quickly. Too quickly.

He quirked a brow at her flushed face. “So
long as the two of you don’t get busy, hey?”

“James!” Her face felt like it was on
fire.

The old man peered more closely at her and
then drew back. A smile drifted across his lips and he nodded.
“He’s good for you, Rowan.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“You’re all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed.
Glowing.”

“Oh, you!” She wagged a finger at him. “Stop
flirting with me, James Woodford. You know I’d marry you in a hot
minute if you weren’t so stuffy about our age difference.”

He sniffed as though he’d taken offense but
the gleam in his eyes told her otherwise. “You go take a good hard
look in a mirror, missy. If spending a few hours with the man can
do that for you, I’m for certain booking a treatment or two
with him.”

“I bet you will—because you’re just plain
nosey not because you need one.” She glanced at her watch. “I’d
better go get ready.”

“Have fun!” he called as she ushered Laptop
into the back yard. And damned if she didn’t blush again.

Inside, a frantically blinking light demanded
her attention. Her answer phone seemed to be having a fit. She
counted sixteen messages. Sixteen? She pressed the Replay
button.

“Hi Rowan. It’s Mona. I haven’t been able to
get you on your mobile. How’d the meeting go? Call me!”

Hmm. No surprises there. Mona had been very
insistent she call after the interview.

Message number two: “Hi Rowan. I guess you’re
still tied up. Call me! It’s Mona, by the way.”

Oh dear. She was getting a bad feeling about
this.

“Hi Rowan. Mona, here. It must be going very
well if you’re still at it. Oops, I can’t believe I said that!
(giggle, giggle) Anyway, I can’t wait to hear all about it. Call
me!”

“Hi Rowan. Goodness me, (incredibly inane
giggle) what are you two doing? I might just walk down to
the Prime Roast Café and see if you’re still there. Bye!”

“Rowan. It’s me, Mona. You weren’t at the
café so I guess you’re on your way home. Call me!”

Each message sounded more desperate than the
last.

Rowan groaned. She sucked in a deep breath
and forced herself to dial Mona’s number. Luckily the woman was
with a client. Reprieved, Rowan left a message with the
receptionist apologizing for not ringing Mona earlier due to a
mishap with her cell phone.

It was nearly half-five. Plenty of time… if
she didn’t care what she looked like. She rushed into the bathroom,
shedding her clothes along the way, and dived for the shower. A
quick scrub and then she gave herself a few minutes to stand
motionless, luxuriating in the heat, letting the water pound over
her shoulders and back.

Heaven. She shut off the water before she got
too prune-like. And when she emerged from the bathroom from habit
she checked her watch. Six o’clock. Six o’clock? Butterflies
cavorted in the pit of her stomach. She’d spent half an hour in the
shower? Shit!

She raced to her closet and scanned her
clothes. Casual. Keep it casual. It’s a business meeting.

He said it was a Christmas party, a
small voice in her head protested. Wear something pretty….

She smothered the voice and opted for casual.
Comfortable casual. She threw herself into plain underwear, socks
and a white thermal t-shirt. The fawn moleskin trousers? Yes.
Perfect. She paired them with a chocolate-colored cable-knit
sweater and risked a glance in the mirror. Quickly she pulled out
her hairpins and combed her damp hair, re-coiling it into the usual
severe bun. Nice. Better than nice, in fact. James had been
right—she did look pretty good. The shadows under her eyes had
faded and her face seemed… softer, her expression less fraught. Her
whole body felt as relaxed as though she’d indulged in a lengthy
therapeutic massage.

Just to be sure she wasn’t fooling herself
with wishful thinking, she blinked. The reflection in the mirror
blinked back. Her lips curved.

A swipe of mascara and a dash of tinted lip
gloss—

The loud knock at the door made her jump.
Half six. He was right on time. “Coming!” she called, just as the
phone rang. Damn. She sprinted to the door to let him in, then
dived for the phone.

“Hello?” Sorry! she mouthed, trying
not to ogle. Ryley’s leather pants fit like a second skin, and with
that matching jacket the man looked like he’d walked straight off
the cover of a romance novel. Hunky alpha male and then some.
Yum.

“Uh—” Tearing her eyes from him she tried to
concentrate on her phone conversation. “Hi, Mona. Yes, I’m fine.”
Won’t be a minute, she mouthed again.

Five minutes later, Mona was still giving her
the third degree and Rowan could barely get a word in edgewise.
Ryley’s patience had obviously worn thin for he snapped his fingers
to get her attention. “Give me the phone,” he said.

“Sorry,” she said, putting her hand over the
receiver. “I won’t be much longer, I prom— Sorry, Mona. I was
talking to someone else. Yes. Yes, I know. But as I told your
receptionist, I couldn’t ring because I broke my cell phone. And I
did ring as soon as I finished work and got home, but—”

She yelped when his hand covered hers to pry
her fingers from the phone receiver. “Hello, Mona. Ryley, here.”
The ensuing conversation lasted less than thirty seconds before he
hung up.

“Now I’m impressed,” Rowan said,
pulling on her boots and shrugging into her coat.

He raised his eyebrows at her. “Ready to
go?”

“Nearly.” She grabbed a handful of dog
biscuits and headed outside to apologize to her dog for going out,
and to beg her to behave.

“She’ll be all right—won’t you girl?” Ryley
stood on the back stoop, watching them.

Laptop whimpered.

“I’ll bring her home safe and sound,” he told
the dog. “I promise.”

She barked at him.

“Deal,” Ryley said. “You can come along next
time. Okay?”

Rowan watched in amazement as her dog settled
down to chew on an old tennis ball. “Unbelievable. Normally she
puts up a fuss and starts howling if I have to go out at night. My
neighbor tells me she stops as soon as I’m halfway down the street
but still. Impressive.”

“As I said before, I’m used to dealing with
big dogs.” His intent gaze made her shiver and hug her coat to her
middle. “Your bag will be in the way,” he said, stepping aside to
let her pass. “Best leave it here.”

“Okay.” Wondering, she pocketed her wallet,
lip gloss and comb, grabbed her gloves and headed for the front
door. “Are we walking?”

“Nope, it’s too far.” He waited for her to
lock up and ushered her down the path. She could feel the warmth of
his hand on the small of her back even through the layers of
clothing. “It’s good you’ve dressed casually,” he said. “A dress
might have been a bit chilly.”

Rowan halted when he indicated a motorcycle
parked at side of the road. Two helmets hung from its handlebars.
Now his leathers made perfect sense. Oh cripes.

“Better put on your gloves,” he said. “It’s a
cold night.”

She eyed the sleek silver and black
deathtrap. “Um, what sort of a motorbike is that?”

“Ducati Sporttouring ST3 3-valve.” He patted
it affectionately. “This baby has a Desmo L-twin engine and
Superbike-derived trellis frame. She’s all class.”

“Oh.” She swallowed. That had been way more
than she wanted to know. “I suppose it goes pretty fast, huh?”

“Yep.” He paused, eyeing her, evaluating
her.

A curl of warmth bloomed in her stomach. She
liked him looking at her like that. Intent. All his concentration
on her, like she was the only woman in the world. Her breath
hitched as he reached for her… and deftly plucked some pins from
her hair.

She grabbed his wrist. “It’ll fly all over
the place if it’s loose.”

“You won’t get a helmet on over that bun.
Don’t fret, I have an elastic band in my pocket.”

She batted his hand away and set about
extracting the rest of the hairpins but her gloves made her
clumsy.

“Ready to let me help yet? Or shall we hang
around in the cold for a while longer?”

She huffed an exasperated breath. “Fine.
Whatever. Perhaps next time you can warn me about your
motorbike.”

Next time…. She bit her lip. That had sounded
like a promise. She darted a gaze at him to gauge his
expression.

He seemed amused as he plucked more pins from
her hair. “Remiss of me, I know. But you were reluctant to come out
with me as it was. I figured you’d back out completely if you knew
my preferred mode of transport is a Ducati.” He finger-combed the
hair back from her temples and smoothed it into a low ponytail,
which he secured with an elastic band.

He adjusted the helmet’s chin strap and her
gaze strayed to the motorbike. She fisted her hand against her
belly to contain the growing apprehension. She’d never been on a
motorbike before.

“Comfortable?” he asked.

“Yes.” So long as she didn’t have to get on
that thing.

“Good.” He straddled the bike and donned his
helmet and gloves. A quick turn of the key in the ignition and the
engine roared to life. “On you get.” He raised his voice to be
heard over the rumble of the engine. “Hold on to my waist—it’s
safest when you’re riding pillion. Lean whenever I do. Don’t be
tempted to lean in the opposite direction—let your body follow
mine.”

Okay. She could do this. She threw a leg over
the bike and grabbed him round the waist. Loosely. She didn’t want
him to know how freaked she was. But the vibrations of the powerful
engine beneath her rump only increased her anxiety, and when he
revved the engine she reflexively tightened her grip. A moan rose
in her throat. How on earth had she let him talk her into this?

He twisted to face her. “It’s okay, Rowan.
You’re safe with me. I promise. Now hold tight.”

The motorbike surged forward. As he shifted
and they gathered speed, she held on for dear life. And when they
leaned into a sharp corner, she clung like a limpet and squeezed
her eyes tightly shut. Only the solid reassurance of him beneath
her hands prevented her from whimpering aloud.

She had no idea how long they’d been
traveling when the bike slowed and she dared open her eyes. It took
a few moments for her heart to quit pounding enough that she could
focus properly. He had pulled into the driveway of a huge house.
Whoa. Nice. The neighboring houses were all equally magnificent.
Definitely a mega-wealthy part of town. And he lived here? She
gulped.

He brought the bike to a stop and dropped his
feet to support the machine while he turned off the engine. She
snatched her hands from his waist, and he glanced over his shoulder
at her as he removed helmet. “Everything okay?”

Something prodded her to be brutally honest.
“Not really. I’m ashamed to say I was scared witless.”

“It’ll be more fun next time.”

Next time? Oh. He figured he’d be taking her
home on this death-trap. No way. Hopefully he wouldn’t be offended
when she insisted on ringing for a taxi but if he was? Too damn
bad. She removed her own helmet, and tried to ignore the way her
hand shook as she handed it to him. But when she hopped off the
bike her legs buckled.

In the blink of an eye was beside her,
steadying her with a hand beneath her elbow. “Poor sweetling. Your
heart’s racing!” With one arm hooked tightly round her waist he
walked her to the door, unlocked it, tapped in the alarm code and
ushered her inside.

He led her into a huge living room, straight
to an insanely expensive-looking leather armchair. “Sit. I won’t be
a minute.”

She sank into the chair, wondering how he
could tell how fast her heart was beating merely from holding her
hand. The distinctive smell of expensive leather provoked her to
stroke the arms of the chair. Nice. She unzipped her boots, toed
them off and curled her legs under her bottom. Three deep breaths
later she’d calmed enough that she could fully take in her
surroundings as her gaze strayed around the room.

It’d been impeccably decorated by someone
with good taste, as well as an unlimited budget. An attempt had
been made to soften the gleaming wooden floors with the addition of
a huge, shaggy rug. The sofas and chairs were all chocolate
leather, dotted with creamy-colored squishy cushions, and arranged
around a large lacquered wood coffee table. The heavy curtains
matched the cushions, and were held back by thick cords that
allowed them to drape artfully. Hell, even the wallpaper looked
like it cost a small fortune per drop.

She stared hard at the painting hung over the
marble fireplace—a hectic whirl of dizzying colors. It wasn’t to
her taste, although she was sure it, too, had cost about the same
as a small island. The only item that didn’t belong among the
studied elegance was a small potted fir tree sitting forlornly by
the huge bay windows.

She chewed her lip. It was a beautiful room.
But it didn’t fit Ryley at all. It was too perfect, too showy. Even
a bit clinical. Not that she knew him very well but Ryley came
across as more casual and relaxed. She wondered if someone had
decorated the place for him. Or perhaps, this room truly did
reflect the real him. If that were so, she’d misjudged him
badly.

As though summoned by her thoughts, he padded
back into the room juggling a bowl, a bottle of champagne, and two
flutes. He’d taken off his jacket and boots and Rowan noticed his
cream sweater and thick socks exactly matched the cushions and
curtains. She shifted uneasily in her chair.

“Sorry to have freaked you out with the bike
ride,” he said.

She gave him a bright smile. “You must think
I’m a real wimp.”

“On the contrary. You should have seen me the
first time I took her for a spin. I was supremely confident—thought
I was shit-hot. Then I took a corner too fast, spun out, and nearly
crapped myself. Took me a couple of days to pluck up the courage to
take her out again.” He placed his burdens on the coffee table.
“What do you think of the room?”

“It’s beautiful.”

“But?”

She tried to be as diplomatic as possible.
“It’s not really my style. It’s a bit too… opulent for my
taste.”

“The place lacks soul.”

Ouch. “Is the rest of the house like
this?”

“Yep. If it was my place I’d rip everything
out and start again.” At her raised eyebrows he elaborated. “I’m
looking after it while the owners are overseas visiting their
daughter.”

She felt herself relaxing while he poured the
drinks.

He handed her a glass. “Hope you like
Moët.”

She took a sip and sighed with pleasure.
“Wonderful. Thank you.”

“We are celebrating, after all.” He grabbed
the bowl from the table and plunked it in his lap as he settled
back in the settee. “For the sake of politeness I have to warn you
I’m a crisp-oholic. So if you want a look-in you’ll have to come
sit here.” He patted the cushion beside him.

She eyed the bowl. “What flavor?”

“Salt ’n vinegar.”

She joined him on the couch and scooped a
handful of crisps. “They’re my favorite.”

“My absolute favorite flavor is one I tasted
in New Zealand. Tomato sauce—what Americans would call
ketchup.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Not too sure about
that one.”

“An acquired taste, perhaps.”

“Have you traveled a lot?”

“Yes. I’ve spent the last few years
traveling. I’ve visited some fascinating places and met some
incredible people, but there’s no place like home.”

“And home is where, exactly?” She swore she
caught a glimmer of discomfort slide across his face.
Interesting.

“Home is where my heart is.” He stood and
deposited the nearly emptied bowl on the coffee table before
offering her his hand. “I’ll give you the grand tour.”

She placed her hand in his and allowed him to
tug her from the settee.

The house seemed like a mansion. Six
bedrooms, four bathrooms, huge modern kitchen, three living areas,
games room… the list went on. Each room was impeccably decorated
and furnished, and she couldn’t imagine living in any of them.

He opened a ranch slider and stood aside to
let her peer outside. “This is the pièce de résistance so far as
I’m concerned.”

She took in the large hot-tub surrounded by
lush plantings and gave an appreciative whistle. “Wow.”

“Want to hop in and have a bit of a soak?
We’ve time before the meal is ready.”

“I haven’t got a swimsuit.”

“I promise not to peek.”

The blush that had been threatening the
instant she’d realized how provocative her response had sounded
bloomed across her cheeks. She ducked her head. “I don’t think
so.”

Silence. She peeked at him from beneath her
lashes but his face revealed nothing. No, that wasn’t true. His jaw
was clenched tight, like he was trying to keep something in.

She placed a hand on his forearm, her face
scrunched with concern. “Ryley?”

Tension swirled about them and then he smiled
and her unease drifted away. “How about we decorate the Christmas
tree?” he said.

“Do you mean that small potted fir in the
living room?”

“That’s the one.” He grasped her hand and
towed her back to the main room. “You wouldn’t believe the trouble
I had finding a nursery selling living Christmas trees.”

Her eyes widened. “You bought this specially
for tonight?”

“I figured if we were having a Christmas
party, we should have a Christmas tree.”

“That’s really sweet.” Touched by the gesture
she threw him a warm smile. “But a cut tree would have done just as
well.”

“I don’t like the thought of cutting a tree
and watching it die a little more each day. When this one outgrows
its pot I’ll find a place to plant it.”

A lovely sentiment. “Where are the
decorations?”

“In the kitchen. Give me a sec.”

Rowan eyed the tree, estimating it to be
barely three foot high. It sure wasn’t going to take much to
decorate. She never bothered with a Christmas tree—a fact that
earned her an annual lecture from James—but she liked the idea of a
living tree she could watch grow year by year. One that wouldn’t
make her sad and depressed when she had to denude it and toss it
away when the holiday period ended. And wouldn’t remind her of her
last Christmas with Harrison.

Ryley returned cradling four brightly-colored
cookie tins, and with strings of tiny Christmas lights slung over
his shoulder. She relieved him of one of the tins and pried open
the lid. Inside, nestled amidst tissue paper, were dozens of small
star-shaped cookies, beautifully iced and decorated with silver
dragees—those small edible silver balls. Each cookie sported a loop
of thick gold thread. “You made these?”

“Yep. And these, too.” He knelt and opened
the other tins to display their contents. Little gold bells,
pink-striped candy canes and gingerbread men.

She stared at the decorations, awed. “These
are exquisite, Ryley. When did you ever find the time?”

“Oh, here and there. I baked them for the
tree up at the Children’s Home, but there’ll be enough that we can
decorate our little tree as well.”

Our tree. A warm glow eased the perpetual
ache of loss in her chest and it took her a few seconds to identify
the emotion. It’d been so long since she’d felt any joy around
Christmastime. “Hand me those lights,” she said, smiling.
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Rowan sat back on her heels to survey her
handiwork. “What d’you think?”

“One moment.” Ryley fiddled with a switch.
“There.”

The myriad of tiny fairy lights draping the
tree sprang to life and twinkled merrily. “Oh!” She caught her
breath. “Beautiful!”

She turned and found him staring at her
intently. “Yes,” he murmured. “Beautiful.”

She flushed and turned away. Good God. She’d
never blushed so much in her life.

“Dinner’s ready,” he said. “We can eat in the
dining room. Or in here, if you’d like.”

She wrinkled her nose. No contest. The formal
dining area could have sprung from a spread in Unique Homes
magazine and she’d be too worried about spilling something to enjoy
her meal. “Let’s eat here.”

“I was hoping you’d say that. Pour yourself
another drink and I’ll serve up.”

She wandered back over to the settee. So far
the evening had been nice—very nice. And if those beautiful
hand-baked decorations were anything to go by, her host would also
be a competent chef. She rubbed her arms through her sweater. There
was a definite chill in the air. Her gaze caught on a box of
matches on the mantle. And beside the pristine marble fireplace
stood a large beaten-copper container filled with firewood.
Apparently the fireplace was intended to be used.

By the time Ryley had returned with a large
tray, she had a good-sized blaze going. “Good idea,” he said. “I’ll
keep you on.”

“Something smells good.”

“That would be the ‘roast beast’ as they say
in Seussville. I hope you’re not a vegetarian?”

“I’ve always been a corpse-eater.”

“Charming turn of phrase. And here I
mistakenly believed you were a lady.” He dumped the tray on the
coffee table and tossed a napkin at her.

She grinned. “There’s lots about me you don’t
know.”

“Probably. But I’d like to find out
more.”

His penetrating gaze made the grin slide from
her face. Dangerous territory. Time to change the subject. “So,”
she said brightly, “what’s for dinner, chef?”

“Baked ham glazed with my own secret recipe,
roasted root vegetables, minted peas and, if you’re still hungry
afterward—and I hope you will be—chocolate pudding.”

“Oh. My. God. Sounds heavenly.”

“Tuck in, then. There’s plenty more if you
want it.” He handed her a heaped plate and cutlery.

She stared at the mound of food and gulped.
“I’ll never be able to eat all that.”

He sat beside her and poked her stomach with
a finger. “You’re not one of these women who’s always on a diet and
obsessed with her weight, are you? Hope not. I prefer women with a
few curves.”

Was that a hint? And why was the need to
justify her lack of curves on the tip of her tongue? She hardly
knew him. And anyway, it was none of his business if she hardly
bothered eating lately and she’d lost weight. She took a bite of
ham. “This is really delicious,” she finally said, and steered the
conversation into safer waters. “Who taught you to cook like
this?”

“My father. Though it almost drove him
mad.”

“Really? Tell me.”

He chatted easily about his childhood while
she picked at her meal. He turned out to be an excellent
storyteller and she found herself laughing out loud at some of his
descriptions of his learning-to-cook exploits.

“So you like my cooking, huh?” he said.

Rowan’s gaze dropped to her plate and she
stifled a gasp. It was empty.

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone you’re a
pig,” he assured her with a completely straight face.

“Thanks!”

“Second helping?”

“No thanks. I want to leave room for the
pudding.”

“You were seriously considering it though,
weren’t you?” he said in a teasing voice.

“Maybe.” She sipped champagne while he
cleared up and headed back into the kitchen. She couldn’t remember
when she’d last eaten so much. Her appetite seemed to have returned
with a vengeance. Content, she leaned back and stared at the
flickering flames of the fire.
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“Noooo!”

Ryley’s heart fisted in his chest. He
exploded from the kitchen in time to witness Rowan clutch her head
and slump forward onto the settee.

“Shit! Rowan.” He reached her side and shook
her gently. “Rowan!”

As he brushed back the hair from her face she
moaned—a heartbreaking sound that raised the hairs on his nape.
Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. Her face had twisted
with anguish. He scooped her into his arms. “Rowan.”

No response.

Rowan. He entered her mind and linked
with her thoughts just as her physical body shimmered…. And
vanished, leaving him with empty arms.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Five




This time I’m gonna do it right. Quick and
clean. No more mucking about. Bet he won’t even notice when I’m
gone. He won’t care. He doesn’t care about anything except his
effing work. Nothing’ll change when I’m gone—

The young man’s self-destructive litany went
on and on, and his inner pain and shame scorched Rowan’s soul until
she knew she would do anything to make him stop.

Another voice penetrated her mind. Rowan,
listen to me. You’re a witness—nothing more. Don’t try to
intervene. Whatever happens to him it is not your
fault!

A witness? She was expected to stand by and
watch and do nothing?

No. She rejected the idea utterly. Why did
she have to witness his suicide? What purpose could there
possibly be for her to share his suffering and last moments on
earth? It was cruel—unbearably cruel. She couldn’t take it
anymore.

Why is this happening to me? she
screamed at the voice. WHY?

But the voice had faded away, leaving her
alone with a damaged young man who was about to end his life. And
in that moment Rowan knew one thing: she was not going to let him
die.

Calmer now, she watched him fiddling with the
locked drawer of the desk in his father’s den. He broke the lock
and a triumphant smile flit across his lips. He took out a case and
fumbled with the combination lock. And she experienced a sense of
inevitability when he finally got the combination right and opened
the case to stare at the gun nestled inside. Reverently he stroked
it, murmuring the specs his father had drilled into him. Kimber
locked-breech semi-auto single-action pistol.

His father had showed him the pistol many
times, boasting it had features specifically requested by the LAPD
SWAT unit. He knew how to load a magazine from the stash his father
kept “hidden”. He’d been permitted to accompany his father to the
range and even accorded the privilege of firing it. The pistol was
his father’s pride and joy… as he could never be.

He lifted the weapon from the case and hefted
it in his hand, relishing the comfortable rubber grip. It would do
the job. He rummaged around in another drawer and unearthed another
box. Barely minutes later the pistol was loaded and ready to wreak
havoc.

He released the safeties just as his father
had shown him. And slowly he forced as much of the barrel he could
manage without gagging into his mouth. Then he closed his eyes and
Rowan could see no more.

Her calm fled and the words she’d been
rehearsing flew out of her head. Don’t do it! Please. There are
people who love you… who’ll miss you when you’re gone. You have so
much to live for!

His eyelids snapped open. He withdrew the
barrel from his mouth and with studied care placed the weapon on
the desk. Only then did his gaze flit wildly about the room. “Who’s
there?”

A curious dislocation, like something had
latched onto her and yanked her out of Zach. “I’m here,” she said.
“Rowan. Me.”

“What the fuck are you?”

Huh? The truth smacked her. She was no longer
looking through his eyes, seeing what he saw. She still linked to
his thoughts but longer inside him. “You can see me, can’t
you?”

He squinted. “Yeah. You’re sort of shimmery,
though, like you’re not really here. Lemme guess. You’re the
fucking Angel of Death, right?” His bark of laughter lacked
conviction. He was spooked. But then, so was she. And then
some.

She swallowed. “Me? An angel? Highly
unlikely.”

“Well, Rowan. I’m royally sick of
being fucked around. So if you’re not the Grim Reaper, you can piss
off. I’m about to off myself, okay? And a little privacy would be
good.” His voice squeaked with false bravado.

She huffed a shaky sigh. “I’m not a ghost,
either, if that’s what you’re thinking—” she extracted his name
from his mind “—Zach. But I’m stuck here—with you—until the
end. At least, that’s how it usually works. Now, I’m not so
sure.”

“What do you mean ‘that’s how it usually
works’? This sorta thing is regular for you?” A spark of curiosity
lit the deadness of his gaze.

That’s it. Keep him talking. You can do this.
“Yes. I seem to have developed an affinity for the
about-to-be-dead. Somehow I become linked to them so I experience
their thoughts as they die.”

His gaze turned owl-like. “Sic!”

“Yes.” She pretended to misunderstand the
slang. “It makes me very sick. Sick to my soul. So sick I don’t
think I can take much more.”

He blinked and shook his head as if to clear
it. “You’re becoming more, uh, real.” He grabbed the pistol
and aimed it directly at her, holding it all-too-competently in a
two-handed grip.

“I am?” She glanced down at herself.

“You’re really here. Fuck!” Fear made his
voice high and squeaky. “You’re not a ghost. You’re real!” The gun
wavered in his hands.

“I’m not going to hurt you, Zach,” she said.
“You’re going to do that all by yourself.” It came out
bitter and angry, and she was sorry for that because he was just a
kid and he was hurting and he didn’t deserve her anger.

“How’d you do that? How’d you just…
appear in my house?”

She frowned and then shrugged. “I don’t know.
Believe me, it’s never happened like this before.”

He nodded. “Okay. I do believe you.”

He didn’t lower the gun, though, and she
could see the muscles of his arms flexing with the strain of
keeping it steady. The trusting sort, obviously. Not that she could
blame him. And then an idea burst into her brain. A tantalizing
idea. Risky. But in the back of her mind she figured that if it
went pear-shaped it’d almost be a relief. Zach wasn’t the only one
who craved peace from his demons.

She inhaled a deep breath, held it, and then
let it out slowly. “So I’m here—wherever here is. And you’ve got
that gun—”

“Pistol,” he corrected. “It’s a
pistol.”

“Whatever. Would you do me a favor,
Zach?”

He gnawed his lower lip. “Depends.”

This boy was no pushover. She hit him with it
straight so there was no room for misinterpretation. “Shoot
me.”

His face paled until the freckles stood out
like splatters of brown ink on the bridge of his nose.
“Wh-what?”

“You heard me. Shoot me. Please?”

He gave her the kind of head-to-toer that
would one day have girls falling at his feet—if they didn’t
already. “You’re a babe. How come you got a death-wish?”

“I don’t want to live like this anymore. I
want….” She squeezed her eyes shut. She’d never admitted this to
anyone. She’d barely admitted it to herself. “I want to be with my
husband.”

“Where’d he go?”

“He’s dead.” Now she’d admitted that the rest
came tumbling from her mouth. “And I loved him so much there’s a
huge gaping hole where my heart used to be. I couldn’t save him. He
had terminal cancer and he didn’t want to live anymore. So he shot
himself.” She opened her eyes so Zach could see the truth in them.
“Just like you’re going to do. We might have had another few months
together, or even years. But he gave up. He didn’t want to try to
live—not even for me. So he killed himself.”

Shit. Zach lowered the pistol and placed it
on the desk. He swallowed, trying to ease the sandpaper dryness in
his throat. “That stinks. I’m sorry, Rowan.” He gazed at her. And
winced at the raw pain radiating from her. “Your husband—how long
ago did he die?”

Her voice was a hollow haunted whisper. “Five
years.”

Five years ago? It seemed like a lifetime to
him. And she still hurt this bad? Jeez.

He hadn’t given much thought to the people he
would be leaving behind. His primary motivation was anger. At his
mother for dying. At his father for turning into a zombie and
ruining his life, making him leave all his friends and move across
state. Since his mom had died his dad didn’t care about anything
anymore. He didn’t get that Zach had been top of the food chain at
his previous school. Popular, athletic, star of the football team
with the head cheerleader for a girlfriend. A walking cliché and
damn proud of it. Now he was nothing. Just a new kid who had to
prove himself all over again.

He wanted everything to go back to the way it
was. He wanted to be back home with his girlfriend. Ginette had
understood how hard he’d worked to get where he was because she’d
done the same. Now she was dating someone else—Zach’s former best
friend. She’d DMed him on Facebook. Said she hoped he’d understand
why she couldn’t wait for him. And he did understand. Being
popular, being seen with the right kids was the ticket to being
somebody. But it still hurt. Just like his dad burying himself in
his work hurt. His new job was more important to him than Zach was.
That’s why he’d ignored Zach’s first attempt to kill
himself—pretended it had never happened. Just a stupid kid fooling
around with prescription meds, trying to get high. A few therapy
sessions and everything would be peachy, right? Let someone else
deal with it.

Zach wished his mom were still alive. She’d
understand what he was going through. He missed her. Unlike his
dad. He’d never once seen his dad cry since Mom died—not even at
her funeral. Cold-hearted bastard. Sometimes he hated his dad….

But not enough to put him through the kind of
pain and despair Rowan was going through. “Rowan, I—”

“What the hell are you up to, Zach? What’s
going on?”

His head snapped around. Ah shit. His dad
stood in the doorway. Zach cringed as he watched the realization
dawn on his face.

“Zach—” A muffled sound caught his dad’s
attention. He whirled and he must have seen Rowan because he
spluttered, “Who the fuck are you? What the hell are you doing in
my study?”

Zach sagged with relief because if his dad
could see her too it meant he wasn’t losing it.

“I’m here because your son needed me, Mr
Mallory,” Rowan said.

“That true, Zach?”

He nodded. “Yeah, it’s true. She knew I was
going to… I was going to….” He couldn’t say it. Not now. Not when
he saw the despair welling in his father’s eyes. He looked old,
suddenly. And tired. “I’m sorry, Dad.”

“Me, too. I should have been here for you,
Zach.” He walked over to the desk and picked up the gun. He engaged
the safeties before he ejected the magazine and pocketed it. And
then he placed the pistol in the case and locked it.

Zach stared past him, at Rowan. She’d started
to fade again and if his dad saw that he’d freak. Zach snorted.
He’d freak anyway once he figured out she’d vanished into thin
air.

His dad glanced over his shoulder and did a
classic double-take just as Rowan shimmered and then disappeared.
“How’d she do that?”

“No clue,” Zach said.

His dad’s attention fixed on him again, and
his face was white, eyes wide with disbelief. “Who the hell was
she, Zach?”

He shrugged. “Dunno. My guardian angel,
maybe? All I know is her name’s Rowan.”

His dad’s mouth opened and closed again. He
looked like someone had smacked him upside the head. After a while
he said, “Thanks, Rowan. I owe you one.” And for the first time in
a long time Zach smiled.
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The tenuous link he’d forged with Rowan
before she vanished had stretched to breaking point when she’d
become corporeal. He hadn’t been able to latch on to her and yank
her to safety. All he had been able to do was observe from afar,
horrified, as she told the kid to shoot her. He hoped he would
never have to confront that kind of bone-melting fear again. His
pulse rate was still abnormally high and his jaw ached from
clenching his teeth. Even his vision was blurred—tainted with a
hazy shade of red. Gods. She’d be the death of him.

He sucked in a deep breath and concentrated
on her again. Ah. There. Got her. Now to bring her back….

Rowan re-appeared, fully corporeal once
again, and he grabbed her as she crumpled. He sank to his knees
cradling her limp body. He studied her face, realized she was
trying to speak, and bent his head to catch the words. “You’re
welcome, Mr. Mallory,” she mumbled, and slipped into
unconsciousness.

Ryley examined her. Her vital signs were
stable, energy levels low but not dangerously so. She seemed none
the worse for her adventure. Thank the gods. He, on the other hand,
had aged a decade. He consulted his brother. Wake up,
shit-for-brains.

I’m always awake, asshole.

Any ideas how that just happened?

Sorry, dude. All I can figure is her need
to save the boy boosted her abilities to the next level… and
that was the next level.

Ryley mulled that idea and had to admit it
made sense. So now she doesn’t just have a psychic connection
with these people, she has the ability to make a physical
connection, too.

Yep. Pretty cool, right?

Maybe.

Look at it this way. Now Rowan can directly
influence events, she has more control. Meaning she’ll start coping
with all this woo-woo shit, and you can quit worrying about her and
leave her alone. Won’t that make our mother happy.

How can I leave her now? The gods won’t
allow us to meddle. We don’t get to pick and choose who lives and
who dies. We’re not supposed to interfere. But Rowan is
interfering with the natural order. Nothing good can come of
this.

Apparently the gods of this world
don’t have a problem with her.

Sometimes Ryley found it impossible to follow
his brother’s logic. How do you figure that?

You know as well as I do that we’re not the
only Sehan who’s told the rules to take a flying fuck at some
stage. And yet, funny enough our world hasn’t ended. How is what
Rowan just did by convincing that kid not to blow his brains out
any different? Besides, she’s still here. She hasn’t disappeared in
a little puff of smoke because she pissed off some all-powerful
deity by mucking with destiny.

Granted. But—

Chill, bro. Why would she have been gifted
with these abilities if she wasn’t supposed to use them? Must be
part of the Grand Design.

He rubbed a hand wearily over his face. Aryn
had a point. Damn him. Perhaps you’re right and I shouldn’t
interfere.

And maybe, Aryn whispered slyly in his
mind, your relationship with Rowan is all part of the Grand
Design, too. Maybe you shouldn’t have watched from afar all these
years. Maybe you should have gone for it when you first discovered
her and saved yourself some mighty blue balls.

I don’t have a ‘relationship’ with Rowan.

Not yet, but if I know you—and I do—you’re
working on it. And with that parting comment Aryn’s presence
retreated.

Ryley allowed his brother the final word
because there was little he could do to dispute it. He was
working on a relationship with Rowan. Of sorts. Even though he knew
in his bones it was a bad idea and he’d only end up hurting her.
And himself.

He stood with her in his arms, visualized the
small, tidy living room of her house, and willed himself there.
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Rowan burrowed deeper into the warmth
radiating from the body curled around hers. The arms that encircled
her torso tightened and then relaxed. It was wonderful to be held
like this. She felt… safe. Cherished. And then the truth smacked
her and her eyelids popped open.

There was a man in her bed.

Her frantic heartbeat echoed in her skull,
making it difficult to think logically. Escape. Get away. Get out
of the room soon as you can.

She tried to edge from his embrace but the
muscles in his arms flexed and she forced herself to stay still,
waiting. And then the scent of him curled through her nostrils—a
crisp complex scent like someone had walked barefoot across a
carpet of herb-infused grass.

She recognized that scent. Ryley. Thank
God.

Now that her eyesight had adjusted to the dim
moonlight seeping through the curtains she took stock of the
situation. She was in her own bedroom. She lay atop her comforter.
Fully clothed except for coat and boots. Highly unlikely any funny
business had occurred while she was out cold. Her panic eased and
her tensely coiled muscles began to unfurl.

A familiar whuffle drifted to her ears. Huh.
Laptop was sound asleep on the mat at the foot of the bed. For
certain nothing had happened then, because sure as eggs Laptop
would have made a fuss and Rowan would surely have remembered
that. Surely.

Ryley must have brought her home—somehow—and
stayed to make sure she was all right. All quite innocent. Nothing
to worry about.

And then her brain kicked up another gear and
the events of the evening careened through her mind. The
boy—Zach. He had seen her. His father, too, no doubt about
that given his pole-axed expression when he’d spotted her. But that
didn’t necessarily mean she’d been physically present. She could
have been a… a… projection.

Even so she’d been in Zach’s mind and then…
separate from him. She’d spoken to him. They’d had a
conversation. She’d talked him out of killing himself. And if she’d
done it once…. Could she do it again?

Too much too soon. Pain stabbed her skull as
a killer headache blossomed. She bit her lips against a moan.

Ryley’s breathing quickened. “Rowan,” he
murmured. Then, more alert, “Rowan.” Before she could utter a word
he rolled her onto her back so he could loom over her.

He did a very impressive loom.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“How about you tell me what happened to
you?”

Her breath caught. The throbbing behind her
eyes vanished, and for a moment she wondered whether it’d been a
figment of her imagination. And then she was drowning in his intent
golden gaze, struggling to remember the stock explanation for her
“episodes” that usually tripped off her tongue. “I-I felt a… a…
migraine coming on and I must have blacked out. Thanks for…
for… bringing me home. A-and for staying to check I was okay.”

She hated lying to him but what other choice
did she have? And she hoped he couldn’t see the flush of heat
skimming her face and neck… and lower.

“Nasty things, migraines.”

She sagged with relief.

“I’ve seen many weird and wonderful things,”
he said in a conversational tone, “but I’ve never seen a woman
vanish before my eyes and then reappear because of a migraine. How
about you try that again, sweetling? And this time, perhaps come up
with something a little more inventive than a bad headache.”

The blood turned to ice in her veins. She
tried to launch herself from the mattress but he grabbed her arms
and pinned them over her head. His thighs slid between hers. And
damned if her insides didn’t liquefy with lust as her body
responded to the intimacy of their positions and his weight pressed
her deeper into the mattress. She gasped, and then bucked beneath
him in a frantic effort to free herself.

“Rowan, please,” he grated, and something in
his tone made her freeze.

Oh God. He wasn’t—? Her spread thighs cradled
a certain part of his anatomy that told her he definitely was. And
as for her own body…. Was it possible to be turned on and
humiliated and scared all at the same time? “Get off me. Now.”

“Not until you tell me the truth.”

She turned her head aside and stared at the
expanse of deep gold comforter—a match for his eyes now she came to
think of it. God. What a mess. “What’s the point? You wouldn’t
believe me anyway.”

“Try me,” he said. And when she couldn’t
bring herself to answer that invitation he released her wrists to
gently trace a fingertip down her cheekbone. “Rowan. I promise I
will always believe you.”

A snort of disbelief escaped her tightly
compressed lips.

The sigh of his breath tickled her skin and
he eased off her and sat up, dragging her with him but keeping hold
of her wrist as though he expected her to bolt. Smart man.

He slumped back against the pillows. The hand
bracketing her wrist gentled and then he released her. “It wasn’t
supposed to be like this,” he announced to the far wall of the
room.

Laptop whined and padded over nose his hand.
Leaning down, he ruffled her fur, and she slurped his face.
“Thanks, girl.”

“Oh, so now you wake up,” Rowan said. “Some
guard dog you are. You’re supposed to be protecting me, not
him.”

The Malamute whined and nosed Ryley’s hand
again.

“Yeah, I know, girl. But she won’t tell me
the truth.”

To Rowan’s surprise, her dog padded around to
her side of the bed and heaved her forepaws up on the mattress so
she could lay her head in Rowan’s lap. She whined again.

“Oh for heaven’s sake!” She patted Laptop and
fussed over her a bit to reassure her there were no hard feelings.
And then she pushed her dog off the bed and glared at the cause of
all her problems. Well, most of them, anyway. “I suppose you’re
going to claim to know exactly what she’s saying?”

“What’s the point? You wouldn’t believe me
anyway.”

She didn’t appreciate having her words thrown
back at her. She slitted her gaze but he only smiled and threw up
“you win” hands. “Laptop thinks you should confide in someone,” he
said. “And of all the humans she knows, I’m the best equipped to
listen.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.”

She lifted her chin and folded her arms
across her chest. Laptop might be an excellent judge of character
but Rowan knew Ryley would have her committed if she told him the
truth. “Give me one good reason why you’re ‘equipped’ to hear my
secrets?”

The silence closed in and she was about to
call his bluff when he spoke… inside her mind. If I told people
the truth about me they’d probably want to lock me up,
too.

How was he doing that? Her gaze fixed on his
face, waiting for him to speak again, watching carefully to see if
his lips moved.

They say a burden shared is a burden halved,
so how about you tell me your secret and I’ll tell you mine?

His lips hadn’t moved. This was surreal. But
strangely she didn’t feel like bolting next door and begging James
to ring the cops and save her from the crazy man lounging on her
bed. “I don’t know how to explain it,” she whispered. “I don’t
think I can.”

Then don’t explain. Think about it and I’ll
take it from your mind.

“You can read minds? How?”

I was born with the ability. Sort of.

“And you’ve kept this secret all your
life?”

Pretty much, yes.

“Oh.” She digested this startling fact. And
realized she felt rather silly speaking aloud and having him
respond directly inside her mind.

“If it makes you more comfortable we can talk
normally.” His fingers began to stroke the pulse-points of her
wrist, soothing and inciting in equal measure.

She forced herself to concentrate. “So… can
you read my mind all the time?” A horrifying thought.

“I wouldn’t do that without permission.”

“Really?”

“Really. Oh sure,” he continued, obviously
picking up on her doubts, “if I care to, I can read surface
thoughts—the kind of dull, everyday things people think of all the
time. Grocery lists. Annoying habits their spouses have. What an
asshole their boss is for making them work late. How much they’d
like to smack that guy in the fancy car who cut in front of them. I
generally block those out so I don’t go crazy.”

She nodded. “Makes sense. I guess it’d be
like being stuck in a room, craving peace and quiet, while everyone
blurted the first thing that came into their heads to you.”

“Indeed. But reading private, innermost
thoughts is difficult—takes more energy than I usually care to
exert. Besides, people generally sense their mind has been invaded
and instinctively throw up mental barriers.”

Ah. Good to know. She flicked him a glance,
and from the slight curve of his lips guessed he didn’t need
psychic powers to know how relieved she felt.

She breathed out the last of her tension and
relaxed against the pillows. “I suppose your—” She’d about to say
curse but maybe he didn’t think of his ability that way.
Unlike her. “I suppose your gift is what makes you so
effective when you work with kids.”

“It helps.”

“But isn’t it sort of… unethical to read
their minds?”

He shrugged. “Where abused children are
concerned, I’ll do anything in my power to ease their suffering.
The way I see it, why on this earth should I insist they tell me
their experiences—relive them—when I can take the information I
need directly from their minds? Bad enough they were abused in the
first place without having to suffer through it again for the sake
of a therapist.”

“Thousands of child-psychologists wouldn’t
necessarily agree,” Rowan muttered. “Modern doctrine insists we
can’t heal unless we talk our problems to death.”

“You don’t agree with that philosophy, I take
it?”

“No.”

“So I gather you don’t wish to tell me about
what’s been happening to you.” His fingers stilled on her
wrist.

She shifted on the bed and turned it into an
“I’m just getting comfortable” wriggle. “I didn’t say that.”

“Oh, so you do want to tell me.” His
fingers recommenced those gentle, disturbing trails over her pulse
points.

“I didn’t say that, either.” She tugged to
reclaim her hand. If he stopped touching her then she might be able
to think straight.

He released her, and for some indefinable
contrary reason, her heart twisted. She had to fist her hand at her
side to keep from reaching out, clench her jaw to keep from begging
him to touch her again.

“What do you want, Rowan?” He gazed deep into
her eyes.

It was a pity he couldn’t read her innermost
thoughts. Because just once she wanted to forget about all this
death and misery and loneliness that was eating away at her soul.
She wanted someone—him—to hold her tight and help her forget… just
for a little while.

Ryley snatched her into his arms, settled her
across his lap, and kissed her thoroughly. When he came up for air
he rested his forehead against hers to catch his breath. “Gods.
I’ve wanted to do that since I first laid eyes on you.”

“Me, too,” she whispered.

His lips laid claim to hers again and she
melted against him, dizzy with need, fighting to keep her eyelids
open and not lose all sense of self in the intensity of his gaze.
And then she felt herself falling backward and he followed her
down, pinning her body with his own. She hooked her ankles about
his calves, cradling him between her thighs. The weight of him
pressing on her. The strength of the muscles rippling beneath his
skin as she explored him. That wonderfully sensual smell of aroused
male that she’d forbidden herself to experience for so long. The
silk of his hair trailing across her skin. The thrill of his lips
nipping her throat. Her eyelids drifted closed and she fell
headlong into pure sensation.

His lips slanted over hers again, and as she
parted her lips on a sigh his tongue thrust into her mouth. Open
your eyes, Rowan. Look at me. Don’t shut me out.

Oh, this was good, this supernatural woo-woo
stuff. It meant he could kiss and talk at the same time. He was
truly gifted.

Rowan.

He drew back and a groan of protest burst
from her lips as she forced her eyelids open. “Don’t stop.” Her
plea was a breathy whisper. She reached up to entwine her arms
about his neck and tug his mouth back down to hers.

He resisted, maintaining the distance between
them. “Is this what you want?”

“Yes. Oh, yes.” She whimpered as he reclaimed
her lips. His palm skimmed beneath clothing, drifted up to cup her
breast through her bra. His thumb toyed with a cotton-encased
nipple. She arched her back, pushing herself into his hand,
inviting his touch.

He planted butterfly kisses over her bared
stomach, lipping her skin. May I take these off?

“Please.” She sat up to help him remove her
sweater and thermal t-shirt. His gaze caught hers, golden eyes
glowing in the dim light as he observed her face. Too much. Too
intimate. She dropped her gaze to the comforter.

The mattress creaked. His sweater plopped on
the bed directly in her line of sight. It was quickly followed by a
black t-shirt. His hands cupped her face, and she had a brief
moment to register a spectacular six-pack before he kissed her
again. Her hands caught at his shoulders, splayed across his back,
kneaded and stroked. And something deep inside her clenched when he
shuddered.

His fingers sought the clasp of her bra and
flicked it open. She hunched, instinctively clutching it against
her chest to shield herself from his gaze. Oh God. She was acting
like a teenage virgin. She peeked at him from beneath her lashes.
The way he was looking at her…. Buoyed with a sudden confidence she
hadn’t felt in what seemed like forever, she lifted her chin and
let the bra fall.

“Gods. You’re just as beautiful as I
imagined.”

She smiled. And reached for the fastening of
his trousers.

He stayed her hand. “There’s no hurry. I want
to take my time with you.”

How could he do that? Make her shiver and
ache with need with mere words and a look?

A blink and he’d put his hands on her and
moved her so she sat in his lap, legs about his waist, his hand
cupping one breast, lips and teeth and tongue leaving little trails
of heated pleasure over the other. And then he put his mouth on her
nipple and suckled. Sensation shot to her core, making her gasp.
She clutched him closer, speared her fingers through his hair.

He kissed her again, lips harder, demanding
more while his hands worked magic on her body until her breasts
felt heavy and swollen, her inner muscles clenched and her whole
body ached with desire.

Tell me what you want, Rowan. Tell me how you
like to be touched.

All her self-preservation instincts awoke,
screaming that being romantically involved with her boss was a bad
idea. She had far too much baggage. Her life was complicated enough
without adding a one-night-stand to the mix. But she was beyond
caring. She wanted him. Desperately. Now. And the future could go
leap a tall building. But she couldn’t form the words and instead
she opened her mind to him, showing him what she wanted him to do
to her.

Ryley sensed the change in her. All
hesitation vanished and she answered his need with an abandoned
passion that stunned him. In his wildest dreams he’d never imagined
her like this.

Her mouth was still locked on his, tongue
probing, lips driving him out of his mind. She fumbled with the fly
of his pants and slipped her hand inside his trousers. His flesh
leapt at her touch. He had to fight not to pin her down, rip off
her moleskins and take her right then and there. Her fingers
stroked his length, tightened around him. And when she ran her
thumb over the sensitive tip, teasing him, daring him, he felt what
little control he had left slipping away. He pulled her hand away,
bringing it to his mouth to suckle her fingers.

By the gods, she was dangerous. He always
took full control of his sexual encounters, teasing and enticing
responses from his partner until she was clay in his hands. His
past sexual encounters had always been on his own terms.

Until now.

He wanted Rowan so much his soul burned. And
he knew that she, too, was consumed with a need that could only be
satisfied one way. To have him inside her.

He laid her back on the mattress and eased
down her pants, smoothing his fingertips over each inch of newly
revealed flesh. By the time he’d removed her trousers she was
writhing beneath his touch. He didn’t feel the chill of the
unheated room. The heat emanating from her skin told him she didn’t
feel it either. But his mother had raised him to be polite. “Socks
on or off?”

“Off,” she said.

He tugged each sock off and tossed both over
his shoulder. Her lips curved and he watched her watching him as he
played with the waistline of her panties. “I’m afraid—” he pulled
them down an inch and kissed the bared skin “—you don’t get a
choice about these.” He yanked them down her thighs and off, and
kissed and nibbled his way slowly back up her bare legs.

She shifted beneath his touch and tiny
whimpers tore from her throat. When he reached the juncture of her
thighs he puffed a warm breath across her swollen flesh and had to
gently field her hands as she reached for him.

“Ryley!”

“Are you sure you want this, Rowan?”

Through eyes hazed with desire, she stared at
him. “Could you walk away now and leave me like this?”

He couldn’t lie—not even to himself.
“No.”

“Thank God.” She breathed a shaky sigh.
“Because if you’d said yes, I might have been forced to kill you.
Take off the rest of your clothes and make love to me. Now.”

And he did. Thoroughly. And when she screamed
his name and he emptied himself into her, it was all he could do
not to beg the gods to let her be his forever…. The consequences be
damned.

 


~~~

 


Ryley nuzzled her hairline and pressed a
gentle kiss to her temple as he tucked the comforter about her
shoulders. Her lips curved and she mumbled something before she
relaxed back into sleep.

While his body rested, his mind probed
Rowan’s and sifted through her memories, winnowing out all those
specific to her psychic linkages with the dying. He justified his
actions with his need to help her cope with these frightening new
abilities.

Guilt bit. He’d lied to her. He didn’t make a
habit of probing people’s private thoughts for purely moral
reasons, not because he feared discovery. He was an expert at
siphoning off memories and sifting through them. Sure, it was
difficult when a person was closed to him, but with Rowan it’d been
easy. Right from the start his mind had meshed with hers with an
ease that stunned him. She was made for him—a true soul mate.

She shifted restlessly and thrashed her arms,
as though fending someone off.

Aware she was unconsciously picking up on his
thoughts Ryley banished his worries. He refused to dwell on the
future any longer. Now was important—this very minute. This
one precious second… and the next. And for now, all that mattered
was that he held Rowan close and she was his.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Six




Ryley!

Romana’s voice slashed through his mind. His
sister had confronted him with her suspicions about his
disappearances a couple of years ago, and because she couldn’t
convince him to quit visiting Earth she’d decided to help him keep
his secret. Though he still couldn’t figure out how she’d found out
about his off-world jaunts in the first place. Then again, he’d
never been able to get anything past Romana. At times she seemed to
See more than any Sehan.

Unlike his sister, Ryley was a fully-fledged
Sehan with supernatural powers and the ability to See the future in
his mind’s-eye. And along with those gifts came responsibilities.
Ever-conscious of those responsibilities, he’d constructed a
permanent mind-to-mind communication thread that allowed his sister
to contact him in an emergency. She’d never had cause to use it
before. Must be serious.

What’s up?

Get your arse back here. Wisa’s looking for
you.

Shit. That couldn’t be good. Can you cover
for a bit longer?

Sorry. Tried. She’s not buying it. And I
think Mom’s beginning to suspect something’s up, too.

Double shit. Thanks for trying, sis. I owe
you one.

You owe me big-time. See you soon… if you
know what’s good for you.

He wished he could ignore the summons but not
even a Sehan could ignore a goddess with impunity. And ignoring his
mother was a whole ’nother net of fish he didn’t want to deal with.
Easing himself from Rowan’s embrace, he conjured paper and pen and
wrote a detailed note to explain his absence.

Appalling timing, his brother
murmured. She’s going to be pissed at you.

Ryley sighed. I know, but—

Your note reads more like instructions for a
housekeeper than a lover. At least let me soften it so she doesn’t
think you’re a total arsehole.

He let Aryn in, felt his will being shunted
to one side as Aryn’s spirit filled his body. Words were added to
the bottom of the letter, and then a cluster of Xs before it was
initialed with an R. Aryn accessed his Sehani powers to conjure a
white rose and tinker with the bloom’s natural color until a blush
of palest pink tinged its petals. He laid the rose on the spare
pillow, so it would be the first thing Rowan saw when she
awoke.

How’s that?

In control again, Ryley scanned the additions
to the letter and nodded slowly. Thanks, Aryn.

I’ve always been better at this emotional
stuff. Let’s head home before Wisa comes looking for you
personally.

Agreed. His eyes glowed, filling the
darkened room with light. He used his powers to activate the façade
he put in place whenever he had to leave Earth. He was thorough—in
order to secretly live two separate lives on two entirely different
worlds, he had to be.

He ensured Rowan had enough work to occupy
her while he was gone. Then he grabbed the cell phone he’d promised
her and left it on her nightstand, along with keys and a slip of
paper noting the address and the security code for the alarm in his
office. A thought and a small wielding of the power at his command
was all it took to change his clothing to traditional Dayamari
garb. He was ready.

Casting a final glance at the woman he
shouldn’t have let himself love, he vanished from her bedroom.

 


~~~

 


He grit his teeth as he forced the gate he’d
spun between worlds to close. The drain on his powers had been
enormous. That combined with the constant drain of healing the
damage to his lungs from breathing Earth’s air and it’d take at
least a couple of days before he was back to full strength. For now
he flopped atop a grassy hump, inhaling Dayamaria’s clean air. He
closed his eyes, listening to birdsong, the rustle of long grass in
the slight breeze, and the buzzing chorus of cigalas—small
green insects with transparent wings that chirped incessantly over
the summer months. Gone was the ever-present raucous din of Earth’s
modern technology. Peace reigned.

Aside from the wrench of leaving Rowan he was
glad to be home. Earth was a fascinating place but it both
attracted and repelled him at times. Its inhabitants had invented
machines and gadgets to accomplish things he could never have
dreamed of, but showed an appalling disregard for the environment.
He wondered how the people of the Third Settlement would react if
he tossed all his waste into the stream because it was easier than
recycling it. Sehan or not, they’d probably banish him.

He stretched out his cramped muscles and then
crawled to his feet to begin the twenty minute hike to the Third
Settlement.

“Wondered when you’d finally decide to quit
lazing ’round and get moving,” a curiously hollow voice said.

Ryley stumbled, head whipping round as he
sought the owner of the voice. He’d not sensed anyone nearby. He
scanned the vicinity with his seer-senses but couldn’t find a trace
of a human aureya—

Ah. Fine-tuning his scan he rechecked the
surrounding area. There. An anomaly in the aureya—the
life-energy—given off by the soil in one particular spot. Although
very closely matched to the surrounding dirt and grass it was not
exact. “Clever disguise,” he told the grassy hump he’d so recently
rested atop.

The hump muttered something derogatory. It
gave a great shudder and exploded, raining tufts of grass in all
directions to reveal the youngest of the Dayamari gods.

Ryley brushed grass and dirt from his tunic.
“I have not ‘packed on the weight’. And a real grass-covered hump
wouldn’t have an issue with someone sitting on it. You might want
to choose some other disguise if you’re going to be such a
wimp.”

“Quite finished, are we?”

“Yep. Just making sure you aren’t getting too
full of yourself.”

Marc’s grin drooped. “No chance of that with
Wisa around. She doesn’t pull her punches when it comes to my
shortcomings—which according to her ‘are simply too multitudinous
to count’.”

Ryley chuckled at the all too accurate
imitation of Wisa, the goddess who’d adopted Hope, his mother, and
was therefore technically his grandmother. “Still giving you a hard
time, eh?”

“Yep. Mind you—” Marc’s trademark grin was
back “—I get a huge kick out of deliberately misinterpreting some
fundamental godly tenet and watching her lose her cool.”

Ryley winced. “You like living on the edge,
don’t you?”

“What can she do to me? I’m a god. You know,
immortal and all that.”

“You’d be surprised. She can be ruthless when
the situation requires it.”

Marc chewed over the advice and then changed
the subject. “And how is good ole Earth these days?”

He struggled to hide his dismay but figured
he’d pulled it off. “No idea what you’re talking about.”

“I may be new to this god lark but I’m not
stupid. Who d’you think nudged Romana in the right direction until
she figured out what you were up to? Plus I have a vested interest
in Marc Gibbs wayward son of John and Jean Gibbs—” he jabbed a
finger at his chest “—making regular appearances so his parents
have no cause to worry too much about him. Two guesses the first
thing I looked into after I was made a god.”

Ryley rolled his eyes. “Traveling between
worlds to visit Earth.”

“Gold star for you. I miss my home-world like
you wouldn’t believe at times. Lovely place, isn’t it?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

Marc made a rude noise. “Bullshit,” he
said in English, and then reverted to Dayamaru. “I know all about
what you’ve been up to. You’ve been visiting Earth on and off for
the past five years. And you’ve got this gate-between-worlds thing
sussed—” another English word “—which is pretty impressive
considering how freakin’ difficult it is.”

“I’d say ‘thank you’ if I had a clue what you
were talking about.”

“Very cool, Slick. I’m impressed. Look, I
know all about this babe you’re obsessing over and I gotta say you
have impeccable taste in women.” Marc cocked his chin. “What’s her
name again?”

Ryley gave him a blank face.

Marc grinned and snapped his fingers. “Got
it. Rowan. Pretty name.”

No point in beating the bush for birds any
longer. “If you know everything then you know why I need to get
back to Earth as soon as I can. She needs my help.”

“That she does, my friend,” Marc said. “But
there’s something big going down here. So you need to stick
around.”

Unease clawed his spine. “Any idea what?”

Marc’s somewhat smug expression soured.
“None. That’s one of the things I haven’t got a handle on
yet—interpreting the signs, I mean. All I can tell is it involves
you in some way.”

Ryley considered his options. “I wouldn’t
normally ask this but—”

“Would I ask Shikari or Kunnandi what’s up
and then report back to you? Wish I could, Ryley. And don’t think I
haven’t tried. Unfortunately, they’ve both been briefed by Wisa not
to tell me anything. Evidently I have to learn to read the signs
correctly myself. It’s supposed to be a spur to encourage me.”

“Can’t you learn a little bit faster? This is
important.”

“I’m trying.” The young god scratched his
head. “Complicated equations and calculations aren’t exactly my
forte. Back home the most difficult thing I used to do was check my
bank balance and wonder where the crap all the money had gone. I
wasn’t born a god so it’s not something that comes naturally, you
know?”

He sounded so depressed Ryley felt sorry for
him. “You’ve only been a god for what? Two decades?”

“Yeah. The same amount of time you’ve been
Sehani, yet you’re a freakin’ marvel.”

“You got the freak part right, anyway.” Ryley
shook his head ruefully. “The youngest Sehan in Dayamari history,
that was me.”

“A precocious five-year-old who drove your
parents crazy.”

“That, too.”

“Not to mention your spirit-bro.”

Ryley puffed out a rueful laugh. “Aryn only
wanted to see what all the fuss over my precocious Sehani powers
was about. We’re twins. Of course I let him take control and have a
bit of fun. It was kind of like sharing my toys.”

Marc’s gaze brightened and his lips tilted
into a smirk. “That was something else the way he had you blow the
top off that mountain. I’d never have come up with something that
creative. Wisa almost decided to become a hermit like Chryss. Even
Kunnandi and Shikari were impressed… at least until Wisa made them
put the mountain back together and clean up the mess.”

Ryley winced at the memory. “Mom had kits
over that one. She wouldn’t let me out of her sight for a
month.”

“And speaking of your mother, Romana asked me
to tell you she’s looking for you, too.” He cocked his head as
though listening. “Sorry, gotta go. Elder God requesting my
presence and all that.” He shimmered.

“Marc!”

The young god re-formed. “Yep?”

“Hadn’t you better change? You know how
stuffy Wisa is about appearances. I’m sure the only reason you get
away with that—” he jerked his thumb at Marc’s chest “—is because
she hasn’t thought to translate it into Dayamaru. Yet.”

Marc was clad in his usual Earth-style
costume of an old black t-shirt, faded and torn blue jeans and
equally disreputable-looking sneakers. His t-shirt was emblazoned
with a stylized screen-printed eagle and the English words: It’s
hard to soar like an eagle when you work with turkeys. He
grimaced. “Guess you’re right.” His clothing blurred and reformed
into trousers and matching tunic of silvery cloth that radiated all
colors of the spectrum whenever he moved. The grimace morphed into
borderline disgust as glanced down and wriggled his bare toes.

Ryley stifled a laugh.

“It’s the hair, isn’t it?” Marc sounded
resigned.

“It” was a combination of things—all of them
an integral part of Mark, and Ryley wouldn’t have it any other way.
“How come your hair didn’t turn silver when you were made a god?”
he asked.

“Wisa says silver hair is a sign of wisdom
and knowledge, and eventually mine’ll turn silver, too. In a few
millennia or so.”

“I never knew that. Fascinating.”

“If you say so. Why do you think they favor
bare feet?” He wiggled his toes again. “Why not boots? Or even
sandals? I could totally rock sandals.”

“I expect it has a lot to do with them
feeling more grounded—more in touch with creation—if they can feel
the earth beneath their feet.”

“Ah. Logical, I guess.” Marc scrunched his
eyelids half-shut and winced, hunching his shoulders. “Ouch.
Someone’s not happy I’m taking so long. Better fly!” Putting
actions to words, he leaped into the air and shimmered into a huge
golden eagle.

The bird beat its powerful wings and swiftly
gained height. Ryley shaded his eyes and watched until the eagle
abruptly winked from view. Worry gnawed him. He was concerned about
leaving Rowan on her own. And then there was this big “something”
Marc had foreseen. Not to mention both his mother and Wisa
wanted words with him, and both women were formidable. A warning to
be very careful about what he revealed thrummed through his veins,
and if there was one thing he’d learned since becoming Sehani it
was to always heed his intuition.

He needed time to collect himself before
facing anyone let alone his mother or his
grandmother-slash-goddess, so as he approached the well-worn paths
of the Third Settlement he wrapped himself in a “don’t take any
notice of me” suggestion. It was nearing midday and most people
were either heading for their homes or the communal kitchen area to
prepare a midday meal. A large group of women hurried his way,
chattering and gossiping. As they reached him, the group split in
two and the women flowed around him without breaking stride. He
grinned, smugly pleased by the subtleness of his magic.

A boy of about six approached at a run.
“Hello, Sehan Ryley,” the child called out as he sped past. “Sehan
Hope’s looking for you!”

“Thanks.” Ryley tugged his ear. He couldn’t
figure out why young children weren’t affected by his subliminal
suggestion. Perhaps it was because children resented being told
what to do by adults—even subliminally. He knew from experience it
didn’t work for other Sehani, either. Or his father and his sister.
Although his father, Blayne, wasn’t Sehani, likely he was immune
because of his deep spiritual link to his Sehani life-partner. And
as for Romana….. Even if she didn’t have unusual powers of her own,
and wasn’t Joined to a Sehan, Ryley suspected his sister would
still be immune. Sisters never took much notice of their younger
brothers’ commands.

As he neared his house he half-expected to be
accosted by either his mother or Wisa the instant he set foot
through the door. He was pleasantly surprised to find his dwelling
empty, and that his stores of dried staples had been re-stocked in
his absence.

There was nothing pressing he needed to do
and waiting around for the inevitable summons would only make him
more antsy. Physical activity was what he needed. Back in Seaview
he’d take his Ducati for a spin and work off some energy.
Unfortunately, that brought to mind vivid images of Rowan plastered
against his back, her arms wrapped tightly around his waist….

He groaned. In the absence of a cold shower a
dip in a pool would have to suffice.

The Third Settlement had been built to take
advantage of numerous natural mineral springs throughout the area.
The springs were perfectly safe to drink, however, conscious of the
need to ensure their water supply was not contaminated, the
settlement’s founders had allocated specific purposes to the
largest springs: three for drinking-water, one for washing clothes
and one for bathing, which left the other smaller springs and pools
dotted throughout the area for recreational bathing. The three
springs used solely as the settlement’s water supply were carefully
monitored, with only one at a time designated for public use, and
use being rotated at certain intervals to allow for natural
cleansing and replenishment. The system worked well and thus far
the springs had remained clean and pure.

Ryley didn’t wish to be disturbed so he chose
a distant and unpopular bathing pool. He clambered up the steep
path, fighting a way through the luxuriant growth. A supple branch
he’d pushed out of his way snapped back and he rubbed the resulting
scratch on his cheek. He left it to heal naturally rather than
expend energy on such an insignificant wound. His body healed
faster than a normal human and it’d be undetectable soon enough. He
squeezed through the narrow gap between two trees and stood
perfectly still for a moment, admiring Mother Nature at her most
creative. Then he shucked his clothes and eased into the deep
water.

The minerals in the cool depths refreshed and
revitalized him. The musical trickle of water over rocks soothed
his worries and soon he’d relaxed enough to close his eyes and
float lazily on his back. Bliss.

“Welcome back.”

He went under and surfaced to peals of
laughter. Wiping water from his eyes, he spotted the slight figure
perched on a rock to one side of the pool. With her delicate beauty
and smooth, pale skin, she could have been a water spirit conjured
from myth and legend.

“I didn’t hear you arrive,” he said.

“I willed myself here. I could hardly manage
such a steep track on my own and I didn’t fancy going to all the
trouble of finding a guide.”

He snorted, not believing that claim for a
second. “The truth is you enjoyed sneaking up on me and scaring me
witless.”

Her sightless golden eyes gazed directly at
him and a slight smile quirked her lips. They both knew that
despite her blindness, she was more than capable of navigating the
path to the pool without help. She had no need of mere human sight.
Her world was alive with the rich colors and textures of
aureyas—the psychic energy that surrounded all matter. And her
other supernaturally enhanced senses more than compensated for her
blindness.

She’d been a human woman from Earth, summoned
to this world to save the Dayamari people from a living death.
She’d been the hope and savior of an entire race and had more than
lived up to her mentor’s expectations. Transformed by the living
spore present in the air of this world, and gifted with a plethora
of supernatural abilities, she had been the most powerful Sehan in
Dayamari history until Ryley had claimed that title. Even if he did
surpass her in raw power, she was far more skilled than he.

At first glance she appeared to be in her
mid-twenties—of a similar age to him. But if one looked more
closely one could see her golden eyes shimmered with a latent power
and wisdom that suggested she’d lived far longer. She was Hope Leah
Delamore, First Sehan of the Dayamari, adopted daughter of the
goddess Wisa, and Ryley’s mother.

She pierced him with a glance that would have
shriveled the soul of a lesser man, and Ryley knew he was in
trouble. “So,” she said. “Where have you been? And don’t bother
feeding me a bunch of cervida-crap. You’ve either developed a
shield that resists my abilities to detect you—in which case I
would like to know more. Or you were completely out of my range—in
which case I would like to know exactly where you were,
because you and I both know my range is considerable.”

“Can I at least get out of this pool and put
on some clothes before I have to answer? It’s tiring having to
tread water while you sit there and question me.”

She opened her mouth and then shut it again
with an audible snap. And then she flicked an imperious hand at
him.

Ryley swam to the edge of the pool and heaved
himself from the water. He was about to sluice the dampness from
his body with his tunic, when a tingling sensation buzzed over his
bare skin and he was abruptly dry.

“Thanks.” He bent to put on his trousers. The
fine hairs on the back of his neck prickled, and he knew she had
extended her senses to check him over. Thoroughly. He damped his
urge to slam up his shields and relaxed, allowing her power to play
over him. She was his mother. Worrying about him was part of her
job description.

“You’ve put on a couple of pounds and you’re
edgy,” she said.

The couple of pounds was due to an Earth diet
of highly refined foods but he could hardly admit that. And he was
edgy because he was worried about leaving Rowan alone. “I’ve
been indulging in a few too many hotcakes and syrup, and I’ve been
too busy to get in any regular exercise. And I’m stressed because I
know you’re worried about something. What is it?”

Her expression tightened. “Lukas reported a
marked depletion in the numbers of buffalas and cervidas in and
around the hunting grounds of the First Settlement. He’s worried.
Something’s not right.”

Lukas was a Master Tracker, and if the
various trades had followed the same convention as the healers,
elders and Sehani, he would have been elected First by his peers in
a heartbeat. The man had attained almost legendary status for his
skills and knowledge of Dayamaria’s fauna. So if Lukas believed
there was just cause to worry….

Hope slid gracefully from her perch and
smoothed her dress. “Come,” she said. “Let’s head there and go find
your father. He’ll be pleased to see you.”

She carefully negotiated the small rocks at
the water’s edge, stepped lightly onto the water and walked across
its surface until she reached the other side. She waited while he
yanked on his boots before offering her arm to him. “Wherever
you’ve been hiding, I’m glad you’re here, Ryley. I’ve missed
you.”

He bent to kiss her cheek. “Me, too.”

Reprieved… for now. But it only delayed the
inevitable. She would eventually find out where he’d been or find
away to track him. He was on borrowed time.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Seven




Sweat snaked down Romana’s spine as she
worked her scraper over the cervida hide. The hide had gone through
the various soaking processes before she’d laced it onto a wooden
frame to scrape and soften before passing it on to a trusted
tradesperson for smoking. Smoking hides wasn’t her forte. She never
could manage to get a nice even color—not for want of trying. But
hey, each to their own. She happened to be excellent at killing
things.

The glare from the mid-afternoon sun was
unrelenting—as was the dull ache that had flared in her lower back.
She paused to blot her forehead with the hem of her tunic, and
rolled her shoulders to ease the tight muscles. A shadow fell over
the hide and she hissed out a grateful sigh. Shading her eyes with
her hand she glanced up, blinking, a smile tilting her lips. He was
early—not that she minded but—

“Hello, Romana.”

The cool clipped tones slapped the smile from
her face and her stomach tied into a truly impressive knot.
“Merryn.”

After a long, uncomfortable moment of
enduring Merryn’s too-knowing judgmental gaze, Romana went back to
her work. Typical that fate had decreed Merryn would choose a
Second Settlement hunter as her life-partner and move here to live
with him. And for the first few months Romana had felt as though
she was constantly looking over her shoulder, wondering when Merryn
would next appear to ruin her day. She was over that now.
Mostly.

She could feel the woman’s gaze boring into
her, daring her to... to…. Do something. The fine hairs on the back
of her neck stood on end and she fought the urge to shift
uneasily—maybe pause to chafe her exposed arms. The silence became
oppressive but she’d be damned if she’d be first to break it.

She focused her energy on the hide but the
repetitive, dull work only made it easier for her mind to dwell on
other things. Like the fact that even after two decades she
couldn’t rid herself of the guilt that griped her guts whenever she
laid eyes on this woman. Sure, Merryn might act like everything was
fine and all was forgiven but….

Romana shook her head. Marc had chosen
to become a god. Merryn needed someone to blame for that and Romana
was it.

“Tough work,” Merryn said.

Romana kept her gaze firmly on her scraper.
“Yes.”

“You don’t mind if I watch you for a
while?”

“Of course not.” A lie and they both knew it.
And after mere minutes more Romana wanted to scream. Or vomit up
her guts. She couldn’t actually See Merryn’s aureya, like a Sehan
could, but she could feel it—like some malevolent force hovering
unseen, awaiting its chance to strike. And that “feeling” was no
product of her overwrought imagination, either. The unique and
potentially deadly powers that allowed her to sense Merryn’s
innermost emotions also told her how Merryn truly felt about her.
First there was what Romana had done to Marc—the horror that had
led to his heart-wrenching decision to replace Chryss as the fourth
Dayamari god. And then there was Romana Joining with Merryn’s first
love, Hopian—not that Hopian had ever reciprocated Merryn’s
feelings but to Merryn it was just another reason to hate Romana
and nurture the rage that chewed at her soul.

Perhaps she should have felt compassion for
Merryn’s suffering. Instead that suffering only awoke the unnatural
hunger that lurked inside her. She wanted to feed directly at the
source of Merryn’s rage, steal it, absorb it. She wanted to suck
Merryn dry.

Her hands stilled and began to shake. Her
eyes burned. She kept her gaze downcast, fighting the change,
fearing that even now, inky blackness might be seeping through her
irises. But despite her efforts the darkness within her burgeoned,
threatening to take control. She could vividly sense Merryn behind
her, hear her breathing, smell the lavendula that scented the
shampoo she’d used to wash her hair. And gods, how she wanted
to—

She clenched her fingers around her scraper
so tightly the wooden handle bruised her skin. Sweet Wisa, what she
truly wanted was to be free of this constant craving for power. She
snatched a breath, and another, and summoned a vision of pure,
cleansing water as Hopian had taught her. She dived into it,
cleansing the filthy lustful need from her soul.

When she had regained control she continued
with her labors, and prayed Merryn had noticed nothing
untoward.

“I find it ironic,” Merryn said in a light,
conversational tone, “that someone who couldn’t bear to eat meat
when she first arrived here, could become so skilled at
slaughtering animals and curing hides.”

Romana bit her lip, refusing to examine that
statement for hidden meanings and innuendoes. She strove to speak
calmly and evenly. “I’m flattered you would think so. Is there
anything in particular I can do for you?”

“I’m sorry if I disturb you.”

Oh that was going too far. Romana stood and
stretched the kinks from her spine before turning to confront the
woman who refused to leave her in peace. “You don’t disturb me,
Merryn.” I refuse to admit you have that much power over me.
“Perhaps you’d like me to show you how to work this hide? I’m sure
Kraig would be thrilled if you decided to switch trades. The two of
you could work together, then. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”

The tiny muscles around Merryn’s eyes
tightened at mention of her life-partner.

Score. Romana turned her attention back to
the hide. Which didn’t need any more working if the truth be told.
With any luck Merryn would get bored and leave before she managed
to ruin it. And then she could wallow in another large helping of
guilt and frustration for allowing Merryn to provoke her, and
lashing out. She’d never been a mean girl but she sure felt like
one now. Throwing Kraig in Merryn’s teeth had been a real low
blow.

“Mommy!”

She glanced up as her son careened toward
her, and smiled broadly as he threw himself into her arms. She
hugged him tight. “Finished lessons already, Matti? Where’s
Lin?”

“She’s coming with Dad.” Matti arched his
back to give her a good view of him rolling his eyes. “She keeps
stopping to pick weeds. It’s sooo boring.”

“Your sister is not boring. She’s
interested in plants and herbs and such—like Granddad Blayne and
Uncle Ryley.”

“Like I said. Boring!”

Romana punished him for his cheekiness by
tickling him to within an inch of his life. And then she let him
wrestle her and pin her to the ground so he could bounce on her
stomach, gleefully proclaiming conquest with a clenched fist. When
she’d had enough of being bounced upon she grabbed him and,
ignoring his shrieks, rained sloppy kisses all over his face. He
finally managed to wriggle away and she sat up, brushing the hair
that had escaped from its braid back from her face. It was then she
glimpsed Merryn’s expression. She was staring at Matti with naked
longing, her hands protectively cradling her belly.

Romana went hot-cold-hot with shock. She’d
completely forgotten about Merryn’s pregnancy. If she’d given in to
her urge to feed on Merryn’s energy…. Gods. Horror and relief made
her voice shrill. “Merryn, you shouldn’t be standing here in this
heat. You should be resting. Sit down.”

Merryn blinked, and shook herself as if
coming out of a trance. “I’m fine. I should find Kraig. We’re due
to see our healer for a check-up.”

“Gee, Merryn,” Matti piped up. “You’re
getting really fat. Are you eating too much cake? Mommy’s always
telling us we’ll get fat if we sneak extra cake.”

“Matti!” She clamped a hand over her son’s
mouth. “Don’t be rude. Merryn’s not fat, she’s having a
baby—remember we told you?” She took her hand off his mouth and
prayed he’d behave. “Apologize this instant.”

Merryn’s face creased into a genuine smile as
she stared at Romana’s son. “You don’t have to apologize, Matti.
You were only telling the truth. I am getting fat.”

Romana gently clipped her son’s ear. “You
need to remember your manners. What have I told you about thinking
before you speak?”

He thrust out his lower lip. “I’m sorry.” And
he glanced beyond her and yelled, “Here they are!”

Romana wiggled her forefingers in her ringing
ears, and cast a glance over her shoulder to see her life-partner
and their daughter approaching at a leisurely pace. Their steps
were dogged by the fully grown wolf that had belonged to Ryley and
was now the family pet. Sure enough, Lin sprouted a profusion of
plant-life that she’d tucked about her clothing.

“What did I tell ya?” Matti snorted. “She’s
picked a bunch of weeds.”

“They’re plants, Matti,” Romana chided. “Not
weeds.”

He bounced to his feet. “Whatever.”

She grimaced at the slang he’d picked up over
the years from her lapses into English and then translated to his
native Dayamaru. Her son was a sponge. She really had to watch her
language around him. She climbed to her feet and brushed the dusty
soil from her clothes. Hopian greeted her with a lingering kiss
while Lin hugged her waist. The wolf joined the huddle, leaning
against Romana’s knees and whimpering until he got what he wanted—a
pat.

Romana couldn’t help herself. Her gaze darted
to Merryn.

Merryn’s lips were compressed into a tight
line and her warm brown eyes had turned cold and dark. “I have to
go,” she said, and pivoted on her heel and headed off.

“Take care, Merryn,” Hopian called after her.
And then, for Romana’s ears only he murmured, “What was that all
about?”

“The usual.”

“Ah.” He draped an arm about her shoulders
and hugged her to his side. He didn’t need to be a Sehan to know
she was rattled by the encounter with Merryn. “Matti, how about you
and Lin take Furball for a proper walk?”

“Cool!” Matti grabbed his sister’s hand.
“Come on, Lin.”

“Don’t be late for dinner,” Romana called
after them as they raced off. “And don’t let Furball dig up the
herb garden again or you’ll both be replanting it!”

As their “We won’t!” drifted back to Hopian’s
ears he shook his head. “Sometimes I wonder why we let your brother
talk us into taking that wolf. The creature is more trouble than
he’s worth.”

“The kids love him.” Romana leaned into his
embrace, resting her cheek on his chest.

“Rough time with Merryn, huh?”

She puffed out a sharp breath through her
nose. “I don’t think she’ll ever forgive me.”

“Maybe having a child will soften her a
bit.”

“Maybe.” She sounded so saddened his heart
jolted. He wished he could ease her path but this was one battle he
couldn’t fight for her.

“Twenty years is a long time to hate someone
with all your heart,” she said. “I think she’s held her hate so
close for so long it’s a part of her. I don’t think she’ll ever let
it go.”

“Stranger things have happened. It took me a
while to forgive you after what you did to me, remember?”

She elbowed his side and he pretended to be
winded. “I was corrupted,” she said. “Out of control. What can I
say?”

He tugged her to face him and planted his
hands on her hips, holding her still. He lowered his head until his
lips just brushed hers. “Anytime you feel like losing control and
corrupting me, just say the word.”

Her eyes flashed blue fire. “Foolish man,”
she said, and then parted her lips—an invitation he couldn’t
resist. He kissed her breathless, and when he raised his head and
noted the dazed expression in her eyes he smiled. He loved her
eyes. Save for the gold eyes caused by Sehani transformation, his
people were genetically disposed toward brown eyes. To him,
Romana’s eyes were as beautiful as they were unusual—a pale icy
blue that brought to mind crisp winter skies and deep wells of
frozen water.

He nuzzled her neck. “I had to forgive you.
You drove me crazy. You still do.” He slipped a hand inside the
back waistband of her trousers and squeezed her buttocks.

She wiggled against his hand. “With luck we
have an hour before the children return.”

“I thought you had orders for hides coming
out your ears?”

“I deserve some downtime. How about I trade a
cervida skin for your skin and work on you for a while?”

His trousers felt very tight and constricting
all of a sudden. “You drive a hard bargain.” With a last squeeze of
her bottom, he grabbed her hand and dragged down the path toward
their house.

 


~~~

 


Healer Beryn released Merryn’s wrist. She
fisted the hand at her side and tried to relax. He bent to gently
palpitate her stomach and then turned away to fetch a piece of
parchment. After rolling it up into a tube and fussing with it for
a bit, he placed the wider end on her stomach, put his ear to the
narrow end and listened intently. He threw her a brief smile that
didn’t touch his eyes before he glanced at Blayne.

“Is there something wrong with my baby,
Healer Beryn?” Merryn asked before the healer had a chance to
speak. Sweet Wisa, please let my baby be well and healthy.…

“I don’t believe there’s anything wrong with
your baby, Merryn,” the healer said.

“Then why is Panakeya Blayne here? There’s no
reason for the First Healer to concern himself if my pregnancy is
proceeding as expected.” Something was wrong—she knew it in
her bones.

Kraig gasped, shocked by her bluntness.
“Merryn, please!”

“He’s not my healer,” she said
stubbornly.

Healer Beryn held up a placating hand. “I
requested Panakeya Blayne’s presence, Merryn.”

“Why?” she asked.

“Because I’m concerned about you,” he
said.

“Why?” She pressed her fist to her belly.
Wisa’s wings, would they stop beating the bush and tell her
straight?

The two healers engaged in some form of
wordless communication and just when she was about to scream,
Blayne stepped forward. “Your ankles and feet are swollen,” he
said. “Your face is puffy and your pulse-rate far too high. You’re
not resting as much as you should, and you’re putting your body
under too much stress. To be blunt, I’d recommend you be confined
to this sleeping platform for the duration of your pregnancy if you
don’t start taking better care of yourself.”

Kraig immediately jumped to her defense.
“She’s already cut back her hours at the Center.”

“I’m aware of that, Kraig. But in my opinion,
running around after babies and toddlers for even half a day is too
much for her right now.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but Beryn
got in first. “I agree with Panakeya Blayne. I recommend you give
up working at the Center until well after you’ve birthed. If you
keep this up it could be detrimental to you and your
baby.”

“Perhaps we should have Ryley take a look at
her,” Blayne said to Beryn. “Just to be sure. He—”

“No!” Panic made her voice shrill and her
heart beat so wildly all she could hear was its thud resounding in
her head. “Healer Beryn knows what he’s doing. I don’t need anyone
else!”

Blayne made a soft noise and Merryn’s gaze
shied from his, unwilling to acknowledge the censure she would
certainly see his eyes. She curled onto her side, hunching over her
belly. No. Not Ryley. He was barely human. She would never allow
that… that… creature to touch her. Or worse, try to
See inside her to examine the health of her baby. Nothing
and no one would convince her Ryley hadn’t had a choice when he’d
absorbed his twin brother’s essence. And resurrecting Marc after
he’d been murdered didn’t negate the fact Ryley was a destroyer. A
killer. Just like his sister.

Kraig dropped to his knees beside the
sleeping platform to clasp her hand. “Please listen to them,
dearling. You need more rest. Please do as they ask. I couldn’t
bear if something happened to you.”

And she couldn’t bear to look at him. She
hated the fear in his voice—hated herself, too, for putting it
there. He hadn’t wanted her to have a child. He’d insisted the risk
was too great given her age. She was all he’d ever wanted—the love
of his life. But she didn’t love him the same way. Her love for
Kraig was rooted in the affection a woman felt for a best
friend—someone who’d stuck by her through thick and thin, someone
comfortable and familiar. She’d finally agreed to Join with him
because she was tired of being alone, and he worshipped her, and
she’d believed that would be enough. But it wasn’t enough anymore.
So she’d pinned her hopes on this child to fill the hollow in her
heart.

She didn’t want to give up her work, either.
Teaching the children, watching their innocent faces and the way
they bounced back from the sometimes harsh realities of life, was a
gift. Their laughter, their smiles, the way they found such joy in
a simple game or a spontaneous hug. If she had to lie in this bed
day in and day out, with only her own thoughts to keep her company,
she might topple into the black emptiness that lurked in her soul
and never find the strength to crawl back out again. “Beryn’s my
healer,” she said, struggling for calm. “I trust him. There’s no
need to bring in Ryley.”

“All right, Merryn,” Blayne said. “Have it
your way. If you take more care of yourself and start to limit your
activities, we won’t have to involve Ryley in your treatment.”

She risked meeting his gaze. “Can I still
work if it’s something a little less strenuous?”

He arched an eyebrow. “What do you have in
mind?”

“I could help Varaya.”

“I don’t want you anywhere near those dyes
she uses,” Kraig said.

She squeezed his hand. “Don’t be such a
worrywart.”

“The fumes can be pretty vile, Merryn,”
Blayne said. “I happen to agree with Kraig you should avoid
them.”

She forgot herself and glared at him. “I
can’t lie around here and contribute nothing to the
settlement!”

He infused his voice with tones meant to
soothe and placate. “Calm down, Merryn. You’ll be
contributing a healthy child. There’s nothing more important
than that. But if you’re set on working, Gerran is busy
transcribing some of the old histories at the moment. He could do
with extra help. What do you think, Beryn?”

The healer shrugged. “You’ll be sitting down
and it’s hardly stressful work.”

“So long as your writing is neat,” Blayne
said. “Gerran’s very particular about neatness.”

“It sounds perfect,” Kraig said.

Merryn knew she had no choice. It was either
help stuffy old Gerran or be confined to this room. She summoned a
weak smile. “Yes. Perfect.”

“Good. That’s settled then. I’ll speak to
Gerran myself—just to drum it into his head he can’t expect you to
work the same hours he does. And Merryn?”

“Yes, Panakeya Blayne?”

He held her gaze. “As you’ve promised not to
overdo it, I won’t mention this to Maya.”

She caught the unspoken threat and swallowed.
“Thank you.” The last thing she wanted was her mother involved.
Having Maya fuss over her for an extended period really would drive
her insane.

Kraig offered everyone tea but when she
refused, insisting she wasn’t thirsty, they left her alone to
brood. She slumped back against the cushions, cursing her luck. Why
did this have to happen to her?

Inevitably, her thoughts turned to the woman
who had everything Merryn yearned for—the woman who’d deprived her
of the two men she’d truly loved. If the gods had any sense of
justice, one day Romana would get what she so richly deserved.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Eight




Ryley and his mother materialized atop the
hilltop overlooking the First Settlement’s burial grounds. She
linked her arm in his and they were headed for her quarters when a
splash of bright white caught Ryley’s eye. Formal robes—of the kind
favored by the First Elder. The wearer stood stock still, then
pivoted and hurried off in the opposite direction.

“Cervida-crap,” he muttered.

“Keeta.” Hope sighed in an exasperated sort
of way. She must have identified the First Elder from her aureya.
“Doubtless she’s off to inform the other elders of your visit.”

“I was hoping to escape her notice a while
longer.”

Hope’s chuckle was rueful. “Little chance of
that. If she hadn’t spotted you, someone else would have,
and immediately informed her. The woman has eyes and ears all over
the settlement. Have I ever told you she once asked me to create a
few more of her, so she could simultaneously be at all four
settlements at once?”

Four Keetas? Didn’t bear thinking about.
“Gods’ grief. You’re joking, right?”

“I’m afraid not. I didn’t know whether to be
flattered she believed I possessed the power to clone her, or
appalled she’d ask such a thing of me.”

Hope opened the door to her quarters and
Ryley paused, as he always did, to admire the dwelling that had
previously been the home of Dayamar, his mother’s blood-father and
mentor. Like the Sehani Hall it was attached to, the house was
countless decades old and had been built by a skilled tradesperson
with an eye for detail. The spacious interior was lined with wooden
panels, each one cut to highlight the natural beauty of the wood’s
grain. Knots, pitted areas and other such irregularities seemed to
only enhance the overall effect. Much care and thought had gone
into how the panels fitted together, too. Ryley’s gaze tracked
swirls and lines that flowed together to create patterns within
patterns, all interlinked into one breathtaking whole.

“I know exactly how you feel,” his mother
said. “The wood still exudes an aureya of sorts. If I run my hands
over a panel it bathes me in colors I can almost feel. I’m told
these panels all came from a single tree, and by touching one I get
glimpses of the tree’s history. I’ve promised myself one day I will
take the time to feel my way over every slat and sort the glimpses
into a coherent whole.”

Ryley sent a small surge of power through the
embers in the cooking hearth to coax them alight, and set a pot of
water over the flames to boil. “What does Dad think of it?” he
asked curiously. Blayne might not be Sehani but more than one god
had speculated he had abilities of his own. Ryley tended to agree
with them.

Hope chose a cushion and sat, curling her
legs beneath her. “He was edgy and restless when we first moved
here. He claimed he felt the weight of ages pressing down on him. I
thought we’d have to move back to his house.”

“Now you’ve got me intrigued.”

She laughed, and her golden eyes glittered.
“Dying of curiosity, more like. Perhaps I should insist on some
reward in exchange for the story.”

“Must be a really good tale.”

“It is.”

He narrowed his gaze, trying to read her, but
she gave him nothing. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll play your game. What
do you want in return for the story?”

“Merely your promise to give me whatever I
ask of you afterward.”

He barked a surprised laugh. “No way I’m
committing to something that vague.”

“Oh, I think you will—your curiosity will get
the better of you. And as a mark of good faith I’ll throw in an
extra story about your sister, too. How’s that?”

A knot of tension formed in his stomach. What
was she after? And why these games—why not merely ask him outright?
“Very well. If it’s within my power, I’ll give you whatever you
want in exchange for the stories. Do you want to spit on it?”

She twisted her lips into a moue of distaste.
“No thank you. Your word is quite enough.”

He stretched out alongside the hearth and
shoved a cushion beneath his head. “I’m all ears.”

She was silent for a long moment before
speaking. “It was four days after we moved in and Blayne hadn’t
slept a wink. He tried all manner of herbs, and I did everything I
could think of to help. I even resorted to the tried and true
method of physical exhaustion, but—”

“Physical exhaustion? I don’t follow.”

Her answering grin was mischievous as a
child’s. “I made love to him until he begged for mercy. Numerous
times. The theory being he’d be so exhausted he’d sleep.”

“Ah. Well, I’m surprised that didn’t
work.”

“So was I. It worked wonders for me, though,
and I had no trouble falling asleep—until dawn, when I woke to
discover Dayamar was paying us a visit.”

“Dayamar?”

“This was his residence for decades so it’s
logical his spirit would be drawn to this place. And when I heard
him speaking to Blayne for a moment I thought….” Unshed tears
glistened in her eyes. “I still miss him dreadfully.”

He reached over to squeeze her hand. “I’m
sorry I never knew him.”

“Me, too.” She heaved a shaky sigh and
resumed her tale. “Dayamar claimed the reason Blayne couldn’t sleep
was because at some unconscious level, Blayne could sense the
spirits of all the Sehani with ties to this place.”

The shiver ghosted down Ryley’s spine.
“Kunnandi’s snaky fangs. You mean this place is haunted?”

“Not exactly. More, that a somewhat watered
down version of their residual essences permeate the building and
Blayne is sensitive enough to pick up on that. Whenever he tried to
sleep his natural shields weakened and his mind was bombarded by
hazy memories that didn’t belong to him. He couldn’t hold on to any
one particular memory long enough to analyze it, otherwise he might
have understood what was going on. I suspect it might have driven
him mad if Dayamar hadn’t intervened so early on.”

Ryley scrunched his brows into a frown. “Why
weren’t you affected?”

“Good question. You remember me explaining
how I opened the gate between this world and Earth to fetch your
sister here?”

He nodded.

“That world-mind I invoked includes the
combined spiritual essences of Dayamar and all his Sehani
predecessors. Even though I released the energy after it had cycled
through me, it changed me. I retained a permanent link to it—and to
all the Sehani who have passed from this world. From what I
understand, moving in here merely unlocked a slew of memories that
had already been absorbed into my psyche. I have access to those
memories, but only when I deliberately open myself to them. Blayne
didn’t have that option.”

Ryley winced. Being bombarded by memories of
dead Sehani was no laughing matter. That his father held out as
long as he did without cracking was impressive. “How did Dayamar
help him?”

“Simple. He told Blayne to truly Join with me
again so I could filter out the memories.”

Okay, now he was confused. “But you
and Dad have been Joined for nearly four decades.”

His mother’s answering smile was tinged with
gentle regret. “Over the years our love had become tainted by
resentment and misunderstandings. We’d grown apart. In the
beginning our union was so strong Blayne could sense when I was in
danger and psychically send his essence to link with mine. But
after I sent Romana away things changed. Blayne blamed me. Deep
down in his private soul, he believed we should have kept Romana
with us and faced whatever the future held together.”

“It was an impossible choice,” he said. “But
you did the right thing giving her up. What she is now—I shudder to
imagine how much worse it could have been.”

“I don’t have to imagine. I Saw it.”

And was still haunted by it if he was any
judge.

“Then,” she continued, “when I chose to risk
my life to help the Ergaiya, your father didn’t truly understand
why I was compelled to make the choice I did. He accused me of
choosing them over my own family, my own people. And when Aryn and
you merged, he blamed me for not being there to prevent it.”

The inhalation hissed through his clenched
teeth before he could prevent it. “I love my father and I
understand his pain at losing a son, but blaming you is horribly
unfair. The merge was inevitable. It would have happened regardless
of whether or not you were there to witness it. We were never meant
to be born as twins. Now we’re whole. I thought he understood
that.”

“Your father had a very valid point,” Hope
said calmly, taking his anger in her stride. “We’d already lost one
child through my choices. Little wonder to him it seemed my actions
had directly led to us losing another. Blayne would have given his
life for you and your brother. He was making decisions as a
parent and he expected me to do the same—to put my family,
and in a broader sense, my people, first. But I had no such luxury.
I still don’t. At times I’m forced to act whether I want to or not.
I’m an integral part of Dayamaria’s future whether I like it or
not. And sometimes, I do not like it at all.”

Ryley scrubbed his hands through his hair.
His mother’s confession cracked the bedrock of his core beliefs.
His parents’ love and devotion to each other were the foundation of
his own beliefs about relationships and love. He’d privately vowed
if he couldn’t have what they had, he’d spend the rest of his life
un-Joined. “How did you and Dad get back what you’d lost?”

“It wasn’t easy. After Dayamar’s visitation I
knew we had to have it all out in the open—lance the wounds, so
they had a chance to heal properly. And I knew Blayne would resist
taking a break. He had so many demands on his time—we both did. In
the end I had Wisa transport us to the same cave she sent us to
after I defeated the soul-eaters, with instructions not to bring us
back until we’d sorted our differences. It wasn’t easy but we were
finally able to talk things through and heal our love. Once we were
spiritually connected again, Blayne’s ‘house’ memories were
filtered through me. Now he only senses the residual goodwill of
all Dayamar’s Sehani ancestors.”

He shook his head as he processed everything
he’d learned. After a while he said, “You said you’d throw in an
extra story about Romana. Does it have anything to do with the
house?”

She nodded. “Smart boy. Romana has issues
with this house for an entirely different reason. The house doesn’t
like her.”

“The house doesn’t like her?” Ryley
blinked. He’d never in a million decades have guessed that one.

Hope’s lips quirked. “It’s naughty of me to
find it amusing because I know how much it annoys her. But
sometimes I can’t help myself.”

He made a “get on with it” motion with his
hand, and then felt like an idiot because she wouldn’t be able to
see the gesture. She could sense his impatience, though, for she
obliged him. “Romana’s unique ability to drain energy from other
living entities for her own use means she unconsciously feeds on
the house’s latent powers. The house doesn’t like being sucked dry,
so it plays tricks on her—makes it uncomfortable until she
leaves.”

His jaw dropped. “The mind boggles. What kind
of tricks?”

“Oh, nothing serious—the house knows I
wouldn’t countenance anything harmful. Just childish pranks and the
like. It exudes awful smells only she can detect. Or sends small
bursts of energy through the walls whenever she touches them to
give her a bit of a buzz. Once, when she stayed late and decided to
sleep over, it jammed the door to her room. Only Blayne or I were
able to open it, so she was forced to find a bed elsewhere for the
night.”

Laughter bubbled to the surface as he
imagined his big sister’s frustration. “Poor Romana. I’ll have to
make sure I’m around next time she pays you and Dad a visit.”

“Yes, you will. It’s always interesting.”

He sobered when he registered his mother’s
intent expression. Unease churned in his belly. Now for the moment
of reckoning. “What do you want in return for the stories,
Mom?”

“Oh, nothing much. Real coffee instead
of cichoria would be nice.”

“Coffee?” The English word rolled far
too easily off his tongue and he covered with a regret-filled
laugh. “Sorry. I don’t believe I can help you with that.”

“Oh, I think you can.”

Her gaze bored into his and Ryley knew
further subterfuge was useless. She’d detect an outright lie but
with any luck he might be able to skirt certain details. “How’d you
know I’ve been visiting Earth? Have you Seen me there?”

She waved a careless hand. “No, I haven’t had
a Seeing.”

He closed his eyes. Thank the gods….

“But it’s obvious you’re in love.”

Shit.

“And if it was a Dayamari girl, by now I’d
have sensed her reciprocal feelings for you—even if even if she
lived in another settlement. You’ve been disappearing from my
seer-sense range on and off for a few years now.” She raised a hand
in case he was fool enough to try and deny it. “And lately Romana’s
been covering for you. It can’t continue, Ryley. There are
rules—”

“I know, Mom. I know.” Despair pressed down
on him. There had to be a way—

“There isn’t. You have to give her up.”
Hope’s smooth forehead had creased and anxiety infected her aureya.
“One more visit to say goodbye and tie up any loose ends and that’s
it. You can’t bring her here, and neither can you safely stay on
Earth with her. Long term it would have a serious effect on your
physical health. I’m sorry, Ryley.”

He didn’t say a word. And neither did she,
but gods, it was hard when she could See the defiance flooding his
aureya. She locked her own thoughts up tight for fear that he would
sense them and be buoyed with false hope. For there was
another way—to bring the girl to Dayamaria and subject her to the
spore. But snatching people from other worlds upset the balance of
destiny and skewed future life-paths on both worlds. Hope
knew there were always unforeseen consequences to such acts.
Always. And she could not risk any further such consequences.

Earth’s future had been irrevocably altered
when Dayamar had snatched her. And then altered again when she had
taken Romana and, inadvertently when he’d stowed away, Marc. She
refused to dwell on the past. What was done was done. She couldn’t
change it, but she would do her utmost to guide Dayamaria’s future
while still preserving Earth’s. No one from Earth could be brought
to Dayamaria ever again—not even the girl her son loved more than
life itself.

 


~~~

 


Hope was about to take a sip of the cichoria
Ryley had brewed for her when she stilled, the mug barely brushing
her lips. She sighed and handed him the mug. “Someone needs me,”
she said. She assured him both she and his father would return for
the evening meal, and then left him to his own devices… which was
both blessing and curse. If he spent another second mulling ways to
counteract his mother’s ultimatum, he’d implode.

He needed a distraction so he figured he’d
visit Varaya, his mother’s blood-sister. And as he walked he buried
his pain deep. Against all odds and across worlds he’d found Rowan.
He had to believe that if they were meant to walk the same path, if
their future destinies were intertwined, he would find a way for
them to be together.

The instant he poked his head through the
doorway the acrid odor of the dyes smacked him and his eyes teared.
“Aunty Varaya?”

“Ryley!” Her eyes lit up and she smiled
obvious with delight as she beckoned him over. “Come see my latest
design. Or should I say, my newest apprentice’s latest design.” She
scooped up a swathe of material and waved it at him. “Isn’t she
talented?”

He dutifully nodded in all the right places
as his aunt continued to heap praise on her apprentice. When Varaya
paused to draw breath he tactfully reminded her it would be polite
to introduce the girl, who was now blushing profusely.

Varaya giggled and clapped a hand over her
mouth. “Sorry. I got a bit carried away.” She patted the girl’s
shoulder. “Soraya, this is my nephew, Ryley.”

“It’s very nice to meet you, Sehan Ryley.”
The young woman’s blush deepened, and she ducked her head to
concentrate on her work.

Varaya noticed him blinking to ease his
stinging eyes, and entwined her arm through his to drag him to the
open windows at the side of the large building. “You get used to it
after a while,” she said, and handed him a soft cloth to dab his
eyes.

He hid his shock at how much his aunt had
aged since his last visit. She was still beautiful of course—Varaya
could never be anything else—but age was stalking her. She was
mid-way through her fifth decade, her eyesight was failing, and the
some of the more painstakingly intricate batyk designs were now
beyond her. She now delegated most of the fine work to others,
although she still oversaw every stage of the process.

He fingered the cloth she’d draped over her
shoulder. “This is exquisite, Varaya. If it’s not spoken for, I’d
love to trade for enough cloth to make a wrap.” He could imagine
Rowan winding the cloth around her body sarong-style. The rich
autumn tones would be a perfect foil for her pale skin and dark
hair, and—

Varaya snapped her fingers in front of his
nose. “I know that look. You’ve found yourself a potential
Promised, haven’t you? When can I meet her?”

He dragged his focus back to his aunt’s
expectant face and cursed himself for an idiot. “More a willing
sleeping-partner,” he lied, somehow managing to plaster a grin on a
face that felt unnaturally stiff. “But please don’t mention
anything to Mom or next thing she’ll be planning what to name our
first child.”

Varaya grinned, obviously delighted that he’d
shared his “secret” with her. “I won’t say a word. Every young man
needs some fun before he settles down. Gods know I had lots of fun
before I found Willem.”

Varaya and Willem’s start had been rocky but
they had remained together despite everyone believing they’d never
succeed as a couple. Same with Romana and Hopian. He shouldn’t lose
hope. Not yet. “I’d better head back.”

She hugged him. “Your Aunt Maya would love to
see you—if you’re up to hearing every single little detail of
Merryn’s pregnancy and how it’s progressing, that is.”

Considering how Merryn felt about him,
wouldn’t that be a special form of torture? “Thanks for the
warning. Perhaps later, after I’ve caught up with Dad.”

“I understand completely,” she said. She
didn’t, but he wasn’t about to inform her Merryn thought he was a
monster. Best to leave her blissfully ignorant.

Varaya arched her back and massaged an ache
before heading back to check on Soraya’s progress. Ryley watched
her for a while before heading outside. His aunts and uncles were
growing old before his eyes and the realization saddened him. Last
time he’d visited Maya and Cayl he’d been dismayed to note even
Cayl’s flaming red hair had faded to gray.

Makes the comparison with our parents even
more marked, eh? Aryn murmured.

True. Hope appeared decades younger
than her true age. And Blayne could easily be mistaken for a man of
thirty, when in truth he’d entered his seventh decade. Sehani were
known to age more slowly than other humans, but his father was an
interesting case. Hope was the first Sehan to take a life-partner
in centuries, making his parents’ partnership a living
experiment.

Given that Dad’s not Sehani, I’m surprised
his age-slowing hasn’t been commented on more widely, he
thought at his brother.

And I’m surprised Healer Johan didn’t tie Dad
to a sleeping platform and run a bunch of tests on him.

Ryley’s snort provoked a startled squeak from
a passerby, which Ryley studiously ignored. As if his father would
have put up with being poked and prodded by a colleague—even one
who’d been a close friend like Johan. Besides, it was a well known
fact Blayne’s family shared blood-lines with every single Sehani
back as far as the records went. Ryley figured the majority of
Dayamari lumped his father in with Sehani as a matter of course.
Wonder whether it applies only to Dad?

If by “it” you mean age-slowing as it could
apply to Rowan, then I don’t know, brother. Are you willing to
experiment with something as potentially devastating as that?

Ryley sighed. His brother had an excellent
point. He’d never dared broach the prickly subject with his mother.
Gods knew how she would cope when a member of the family she’d
adopted in a blood-ceremony died of old age. She’d been upset
enough by Johan’s passing. And abruptly it was all too clear to
Ryley why Dayamar and his Sehani predecessors had held themselves
aloof from personal relationships. To watch your friends and loved
ones die one by one, while you barely aged…. It would be
devastating. Thankfully for Hopian, Romana’s strange abilities had
slowed the aging process in her, too. Otherwise, Ryley thought, it
would have been too cruel after everything his sister had endured.
But even if he could bear to watch Rowan age while he stayed
youthful, what right did he have to spirit her away from everything
she knew and trap her here?

More questions flooded his mind. Could he
find a way remain on Earth with Rowan? Was there a way to combat
the constant drain on his energy while his body was forced to heal
the physical damage caused from breathing Earth’s air? Would his
Sehani powers diminish and allow him to age normally? And what
would happen to his brother’s spirit, which was a quintessential
part of him? Would Aryn eventually fade? Could he risk condemning
what remained of his brother to be with Rowan?

Could he be that selfish?

They were sobering questions and there were
no easy answers. But Rowan was his soul mate. He couldn’t let her
go without a fight.

You’re the farthest thing from
selfish, Aryn said. And all these deep dark thoughts are
giving me a headache. Go do something useful to take our
mind off her.

By the time Ryley reached his parents’
quarters, he’d decided his brother was right and he might as well
make himself useful by replenishing his father’s herbal stocks.

Blayne’s stores were vast, taking up an
entire room. Every herb known to the Dayamari was represented—some
so rare Ryley had to rack his brains to recall a possible medicinal
use. After noting which common stocks were running low, he headed
for the herb garden behind the now-vacant Panakeya’s quarters. It
was a shock to come face to face with his childhood home and see it
standing empty. Memories crashed in on him. The pranks he and Aryn
had played on each other, the havoc they’d wrought, the plans
they’d hatched at night in the room they’d shared. And how vast the
room had seemed once Aryn had… gone.

Ryley pinched off the link to his brother.
Some things were too personal to share—even with your own twin’s
spirit.

It had taken a full year for him to shuck the
habit of saying goodnight to his brother aloud. And longer still to
stop glancing across the room each morning to check whether his
brother had woken first. As a boy, Ryley had desperately missed his
brother’s physical presence but at least he’d had the comfort of
Aryn’s spirit—the part of Aryn that was always with him. As he grew
older, he’d learned how to deliberately separate Aryn’s essence out
from his own and communicate with him. Or perhaps Aryn had been the
one to do that. Ryley wasn’t entirely certain. His parents hadn’t
had that consolation and he vividly recalled lying awake, listening
to his mother’s sobs and his father’s deep voice as he tried in
vain to soothe her pain and come to terms with his own.

When Blayne had suggested moving from his
quarters, at first Hope had vehemently resisted. For her, the house
resounded with memories of her lost son and she clung to it
fiercely. Perhaps the move to Dayamar’s quarters signaled the
moment she had finally come to terms with Aryn’s fate.

Ryley wandered through the herb beds
harvesting various leaves, flowers and seed heads, which he
carefully stored in folded squares of fine leather. He was stowing
another small package in his carry-bag when a soft “Ahem!” drifted
to his ears. He glanced over his shoulder. “I wondered when you’d
arrive.”

Wisa waited for him to straighten and brush
the soil from his hands before embracing him. “It’s good to see
you, Ryley.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Why the
disguise?”

His grandmother’s temporarily human-brown
eyes sparked with annoyance as she flipped long blonde tresses over
her shoulder. “First Elder Keeta trots along at my heels like a
wolf-pup wanting to suckle its mother whenever I appear in my usual
form. It’s unnerving. At least in this guise I have some small
chance of peace.”

“Have you tried the ‘take no notice of me’
command? I’ve found it works on everyone except for close family
and children. Oh, and Sehani of course.”

Wisa wrinkled her nose. “It doesn’t work on
Keeta, either.”

He tried his best to dampen his amusement but
she sensed it of course, and glared at him, and then sighed and
threw up her hands. “What’s the point of being a goddess when I
can’t even stop my subjects from annoying me?”

“You’re too polite, Grandma. You need to get
angry. Call some lightning and split a tree right in front of
Keeta’s eyes. Maybe level a mountain, or something equally as
impressive. That ought to do the trick.”

“And watch all you puny humans run off to
cower in caves again?” Wisa sniffed. “I don’t fancy being the cause
of that particular piece of history repeating itself.
Besides, look what happened with your mountain.”

He groaned. “Unfair. You know as well as I do
that was Aryn’s doing, not mine.”

Wisa raised her eyes to the sky. “Puberty has
a lot to answer for. Though I have to admit, you couldn’t have
timed that incident better.”

He paused in the act of stripping leaves from
a stalk of rosemary. “How so?”

“Kunnandi had been getting a bit too familiar
with one of the settlement girls—a far too knowing young woman by
the name of Nesala.”

Ryley’s mind filled with a fleeting image of
a lushly curved woman who would get a sleepy “come hither”
expression in her eyes whenever she eyed an eligible male. “I
remember her. She was one of Hopian’s lovers.”

Wisa’s lips thinned. “That’s the one. After
Hopian came to his senses and gave her marching orders, Nesala
decided to set her sights even higher than a Sehan and see if she
could entice a god into her bed. Of course Kunnandi, being
Kunnandi, was lamentably eager to oblige, and the last thing we
needed was another Merchryssi and Marya scenario.”

When Ryley opened his mouth to protest on
Chryss’s behalf, Wisa cut him off with an impatient gesture. “Yes,
yes, I know. Chryss had impeccable taste in women and Marya was as
kind and unselfish as she was beautiful. Nesala’s beauty, on the
other hand, has only ever been skin deep. She even had the nerve to
send me a prayer requesting I bless her with a baby from the
encounter. Can you imagine the problems that would have
caused?”

Wisa’s outrage caused her camouflage to fade,
and her light brown eyes brightened to gold. “Er… Grandma? Your
disguise is beginning to slip.” Reaching over, Ryley snagged a lock
of her now bright silver hair and held it up.

“Oh!” Wisa sucked in a deep breath and
reestablished her disguise. She held up a lock of hair and squinted
at it, examining the color critically. “Better?”

Once he’d nodded she said, “Sometimes I
wonder whether we did the right thing after your mother was brought
here. Perhaps we should have remained aloof, minimizing our contact
to the occasional animal-form sighting. There’s something about
taking human form that brings out all our worst character
shortcomings and—” She shot him a quick, assessing glance and
cleared her throat. “But I digress. Aryn taking control of you and
blowing up that mountain couldn’t have come at a better time.
Reconstructing it gave Kunnandi something to do. And because
Shikari ‘volunteered’ to assist him, he couldn’t sneak back to
Nesala’s bed.”

Ryley snapped his fingers. “You should give
Keeta a task—some minor thing you can exaggerate to make it seem
more important than it actually is. The settlements have been safe
and prosperous for years now and I believe she’s secretly
bored.”

Wisa tapped her lower lip with a fingertip.
“You know I think you’re right.” Her expression morphed into a
delighted grin. “Brilliant! I have just the task for our dear First
Elder.”

“Care to share?”

“Just you wait and see. She’ll be along
shortly, mark my words. But however diverting solving that
little problem might have been, we have more important matters to
discuss. The natural balance of predator versus prey has shifted.
Have you sensed anything while you were out and about?”

He opened his mouth to respond and was taken
by the Seeing.

He was no longer human, no longer male….

 


The cervida doe raises her head to sniff the
air through dilated nostrils. Her twin yearling fawns… others of
her herd… grass… trees…. She scents nothing wrong, no predators,
nothing to fear. But still unease shudders through her. She stamps
her hooves, snorting and shaking her head in an effort to shed the
uncomfortable sensation. Others of her kind feel it too. They’re
all skittish and fear oozes from their scent glands, infecting the
air.

She noses her twin offspring, trying in vain
to calm them, but finally her instincts are too strong to ignore.
She nudges her young, snorting to communicate her intent. And as
she bounds away she flags the white underside of her tail,
encouraging them to follow.

The long grass behind her explodes into
movement. Squeals of terror fill the air. Deep-throated rumbling
growls, the snapping of bones and tearing of flesh waft on the
blood-scented breeze. The doe flees toward a heavily wooded copse.
Her flanks quiver, and she hangs her head. Her labored breathing is
abnormally loud in the unnatural quietness of the wood. Her ears
flick back and forth but she hears no pursuit. Shivering, she lies
on the ground with her head and neck stretched out flat, making
herself small, hiding as she was taught when she was a fawn.

A creature slips through the trees. It
pauses, scenting the air with a long forked tongue, jaws gaping to
display dagger-sharp fangs. Sinuously it glides forward... and the
doe watches its approach with fear-glazed eyes. Her heart thuds
with terror and the need to flee again but she is exhausted.

Through faceted blood-red eyes it watches
her, its wedge-shaped head cocked to one side. It is a creature
like none the doe has encountered before. Its iridescent
multi-colored hide catches a shaft of sunlight that has pierced the
dense tree canopy and she blinks, dazzled. And then it lunges—

 


“Aaaarrrrgggghhhh!” Ryley fell to his knees,
clutching his head.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Nine




He struggled to escape the churning fear and
the tearing pain and the too-strong hands gripping him.

“Ryley! Stop it. You’re safe. You’re here in
the herb garden with me—Wisa.”

He cracked his eyelids, discovered he wasn’t
missing any chunks of flesh and his bones hadn’t been crushed
between powerful jaws. He was whole and unharmed. Human. His
frantic heartbeat slowed. And when the world stopped spinning he
sat up.

“What did you See?”

He pushed the lingering psychic trauma of
being slaughtered by a ravening beast aside and grounded himself in
the here and now. “Shikari’s hairy paws. It’s like someone conjured
it from—” He’d been about to blurt that the creature was like a
fairytale dragon from a children’s book—an Earth-style children’s
book, that is. No such creatures featured in Dayamaru children’s
stories.

“I’ll show you what I saw,” he told her. He
drew on the core of his power and molded airborne particles of dust
into a whirling sphere. A thread more of power and the particles
solidified into a clear crystalline globe. He visualized the
creature he’d seen, examining every tiny detail for accuracy. Then
he inserted his vision into the globe. It hung in the air, rotating
slowly to display the two-legged creature from every angle.

Wisa hissed a sharp breath. “A
wyverna. Are you certain this is the creature you Saw,
Ryley?”

“Yes. I had an up close and personal view of
it… right before it killed me.”

His grandmother dragged her horrified gaze
from the sphere to focus on him. “It killed you?”

“Not me, exactly. In my Seeing I was a
cervida doe.” He swallowed to moisten his suddenly dry throat.
“Though why it bothered tracking me—I mean, her—when it’d
already slaughtered the rest of her herd, I have no idea. It can’t
have been that hungry.”

Wisa’s expression set into grim lines that
made his skin crawl. “Wyvernas are ultimate predators,” she said.
“When the hunger takes them they slaughter anything living. Just
one could decimate an entire settlement’s hunting grounds in mere
weeks.” She stood and extended a hand to help him to his feet.

Now he fully appreciated the English saying
about feeling like you’ve been run over by a freight train. Every
muscle in his body ached. “I’ve not seen mention of wyvernas or
anything like them in the histories, Grandma.”

“That’s because they’ve been extinct for
centuries—or so we believed. We thought we’d got them all. But it
seems we missed one.”

His stomach somersaulted. “You hunted them to
extinction? Deliberately?”

“Yes.”

“But you gods revere animals—all
animals.”

“We do. But wyvernas weren’t natural
creatures that evolved to flourish in their environment. They were
an experiment gone horribly wrong.” Her gaze slid from his and she
stared off into the distance. “In our arrogance and overweening
pride, we sought to prove we could better Mother Nature. And we
did. We created a beast with no equal in the animal world. Wyvernas
had no natural predators, and considered all animals prey.
Including humans.”

He stared at her in fascinated revulsion.
“They preyed on humans?” His knees felt weak and boneless, and he
wished he was still sitting down.

She turned back to him and her golden eyes
were dulled and dark, haunted by centuries-old memories. “Yes. And
no one could stop them. Magic was useless. Humans had no defense
against them. The settlements were being systematically decimated.
My brothers and I were forced to hunt them down. One by one.”

“How did you kill them?”

“We couldn’t kill them, Ryley. Even
our magic was useless against them. So we captured them and
starved them and then buried them deep beneath layers of rock. Once
deprived of sustenance they weakened and eventually
slept—hibernated, if you will. We kept watch and discovered so long
as they remained unfed, their bodies desiccated and withered away.
And after a few centuries, they crumbled to dust. Or so we
thought.”

“How do you suppose the wyverna I Saw
survived?”

“I don’t know. But if this creature is
allowed to run amok, we will soon have a very big problem on our
hands.”

He raked a hand through his hair, his mind
spinning scenarios—none of them good. He had never seen his
grandmother so shaken. He hadn’t believed a goddess capable of fear
until now.

Her head snapped around. “Damn. I don’t need
this distraction right now.”

Ryley followed the direction of her gaze and
spotted First Elder Keeta hurrying toward them, the hem of her robe
clutched in one plump hand.

“You’ll have to deal with her,” Wisa said.
And vanished before he could even open his mouth to ask about
issuing warnings to all the settlements.

He rolled his shoulders. Nothing for it but
to brace himself for the onslaught.

The First Elder skidded to a puffing,
red-faced halt. “Where did Our Lady Wisa go, Sehan Ryley? I have an
urgent matter to discuss with her.”

“I’m afraid she has other pressing matters to
attend to. Perhaps I could be of assistance?”

Keeta’s face fell. “No thank you, Sehan. It
was more a… personal matter.”

Ryley felt sorry for the woman. She meant no
real harm. He’d met her ilk on Earth—people desperately searching
for a purpose to occupy them. Well, he would give her one… just as
soon as he could think of something. “Wisa did mention an important
task for you, Keeta. She—”

“Oh! What is that creature, Sehan Ryley?”

Cervida-crap. He exploded his globe and waved
a hand to disperse the dust motes. “An imaginary beast. One of the
little ones was having nightmares about it.”

“The product of a fertile imagination,” Keeta
said, smiling. “It was a beautiful beast, though. I can’t imagine
why it would scare anyone.” She dismissed the creature with a flick
of a plump hand. “What did Our Lady Wisa want me to do for
her?”

“It’s a very important task,” Ryley
prevaricated. “Too important to delegate to anyone but you.”

Keeta’s ample bosom swelled with pride as she
fixed her expectant gaze on his face.

Gods. This was not a good time for his mind
to go blank. “She, er, would like you to—”

“Test the elders’ knowledge of settlement
history, Keeta.”

Ryley slanted his mother a grateful glance
for her timely interruption.

Hope threaded her way through the neat rows
of planted herbs until she reached his side. “Wisa believes—and I
wholeheartedly agree—that all elders should be fully versed in the
history of each settlement. Too often they only trouble
themselves with their own settlement, neglecting the histories of
the other three. Don’t you agree, Keeta?”

“Of course, Sehan Hope! I will have necessary
documents delivered to me at once so I may begin my own
studies.”

Ryley watched the woman bustle off towards
the Elders Hall. “Brilliant. Keeta won’t want anyone surpassing her
own knowledge so she’ll bury herself in books. I don’t think it’s
going to be a popular idea with the other elders however.”

His mother shrugged. “A little study never
hurt anyone.” She took his arm and headed back toward her quarters.
“Have you recovered from the horror of being dragon-dinner
yet?”

He halted mid stride. “You know about it? The
wyverna?”

“Wyverna…. So that’s what it’s called. The
parallels with the fictional dragon-like creatures with two legs,
wings and a barbed tail that we on Earth know as wyverns are
fascinating, don’t you think?”

“Mom!” He squeezed her arm. “Please answer my
question.”

“Hopian and I both had Seeings about a
wyverna, too. And I’d hazard a guess they were just as unpleasant
as yours.”

Gods. For three Sehani to See this creature….
It only confirmed there was no way it could be a possible
future. It was—or would be—a reality.

He resumed walking, hiding a wince as his
muscles protested. Unusual to be so physically affected by a
Seeing. Almost as though it had been more than a Seeing….

Unease skittered down his spine. “I need to
talk to Hopian and—”

“He’s transporting Romana in from the Second
Settlement. Your father and Lukas will meet us at home shortly.
Given what we Saw, we’ll need all the help we can get to deal with
this unholy creature.”

 


~~~

 


“At least now we know what’s decimating
animal populations,” Lukas said.

Cold comfort. Hope shivered and chafed her
arms. Blayne wrapped his arms around her and drew her back against
his chest. He rested his chin on her head and she forced herself to
relax. It wasn’t easy—especially as she was hyper-aware that
beneath his seemingly calm exterior, Blayne was as disturbed as she
by the revelations thus far.

Hopian’s Seeing had been similar to Ryley’s,
only he had been a buffala rather than a cervida doe. He’d hung his
picture globe in the air beside Ryley’s, and both globes were
rotating slowly so everyone could get a good look at the images of
the creatures captured inside them.

Hope had retrieved the images and impressions
of the beasts directly from Hopian and Ryley’s minds and compared
them. The wyvernas appeared identical…. Almost. There was one small
disparity between Ryley’s wyverna and Hopian’s. She wondered
whether anyone had noticed it yet.

She heard restless movements from Lukas and
sensed he was about to speak. Of course the Master Tracker would
notice the differences. She forestalled his comment with a slashing
gesture. “Lukas, please hold off on your observations until I show
you my own Seeing. I believe it’s crucial you examine all three
Seeings before you come to any conclusions.”

“Very well.”

She inclined her head briefly to him. “Thank
you. My Seeing was similar to both Ryley’s and Hopian’s except
my wverna’s victim took a while to die.”

Blayne’s sharp exhalation ruffled her hair
and his arms tightened around her. She could sense the horror of
the other two Sehani. Their own experiences had been traumatic but
at least death had come swiftly for the animals they’d been linked
with.

“Gods, Mom! How are you still on your feet?”
Ryley demanded. “I still feel like every bone in my body was chewed
up and spat out.”

“Likewise,” Hopian said. “I don’t know how
you managed to recover so quickly, Aunty Hope.”

Hope heard a muted protest from Romana, as
though she’d done her best to suppress her horror but it had
escaped regardless.

“Was the wyverna’s victim anyone you know,
Hope?” Lukas asked.

Damn him for his impeccable insight and
timing. She carefully blanked all expression from her face.

“A human victim?” Ryley sounded so
appalled on her behalf that her heart twisted in sympathy. “I
hadn’t even considered that,” he whispered.

“Gods,” Hopian said. “Me, neither.”

“The victim was a woman.” And more than that
she was unwilling to reveal. She waited for the comments to die
down. “And now I’ll show you my wyverna. And rather than a
still picture, I’m going to show you it in action. Watch
closely.”

Her blindness meant she often used magic
differently to a sighted Sehan. One of the differences was the way
she now conjured a vision-globe. She cupped one hand and with the
other, stroked the air with her fingers as if caressing an
invisible ball. With each pass of her fingertips a wide, curved
strip of air formed, glistening like a blown bubble. When she’d
“painted” an entire sphere, she rotated it once between the palms
of her hands, feeling for irregularities. Satisfied, she released
it and it hovered mid-air until she sent it to the middle of the
hearth, positioned so everyone could see clearly.

With a small infusion of energy she expanded
the sphere. “Here’s the most significant part what I Saw.”

Inside the globe, Hope’s wyverna raised its
head. Its muzzle was splattered with gore. It’s eyes were
half-shuttered, its movements slow, suggesting it was so sated it
could barely move. It had recently fed. The viewing focus changed,
panning back to encompass the entire creature. A ripple distended
the midsection of its torso. It convulsed and its jaws gaped wide
to vomit a steaming mass of undigested bones and cartilage onto the
ground.

It stilled for a moment before it swiveled
its head back and forth, nostrils dilated and tongue flicking as it
scented the air. And then it loped off, extending bat-like wings
that flapped wildly as it launched itself into the air. When it had
gained enough height it circled over the remains of its prey as
though searching for something. Finally, with a frustrated roar it
flew off, skimming the trees and rapidly disappearing from
view.

Hope blanked the sphere. She’d chosen a
full-length static view of the wyverna from her mind’s eye and now
she set it in the sphere to be examined alongside the others. If
what she suspected was true, this wyverna’s sharpened senses
afforded it a deadly advantage. For the moment she kept her
thoughts to herself and waited for the others to draw their own
conclusions.

Lukas was the first to contribute his
observations. “Those lumps along the spine of Ryley’s wyverna are
wing-buds.”

“My wyverna doesn’t have any wing-buds,”
Hopian said.

“I thought we only had one of the creatures
to contend with,” Ryley muttered. “Not three.”

“I believe it’s only the one creature,”
Romana said. “Aside from wing-buds and fully developed wings, all
three wyvernas look exactly the same to me.”

“I agree,” Lukas said. “See this darker
coloration along the beast’s left flank? It’s in exactly the same
place on all three beasts, which suggests all three are the same
wyverna.”

“You’re correct,” Hope told him. “It is the
same beast… at ever-increasing intervals.”

“Makes sense,” Blayne said. “It may not
develop wings until it’s a fully mature adult.”

“Exactly. I believe Hopian’s Seeing was
not-so-distant past, Ryley’s Seeing is either the present time or
very soon, and mine is somewhat later. Unfortunately I have no idea
of the length of time between each interval depicted in the
Seeings.”

“These creatures are unnatural,” Blayne said.
“It’s highly likely they grow and mature at unnatural rates. I
suggest we go directly to the source and ask their creators how
long we’ve got before our wyverna takes to the air.”

“Agreed,” Ryley said. “It’s their tampering
created these creatures. They should at least tell us what they
know of them.” His unsaid “or else” lingered in the air.

Hope shivered again, leery of the upwelling
of anger she could sense from those gathered. It would do no good
to blame the gods for this mess—especially when they might be the
only hope of defeating this creature without an unacceptable number
of casualties. “I’ll do the honors.” She gathered her will and
fired a thread of need into the night.

Usually she could sense the great well of the
gods’ power and she would be drawn to it, encompassed by it.
Tonight she felt no such response. She swept the atmosphere with
her senses, searching, pleading. All her efforts were in vain. It
was as though gods no longer existed in this world. Bereft, and
fighting a sudden soul-deep fear, she shuddered in Blayne’s
arms.“They… they won’t answer me.”

He took control. “Hopian, Ryley. You know
what to do.”

She waited, hope thrumming in her chest.

“Nothing,” Hopian said.

Come on, Ryley….

Her last hope was dashed when he said, “Me
neither. Looks like we’re on our own.”

She struggled to keep the fear at bay. She
needed a clear head. “Maybe an ex-god can provide some answers.”
Gathering her will again, she recalled the familiar color and
patterns that were uniquely Chryss. Setting them in her mind she
cast her see-sense outward, searching for his aureya.

Chryss? Can you hear me?

Of course I hear you, girl. I can always hear
you.

We need your help urgently. Can you come?

What’s going on?

She opened her mind and his loud imprecation
was so graphic her physical body blushed. Bring me to you, girl.
Now.

Her mind latched on to his and his physical
form dissolved, hitching a ride along the psychic link she’d forged
with him. When she sensed him approaching, she cut the linkage and
recreated him.

He grunted. “Never much liked that mode of
travel but it is efficient.”

“Did I miss anything important?” she asked
him, trying for humor in the hope it’d lighten everyone’s
spirits.

“My beard might be a tad shorter,” he said.
“Interesting. I detect waves of power emanating from the wood of
this building. It’s mildly aggressive in nature, and it’s directed
at you, Romana. Can you sense it?”

“A smell like a rotting carcass, right?”
Romana heaved a sigh. “It’s just the house trying to make me
leave.”

“The house wants you to leave?”

Hope pressed her lips together to muffle her
disbelief. It took a lot to startle Chryss.

“Yes,” Romana said. “It’s afraid of me so it
plays tricks. It doesn’t like me being here too long.”

“And no one else can smell that?”

“Nope. Just me—and you, I guess. Since you
mentioned it, I mean.”

“Interesting. I’d like to talk more about
this later. So tell me, girl, other than the wyverna what’s got you
so spooked?”

Hope figured that last question was directed
at her. “The gods refuse to answer us. Nor can we sense them
anymore. Apparently they’ve deserted us.” This bald summation was
greeted with a heavy silence.

“Spit it out, Tracker,” Chryss said to
Lukas.

“In Hope’s Seeing the creature circled over
the remains of its prey as though it was—”

“Searching for something,” Romana said.

“But for what? “ Ryley asked. “More prey?
Before it regurgitated its stomach contents it looked pretty sated
to me. I think it would have slept off its meal if something hadn’t
disturbed it.”

“It always hungers,” Chryss said. “When it’s
belly is too full it’ll regurgitate its stomach contents and hunt
again. That’s its way.”

A chill invaded the room. Gods save them
all.

A gusty sigh and then Chryss said quietly,
“So. Our folly has come back to bite us in the arse.”

“Care to elaborate?” Blayne’s tone was sharp
enough to cut bone.

“Soon, Panakeya. Your lovely life-partner
hasn’t told you everything yet—have you, girl?”

Hope felt the gazes of every person in the
room fixing on her. It was not a comfortable experience. “I hoped I
was wrong,” she managed.

“You weren’t,” Chryss said, sounding as bleak
as she felt.

Blayne clasped her shoulders and shook her
lightly. “Now’s not the time to be keeping secrets.”

He was right. “The wyverna could sense my
presence. It knew I was Seeing it.” She felt his muscles go rigid
with shock.

“What I’d like to know,” Ryley said, “is how
you could have Seen this creature after the death of its victim.
Hopian and I were thrown out of our Seeings the instant the wyverna
killed the animals we were linked to. You were linked to a human
victim but after she died you were still in the Seeing. How?”

Her stomach churned and she swallowed the
bitter bile that scorched to her throat. If he guessed even a part
of the truth she was skirting, as Earthlings liked to say, all hell
would break loose. She held very still, hoping Blayne wouldn’t feel
her shaking. If he tried to comfort her right now she’d lose
it.

“The wyverna tormented her,” she said
quietly. “It chased her until she was exhausted and could run no
more. Only then did it take her.” Blayne’s arms wrapped tightly
around her torso and she folded her hands over his, grateful for
his touch to help ground her in reality rather than the horror of
her Seeing. Gods. She could still feel the agony its fangs.

Another long slow breath and then she could
continue. “It flew high in the air with her clamped in its jaws.
And then it dropped her. She—she—”

“Easy now,” Blayne murmured. “You don’t have
to do this.”

Someone grabbed her arm and shook her.
Chryss. “Harden up, girl. Put your feelings and emotions aside.
This is important.”

Romana’s angry voice lashed out. “Don’t you
dare speak to my mother like that!”

Hope could See her daughter’s power uncoiling
as she prepared to draw on Hopian’s energy to punish Chryss. Oh
no—

“Settle down, girly. I swear you’re as
temperamental as your mother used to be.” He laughed sourly.
“Sometimes wish I hadn’t relinquished my godhead. Then I wouldn’t
have to explain myself all the time. You lot would jump when I said
jump, and only ask how high on the way up. Your mother needs to
voice the horror and fear so it doesn’t eat away at her, Romana.
And we need to know exactly what happened. Everything. She
can’t afford to be squeamish.”

“Squeamish?” Now it was Blayne’s turn to
sound outraged. “Gods, Chryss, I wouldn’t want to relive being
eaten alive, either!”

“Enough.” Hope pulled herself together.
“Chryss is right. There’s too much at stake here for me to hold
back.” She straightened her spine. She could do this—reveal enough
of the truth to satisfy everyone and aid the cause while still
keeping the secret that might tear them all apart. “The fall didn’t
kill her but it did knock her unconscious. And I’m ashamed to say I
was relieved because at least I felt no more of her pain. When the
wyverna began to feed though, it was horrendous. It started with
her thigh. The sound it made—” She moistened her lips with her
tongue. “She was broken and dying and being eaten alive. There was
no way she could be saved. I-I was terrified she’d regain
consciousness. I…. I knew I had to… do something. I couldn’t bear
it any longer.”

“Tell us what you did,” Chryss commanded.

She hated him at that moment. But she hated
herself even more. Hot tears stung her eyes. Her mouth formed words
that she couldn’t bring herself to voice. What she had done— No.
What she would do. How could she live with the
knowledge?

“It’s all right, Mom.” Ryley’s gentle tone
conveyed his understanding. Compassion flowed from him, enveloping
her and offering comfort. “I would have done exactly the same
thing.”

A gasp of understanding from Romana, the
consummate huntress—a woman who’d ended many an animal’s suffering
with the thrust of a spear or the slash of a knife. “You killed
her,” she said. “It was the humane thing to do. Far better she died
cleanly, while she was unconscious, than suffer being eaten
alive.”

“I didn’t end her life out of compassion for
her suffering,” Hope said, bitterness slashing through the words.
“I was only thinking of myself—of my own pain and horror. I killed
her because I was terrified of being forced to feel everything she
felt again. I killed her because if she regained consciousness, I
was afraid I’d go mad.”

“You did what you had to do, Mom,” Ryley
said. “I believe your mind would have been permanently damaged if
you’d remained linked to her while she was eaten.”

“I agree,” Hopian said. “There was no way she
would have survived. There wasn’t anything else you could have
done.”

Blayne pressed a kiss to her temple and she
resisted the need to whimper and beg him to shelter her from this
horror. “You’ve no reason to feel ashamed, dearling,” he said
quietly, softly. “You did what you had to do. Any one of us would
have done the same.”

The tears she’d held at bay overflowed and
she buried her face against his chest until she had no more tears
to shed.

“Better, girl?”

She wiped her eyes with the backs of her
hands. “Yes.” A lie. Because she still to live with the awful truth
she’d locked away in the deepest recesses of her mind where not
even Chryss could ferret it out. She hoped.

“Remember,” he said gravely, “it was a future
Seeing—a glimpse of what might come to pass. And it may never come
to pass. You, of all people, know that.”

She could only pray for that to be so. She
wearily continued her recitation. “And after she… passed on, I was
freed from her body. I watched her instead of being her.
That’s when the wyverna sensed me, I think. I felt its mind seeking
mine. I felt its power. I pulled my strongest shields around me and
still it sensed me at some level.”

Ryley exhaled sharply. “You’ve put my mother
in the hot seat for long enough. Now it’s your turn, Chryss. Tell
us how these wyvernas were created. Tell us everything you know
about them.”

“Short version or long one?”

“The long one.”

“Better rustle up some food and drink,
then.”
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“Shortly after this world was first created,”
Chryss began, “Mother Nature decided She needed assistance. And so
my siblings and I were born—”

“Just like human babies?” Ryley blurted. Now
there was a mind-boggling thought.

“Hardly. We were called into existence by the
forces that molded and shaped this world.”

Ryley opened his mouth to ask what he thought
was another very pertinent question but Chryss didn’t give him the
chance. “Now, as I was saying, Mother Nature needed assistance and
we were all put to work helping Her create life—not just humans,
but all life-forms. And once that was done, we had nothing much to
do. We spent a good while observing you humans and decided your
design was flawed. You were primitive beings back then. Sloping
foreheads, beaky noses and no chins, long arms and bowed legs,
covered in hair—not particularly pretty to look at.” He glanced
around as if to dare anyone to comment, and seemed somewhat
disappointed when they all remained mute.

Ryley hid a smile. He wasn’t the only one who
knew he wouldn’t win an argument with Chryss.

Chryss cleared his throat. “We nagged Mother
Nature with our brilliant ideas about how we could tamper with you
humans to improve you. She was very patient with us but finally
She’d had enough. She told us we wouldn’t be able to comprehend Her
vision for you humans until we matured. You were Her ultimate
creation; it was crucial your development not be rushed or there
would be dire consequences. We’d have to accept you evolving at
your own pace, and there would be no tinkering or ‘improvements’,
and that was the end of the matter. Of course eventually She was
proved right because you didn’t turn out half bad-looking, but at
the time we didn’t appreciate being scolded.”

“I’d love to meet Mother Nature one of these
days,” Romana murmured.

Chryss quirked an eyebrow. “Maybe in a few
more decades when you’ve matured a bit. She’s quite awe-inspiring
and I’d hate to see you reduced to a drooling mess. Now where was I
again? Ah yes. Frankly, we were all extremely arrogant young
deities and like any adolescents from the dawn of time, hated being
told we were wrong. What’s more, we loathed being teased about our
shortcomings.”

Romana gave a startled squeak. “She teased
you?”

“Our Mother would never stoop to such
tactics. It was the Elementals.”

Hope exhaled with an exasperated little puff.
“Those beings are so aggravating. I never bother petitioning them
anymore because they constantly argue amongst themselves about what
they require. They’re incredibly capricious and if they don’t get
their own way they sulk like small children. I don’t know why
Mother Nature lets them get away with their bad behavior.”

“The reason is rather long and complicated,”
Chryss said. “Simply put, our Mother curbs their more destructive
tendencies when they’re in the midst of a tantrum but otherwise
leaves them be.”

Hopian’s jaw sagged. “The Elementals are
real?”

“What?” Chryss’s bellow echoed throughout the
dwelling, bouncing off walls and ceilings. “Of course they’re real,
Hopian. How else do you think we have different seasons? By
Kunnandi’s venom-filled snaky fangs, we’d have a right mess if the
weather just happened. No, it’s the result of a finely
balanced dance of power between all three Elementals. And most of
the time the balance is maintained. Of course there are occasions
when they bicker, and if one of them goes off somewhere to sulk for
a while we’re subjected to unseasonable weather. But for the most
part they’re conscientious beings. And under special circumstances
they will hear petitions from humans. In fact I petitioned
for fine weather on the day of Hope and Blayne’s Joining.”

Hopian flushed. “Uh, I guess I thought the
Elementals were metaphors used to make things easier to understand.
Like Sehani transformations being ‘a gift from the gods’ rather
than a symptom of an airborne spore that only affects people of a
certain bloodline.”

Ryley, too, was shocked by the revelation,
but he’d rather cut out his tongue than admit it aloud. Like
Hopian, he’d thought the Elementals were merely convenient
myths.

Chryss fixed him with his penetrating stare.
“S’pose you didn’t believe the Elementals existed, either,
boy.”

Uh oh. Busted. Ryley felt his face flame.

The big man turned to his sister.
“Romana?”

She didn’t blush but she did shrug. “Same as
Hopian and Ryley. I thought they were just stories.”

Chryss glared at them as though they’d failed
an important test. “What’s with you young people, these days? Don’t
you pay attention anymore?”

“I must take partial responsibility,” Hope
said. “I may have neglected to reinforce that part of their Sehani
education.”

The big man drew his bushy brows together and
frowned. “How so?”

She sniffed. “The Elementals never aided me
in the slightest. And as none of the petitions I made succeeded,
how could I presume to teach others? Besides, we’re getting off
subject. You were saying?”

Chryss narrowed his eyes at her unrepentant
tone but before he could take her to task Lukas spoke up. “Trackers
invoke Suni, Vindra and Regni to ask their blessings before each
hunting party starts out. We know how important fair weather is for
a successful hunt.”

Chryss grunted. “That’s something, I suppose.
We’ll talk more about this later—and that includes you, too,
girl.”

Hope pulled a face, doubtless imagining a
slew of grueling lessons.

Chryss tugged his beard while he reorganized
his thoughts. “The Elementals were delighted we’d been denied.
There’d always been rivalry between us but they upped their game
and teased us mercilessly. They even intimated we were not real
gods at all, merely Mother Nature’s servants, created to perform
the boring, tedious tasks She felt disinclined to do. We ignored
them for a few millennia but the clincher was when they insisted
real gods should be able to create their own creatures… and
obviously Mother Nature thought us incapable. We’d had enough. Our
pride was piqued. We decided to prove the Elementals wrong. We
wagered them that in one phase of the moon, we could create what
Nature took generations to accomplish. Of course we didn’t dare pit
ourselves directly against our Mother by creating another human, so
we decided to create the ultimate beast. We stole examples from
living creatures, cobbled them together and created the
wyvernas—our masterpiece.”

“Let me get this straight,” Blayne said,
breaking the appalled silence that had fallen. “You and your
siblings created wyvernas—beasts impervious to the magic of gods
and Sehani, predators designed so they could not be killed—because
your pride was hurt? Because of a wager?”

“Correct—about the wager part. But wyvernas
are not impervious to magic. In truth they absorb it—use it to
strengthen themselves.”

Blayne covered his face with his hands.
“Gods.”

“Indeed. And when gods make mistakes, they’re
monumental.” Chryss barked a chilling laugh that was devoid of all
humor. “If what we’d done wasn’t appalling enough, we created a
male and a female. The rest, as they say, is history.”

Romana’s eyes narrowed to sky-blue slits.
“Why didn’t Mother Nature destroy them?”

“Mother Nature must abide by certain rules.
Creatures or plants not suited to their environment might not
survive more than a few generations, and when they die out, those
that have adapted more efficiently take their place. This is the
natural order of all living things. But not even Mother Nature can
unmake a mistake. And neither could we, as we soon discovered.
Since we could not destroy the wyvernas, we had to find a way for
them to become ‘naturally’ extinct. We captured each creature, wait
until it was weakened by starvation, and imprisoned it deep
underground. We believed deprivation of any form of sustenance was
the answer—that their bodies would shrivel and they’d eventually
turn to dust and be beyond reanimation. Obviously we were
wrong.”

Ryley’s sister chewed her lips. “Why do you
think our gods won’t answer us, Chryss?”

The big man’s face creased with sadness. “I
imagine they will at some stage, Romana. Doubtless they’re trying
to come up with a solution for this situation they—we—got
you into. Unfortunately, I don’t think we can wait for them. The
settlements will be in grave danger once the wyverna runs out of
animals to consume and turns to other prey. We can’t afford to
delay. We have to act now.”

A chill pervaded Ryley’s bones. He’d never
imagined a disaster of this magnitude. He glanced around the room,
fixing everyone’s faces in his mind…. Hoping they would survive
what would come. “If the gods won’t help us, what now?” he
asked.

No one spoke for a long time until Lukas
said, “I guess we figure out who’s going with Chryss to check each
wyverna’s tomb until we find the one that’s empty.”

“And hope we’ll learn something about how it
escaped so we can figure out how imprison it again,” Blayne added.
“Permanently.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Ten




Hope’s skull thrummed with the backwash of
Chryss’s power as it enveloped her. Anticipation and a healthy
dollop of dread unfurled inside her. She gritted her teeth. Any
moment now—

Utter sensory deprivation. Gods, she hated
this part. And just when she was about to howl at the top of lungs
to prove she was still alive it was over. She swayed slightly on
her feet as she waited for the disorientation of the translation
from one place to another to ease. She couldn’t fault Chryss. There
were less traumatic methods of travel but they tended to drain and
weaken the power-user. And time was of the essence.

“Follow me,” Chryss said. “It’s up
ahead.”

Hope shook herself like a wet wolf to shed
the residual discomfort and started after him. She sensed the three
other men fanning out behind her. It was instinctive for some
males—the need to protect the female at all costs. Lucky for them
she couldn’t be bothered asserting herself—not because she wasn’t
perfectly able to take care of herself, but because she knew it
would be a waste of time. Blayne would argue her into the ground.
Ryley would back his father to the nth degree and then some. And
Lukas? In the most polite, deferential way the Master Tracker would
make her feel horribly guilty and selfish for not letting him do
his job.

She was considering asking Lukas if she could
borrow him to see their surroundings through his eyes, when she was
smacked by an overwhelming sensation of familiarity that
temporarily disrupted her seer-senses. She stumbled, but quickly
recovered the rhythm of her stride, body tensed and waiting…
waiting….

And there was the confirmation—the peculiar
tingling like spirit-fingers stroking her spine.

She knew what was coming. There was nothing
she, or anyone else, could do to avert it. Enduring the physical
sensations that accompanied her Seeings had become second nature to
her—a small price to pay for her “gift”. They warned her to be
wary, to take extra note of even trivial happenings—especially if a
future event she’d Seen had been an undesirable one. And the sense
of familiarity would grow ever stronger until she reached the point
where she knew without doubt she was living out in real-time a
series of events she’d Seen months—sometimes even years—before.

Not every Seeing came true, though. Humans
could—and did—choose life-paths that altered the future. And
occasionally Hope could take direct steps to avert disaster. She
knew from long experience interference often made matters worse but
that was who she was, and the gods would just have to put up with
it. Besides, she couldn’t refuse to use her powers—to do so would
force them to turn inward and eat her alive. That’s what had
happened to Maya’s sister, Katya. A hideous way to die.

She rolled her shoulders, willing herself to
relax and accept what was coming, fully aware of her surroundings
and her companions and yet apart from them.

“You all right, girl?” Chryss rumbled. “Not
going too fast for you to keep up, am I?”

“The day I can’t keep up with you is the day
I retire and take up permanent residence in my sleeping
platform.”

“That right?”

Her senses wavered, becoming hazy and blurred
as though she was on the threshold of sleep. She had just enough
time to think, “Uh oh, this is new,” and then she couldn’t sense
anything at all. Everything had gone black.

She halted mid-stride, deeming it best to
remain still until whatever was happening to her ran its
course.

The world rewound and she was in another
place, another time.

She crept through the tunnel. Up ahead she
sensed an evil so malevolent her skin crawled and all instincts
shrieked at her to turn tail and flee. But too much was at stake.
Her friends and the man she loved waited above ground, praying for
her to win this battle. The lives of her adopted people depended
upon her.

Have faith, someone whispered in her
ear.

“The cave is just around this bend,” Dayamar
whispered. “Be ready!”

Be ready for what, exactly? she wondered.

He poked his head out of the tunnel. The
transition from gloomy darkness to bright light momentarily blinded
him and that was when it struck. Glee-filled shrieks echoed around
the cavern. Dayamar screamed for an excruciatingly long moment
before he crumpled to the ground. In the blink of an eye the man
who had brought her to this world, who’d believed in her when she
refused to believe in anything much anymore, was dead. Despite all
the incredible power at her disposal she hadn’t been able to save
him. She screamed as the world splintered around her, hurtling her
through space and time.

 


~~~

 


With a hacking gasp and a shudder that racked
her head to toe, Hope came back to her senses. Something small and
sharp gouged her hipbone. She focused on that insignificant pain,
using it to reorient herself. A hurried sweep of her seer-senses
told her she lay prone on the ground with her head cradled in
Blayne’s lap.

“Hope. Dearling, can you hear me?” His cool
hands stroked her face, fingertips sweeping away the tears from her
cheeks.

“Yes,” she rasped. Her throat was raw and
sore and tight, as though she’d been screaming for hours. And she
knew beyond doubt that in that other nightmarish reality, she
had.

“What happened?”

“A Seeing.”

“They don’t usually affect you this badly.
What did you See?”

“Dayamar. Right before he died. I Saw him
die, Blayne. Again.”

She felt him stiffen. “I can’t imagine how
awful that must be for you,” he said.

She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.
The connection they shared told her how much he wished he could
ease her anguish. And then he did, and a sensation like she’d been
dipped in a bath of cool water and soothed with a healing balm by
loving hands washed through her aureya.

“A past Seeing,” he said. “What do you think
it means?”

That she was fallible. That she would once
again be helpless to save those she loved—be forced to live with
overwhelming guilt and despair for her failure. “I don’t know,” she
said, infusing the words with truth and willing him to believe.
“Maybe if I worry it around in my mind for a while I’ll figure it
out.”

She twitched away from the sharp stone
beneath her hip. Carefully she eased herself to a sitting position,
heard the rustle of clothing and sensed movement, and then warm,
capable hands grasped her wrists and he tugged her upright, into
the circle of his arms. She rested there for a while, craving the
warmth and security he offered. But duty called and she stepped
away. “Let’s get moving.”

Waves of concern emanated from her companions
but no one argued. “The next tomb is up ahead,” Chryss
announced.

Blayne held her hand as they walked, and she
could sense Chryss hovering on the border of her personal space,
patiently waiting for her to acknowledge him.

Show me, he thought at her.

She opened a portion of her mind to him and
replayed the scene for his benefit—and her own, because now she
might be able to distance herself enough to analyze it
dispassionately. The Seeing had been a glimpse of the past. What
could it tell her of the future?

Chryss’s answer came swiftly and
definitively. Even knowing what will be, we will do what we
must.

Ah. She must accept her future Seeing of the
wyverna—embrace it. For if she attempted to change it she wouldn’t
be able to live with the consequences. Thank you. She closed
him out, needing to keep her secrets.

Was she ready to make the ultimate sacrifice?
Only time would tell.

“With any luck this third tomb will be the
charm,” Ryley muttered as the small group ringed the area Chryss
had indicated. He examined it with his seer-senses and his heart
kicked in his chest. Nature had clearly marked the previous two
tombs they’d examined. The surrounding dirt had been bone-dry.
Nothing grew atop them, not a single blade of grass or hardy
lichen. It was as though even the plant-life knew an abomination
had been buried deep beneath.

Not so this tomb. Fragile little plants
straggled over a circular area around four foot in circumference.
He squatted to take a closer look. “Liverwort.” He dug his fingers
into the soil. When he stood, damp dirt clung to his fingers. “I
thought so. It prefers moist soil.”

Chryss muttered an imprecation.

“I gather moist soil’s not a good thing?”

“No. If there’s moisture enough to support
plant-life, there’s enough to have allowed reanimation.” Chryss was
silent for a long moment, staring intently at the ground. “Can’t
sense resonance from any remains.”

“Resonance?” Ryley arched an eyebrow.

“I may be a god no longer but I helped create
these creatures. I retain a link of sorts with them. Even when the
elements they’re composed of crumble to dust they give off a kind
of a vibration I can sense—much like an aureya. There’s no such
resonance here.”

Lukas had walked the perimeter of the circle
and then expanded his inspection area. He walked with his head
down, minutely scrutinizing the ground. “Can’t find any signs of
disturbance,’ he called. “It must have dug itself out somewhere
else. Shall I search for spoor?”

“Not yet—stay close, Tracker,” Chryss yelled
back. He focused on Ryley. “Does anything about this place look
familiar to you, Ryley? Compare it with your wyverna Seeing.”

When Chryss used his name instead of calling
him “boy” it meant things were about to get serious. Ryley cast his
senses over the area. Nothing seemed familiar or tugged at his
awareness. He overlaid his sensory perceptions with the
recollection of his Seeing and compared the two. He shook his head.
“Nothing. No similarities. What’s this all about?”

“Just playing it safe. If your Seeing is
present time or very near future and you’d recognized this place
from your Seeing, the beast could be close by. Granted, the
wyverna’s victims were cervidas in your Seeing, but dangling human
bait in front of it might give it a taste for human flesh now
rather than later.”

Lukas had came up behind Chryss in time to
hear his comment about bait. He blanched and inched closer to
Ryley. It was the first time Ryley recalled the Master Tracker
showing fear.

“Good idea,” Hope said. “I’ll do the same
comparison.” She turned her face to the sky, golden eyes staring
sightlessly into nothingness.

At times Ryley almost envied his mother her
blindness. She didn’t need to close her eyes to shut out the
distractions and distortions of physical sight. Blindness made her
sensory perception all the more pure.

He watched the power radiating from her body,
sweeping the surrounding area with golden swathes of pure energy.
He felt it, too, a tingle playing over his skin, a buzz coursing
through his veins. Something within him yearned for it, wanted to
reach for it. He closed his eyes and forced himself to relax,
stamping down the desire to unite with that power and become more…
oh so much more.

His gaze darted to his mother’s face. A brief
smile curved her lips. It seemed more rueful than happy. And then
her voice echoed in his mind. Tempting wasn’t it? Your sister
feels like that whenever Sehani use their powers around her. It’s
like an addiction for her.

His eyes widened. Gods. Poor Romana. He’d
never truly understood before. How does she stand it, living
with Hopian and always craving what he has?

She loves him. And her love for him is
stronger than her need to be power-filled. He shares himself with
her willingly, though, and that more than anything else has taught
her control.

“My Seeing took place not far from here,” she
said aloud. “It calls to me.” She pointed to an area north of where
they stood. “It’s about a half-hour’s walk.”

Lukas’s brow was wrinkled with confusion. “I
don’t understand. We’ve established your Seeing was a future
one. How can something that hasn’t happened yet leave something
behind for you to sense?”

“It’s complicated, Lukas. Future Seeings are
a possibility of what could be. That doesn’t mean they’re like
figments of imagination, however. They’re much more than that.” Her
gaze turned inward as she sought the easiest way to explain the
concept to a non-Sehani. “The best analogy I can come up with is
that what I can sense is similar to when you track an animal. You
follow its spoor. You can see where it has passed, where it has
rested or fed. I can sense a kind of a psychic spoor left by
the possibility of that future happening. Does that make any
sense?”

Lukas’s frown cleared and he nodded.
“Completely.”

“Excellent explanation, Mom.” He couldn’t
have put it better himself.

“Very good, girl,” Chryss said. “And when
you’ve finished preening we’ll be off. Seems your Seeing took place
about where I sense the wyverna broke free. That’s too much of a
coincidence to be ignored so best we take a look now. Come on,
Tracker. Let’s see what spoor we can find.” He strode off
with Lukas in tow.

“Don’t you hate it when he does that,
Mom?”

“You mean,” Blayne said, “when he cuts you
down to size with a few pithy words so your head doesn’t swell too
much? Someone has to keep you Sehani in line else you’d be even
more unbearable to live with than you already are.”

His mother glared at her life-partner. “Thank
you, dear. That was such a charming way to put it.”

Ryley stifled a laugh.

His mother gave an irritated huff and tried
to pull from Blayne’s grip—doubtless to flounce off after Chryss
and Lukas. But Blayne pulled her close to kiss her forehead. “No
sulking, dearling. That’s a leisure you can’t afford right
now.”

She sighed and relented enough to allow him
to lead her forward. “I know,” she said. “But everyone likes to be
praised for a job well done. We Sehani, though, are expected to do
extraordinary things as a matter of course. It’d be nice to be
normal for once.”

Something was off. Despite her efforts to
lighten the mood with banter Ryley could tell her heart wasn’t in
it. She was hiding something. He delicately probed her aureya but
came up with zilch. Whatever it was, she’d locked it tightly away.
Not that he blamed her. If he let his worries and fears out of the
box he’d jammed them in they’d overwhelm him. He’d be so torn he’d
be useless to anyone. He withdrew the probe when he spotted her
dart a glance at him from beneath her lashes.

“I know, dearling,” Blayne was saying. He’d
draped an arm around her shoulders as they walked. “But I’m very
glad you’re not normal. That thing you do when we’re alone makes me
very glad indeed.”

“Blayne!” Her voice vibrated with outrage and
she blushed crimson. She dragged herself free and began to walk
very quickly after Chryss. Blayne halted, making a point of tilting
his head to one side to admire her swaying rear end before he
jogged after her.

Ryley caught a glimpse of his father’s
x-rated thoughts before Blayne shuttered them tightly away. He felt
his face heat. It was one thing to suspect that his parents enjoyed
an active sex life, but quite another to be confronted with the
fact. And as he trudged after his parents he found himself wishing
Romana were here so they could be grossed out about it together.
But she and Hopian had stayed behind to be on-call for the
settlements if the need arose. Romana might not have any power of
her own but her ability to absorb psychic energy from others and
store it within herself was a useful backup. She could use it to
perform Sehani-like magic, or provide a power-boost to another
Sehan like Hopian.

Ryley wondered whether his sister ever wished
to be normal, to have no supernatural abilities. Gods knew
he did right now. If he’d been normal, he would have been
allowed to love Rowan….

But if he’d been normal, he’d never have been
able to cross between worlds to find her.

“Whoa, boy!” Chryss’s big paw whipped out to
grab the scruff of his tunic.

Ryley found himself staring down into a huge
water-filled crater and hastily backed up. “Holy cervida crap! How
did that get here? It can’t be natural.”

Lukas gulped and his deeply tanned face
paled. “You think the wyverna caused this?”

“Good quest—” Hope stiffened mid-word. Her
face blanked and her eyes began to glow.

Chryss raised his bushy brows. “I’d hazard a
guess we’ll shortly know the chain of events that led to our
wyverna escaping its tomb.”

Blayne stared down at his life-partner with
worry-clouded eyes. He stood beside her, supporting her with his
arms wrapped about her rigid form. “Why do you think she’s
Seeing this and not Ryley or Hopian?” he asked Chryss. “She claimed
the wyverna seemed to sense her in the seeing, to know she was
linked with the victim’s mind. Do you think she’s somehow forged a
link to the beast?”

“Interesting theory, Blayne. And if it proves
to be true, we’re lucky.”

Lukas slashed a hand through the air,
rejecting that statement. “How is it fortunate for her to be
linked to something so evil?”

“What makes you think it’s evil, Lukas?”
Ryley asked—not because he was playing demon’s advocate but because
he was genuinely interested. “It’s only doing what it was created
to do—much the way any predator does.”

The tracker shook his head. “From what Chryss
has told us, wyvernas kill, consume their prey, regurgitate it, and
continue killing. They don’t kill because they’re hungry or feel
threatened, like any other predator. Sounds to me like they enjoy
killing. That’s evil.”

He had a point. “Perhaps if wyvernas had
adapted naturally over centuries like other creatures, they might
not have been so fearsome. Other predators would have adapted
alongside them and the natural balance between predator and prey
would have been maintained.”

“That didn’t happen, though did it?” Lukas
said. “They’re creatures outside the natural order that pose a
threat to all living creatures.”

“I’m not interested in this beast’s motives
for killing,” Blayne said. “So far as I’m concerned it must be
destroyed.”

“I agree,” Ryley assured his father. “But I
don’t think it’s right to call it evil. It didn’t ask to be created
the way it was.”

“An interesting debate for another time,”
Chryss said. “Hope has something to tell us.”

Ryley watched his mother shudder, and then
her stiff body went limp in Blayne’s arms. If he hadn’t been
holding her securely, she’d have collapsed to the ground.

Blayne bent his head to her ear and Ryley
only just caught his murmured question. “Bad?”

“Yes.” His mother’s response was the merest
breathy whisper.

“Tell us, girl.”

She sighed and rested her head on Blayne’s
chest. These Seeings were taking a lot out of her. Ryley sent her
an energy boost and she acknowledged the gift with a brief nod in
his direction before she began to speak.

This time in her Seeing she’d not been a
hapless victim but the very beast they were intent on destroying.
She spoke dispassionately but her words made him sick to the
stomach. And a surreptitious glance at Blayne and Lukas confirmed
they, too, shared his sentiments. None of them wanted to empathize
with the creature they were hunting but as Hope described her
vision it was impossible not to feel a hint of compassion.

She told of the insatiable hunger driving it,
a hunger for blood and flesh that was never appeased. And the truly
horrifying aspect was this creature was intelligent and so
self-aware it knew it was monstrous. It knew the drive to slaughter
the living, to eat and regurgitate its kill, and then kill and eat
again, was an unnatural desire. But with each rending of flesh,
with each taste of blood, the hunger rose up to conquer it again.
No matter how it fought the hunger, tried to contain it and only
kill enough meat to fill its belly, it couldn’t escape its nature.
And, eventually, consumed by the horror of what it had become, it
embraced madness.

When the gods had imprisoned it beneath the
ground it suffered terribly, but as its body shriveled, the
cravings waned and the small spark of sanity that remained was
thankful. And finally its mind quieted and for the first time since
its creation, its dreams weren’t filled with blood. But this
wyverna didn’t share the fate of its parents and siblings. It
didn’t desiccate and finally crumble to dust. An earthquake shook
the area. Deep underground the earth shifted and a tiny fissure
blossomed in the rock encasing an underground well. Water seeped
into crack, widening it and causing a network of spider-web-fine
fractures. Over the centuries pressure built and waned—a finely
tuned balance that served to contain the huge sinkhole of water
hidden deep within the earth’s embrace. Eventually moisture leached
into the rocks where the wyverna had been entombed. And that was
all it took.

Droplet by droplet the wyverna’s remains
absorbed the moisture until the spark of remaining life-force was
reanimated. As its slowly healing body sucked moisture from the
rock, its strength grew until it could chip away at its rock tomb
with its claws. Decades passed and finally it burrowed down to the
underground waterway it had scented. Its withered tissues plumped,
absorbing the mineral-rich water. Its air-breathing lungs altered,
adapting to this alien environment, allowing it to propel itself
through the water and feed on tiny blind fish and minute
water-dwelling creatures. Then, goaded by its instincts and the
craving for more substantial prey, it chewed to the surface,
bursting through the earth in a violent explosion of soil and rock.
There was a burst of agony as its lungs were again forced to adapt
to breathe air, and then it was free to seek larger prey. And soon,
nothing else mattered but the hunt and the slaughter—the rending of
flesh, the taste of blood.

Hope’s recitation trailed off. She wrenched
from Blayne’s arms and turned aside, retching. He held her hair
back from her face while she vomited the contents of her stomach.
Wordlessly, he offered a flask of water and a soft cloth. She
cleaned her face and then rinsed her mouth, spitting mouthfuls of
water onto the ground.

As she stood to approach the group again
Ryley had to bite his lip to prevent a gasp. Blood vessels in both
of her eyes had burst. The whites were now blood-red, overshadowing
the gold of her irises.

She squeezed Blayne’s arm and then moved away
from him as if to prove she could stand on her own two feet. She
must have sensed the small injury to her body and healed it, for
the tiny blood-vessels faded, banishing the ghastly redness from
her golden eyes. Her expression was impassive. You’d never suspect
she’d been so horrified by what she’d witnessed she’d vomited up
her guts mere minutes prior.

Ryley puffed out a ragged breath. She was so
strong and resolute it humbled him. But he had to ask himself, what
would it would cost her—and the Dayamari people—if he
followed his heart and returned to Earth to find a way to be with
Rowan? How could he leave his mother to shoulder this burden, and
all future burdens, alone? He’d not only be denying his people his
Sehani skills and his protection, he’d be denying them the
possibility of his own Sehani-gifted children. Knowing everything
his mother had sacrificed, the horrors she’d endured, how could he
be so selfish as to put his own happiness above all else?

It was then that the fragmented hope he’d
cherished finally died and he let Rowan go. He encapsulated her
loss within him, forcing it down, compressing it into something
that could be borne. His people were threatened. His
people…. He had to concentrate on them now—keeping them safe, as
his mother always had. Whatever the cost.

Lukas’s face had twisted with anger and
disgust. “Far be it for me to criticize gods, Chryss, but how could
you do it? How could you create a creature like that and allow it
to suffer? It’s cruel. No, more than that, it’s inhuman.”

The big man swiped his hands over his face.
“You’re right, Lukas. We are inhuman. And imperfect. We were young
gods, then. We were prideful, self-serving and cruel. We didn’t
consider the consequences of gifting the wyvernas with
self-awareness. I wish I could change what we did, but I can’t.
Even if I was still a god, I couldn’t erase that past. At the risk
of sounding pathetically trite, what’s done is done.”

“And we have to clean up your mess.”

“Yes.”

“Then why won’t the gods help us? It’s their
mess too. But they’re hiding away, refusing to help, like… like…”
Slack-jawed, Lukas stared at Chryss, his eyes huge with shock.
“They’re scared. Of this creature they created.”

Chryss’s shoulders sagged. “They’re beyond
scared, Tracker. They’re terrified. And so am I.” His physical form
began to shimmer.

“Hold on!” Lukas shouted. “Where d’you think
you’re going?”

Chryss’s form became slightly more
substantial. “To check the other remaining tombs and make certain
we have no more unpleasant surprises in store. Any objections?”

“Not a one,” Lukas said brusquely.

Chryss abruptly vanished and Hope let the
breath she’d been holding eke silently out. She was certain there
was only one of the deadly predators to deal with and she suspected
Chryss concurred. She also suspected he craved a little respite
from Lukas’s condemnation. Chryss was now truly human—or at least
as human as someone with Sehani-like powers could be—but he’d
helped create this wyverna. It might not be fair to blame him but
Hope could understand the tracker’s feelings. Chryss was here, now,
in effect representing all the gods. Little wonder he was a
target for Lukas’s anger and fear.

She didn’t presume to judge Chryss. She knew
very well how easy it was to make decisions that, although they
seemed logical at the time, turned out to be oh so hideously wrong.
And when Sehani power was involved, it was all too easy for events
to escalate and spiral out of control. How much more potential for
disaster if one were a god?

“Can you transport us all back to the First
Settlement, Hope?”

“Certainly, Lukas, but would you mind if we
walked for a bit? I need to clear my head.”

“Of course,” the Master Tracker agreed. He
dropped back to give her some privacy, and she heard Ryley
murmuring to him.

Blayne tucked her arm in his. “Anything I can
help with, dearling?”

“No, Blayne. I’m merely thinking.” Respecting
her desire for silence, he guided her while she considered the
unusual situation that had arisen.

It was partially her fault, of course. For
centuries it had been rare for people to see their gods
face-to-face or to encounter their powers firsthand. They’d kept to
themselves, allowing only occasional sightings in their animal
forms—an owl, a snake, a wolf. But Hope’s arrival in Dayamaria had
changed all that. Now the Dayamari gods regularly manifested in
human form. Wisa had even undergone a ceremony to become Hope’s
blood-mother, thus becoming grandmother to her children. Times had
changed. The relationship between the Dayamari and their gods had
become less formal, almost casual. Yes, the gods were still
revered. Everyone knew they possessed awe-inspiring powers.
Everyone knew what they were capable of. But at times it was easy
to forget who they were and treat them as merely human—especially
when they exhibited some all-too-humanlike characteristic.

First Elder Keeta still treated Wisa as an
object of awe, but that didn’t stop the woman seeking reassurance
about how to handle some issue or another the instant Wisa showed
her face. Young men and women didn’t bat an eyelash when Shikari
accompanied them on a hunting trip, or when Kunnandi appeared at a
gathering to celebrate alongside them. It was impossible to be in
awe of Kunnandi when they saw him quaffing copious amounts of
alcoholic sekar at a gathering or squeezing some pretty
girl’s bottom. And now the gods had completely toppled from their
pedestal. They’d made a terrible error of judgment that had
far-reaching ramifications for their people, and they were
apparently too craven to deal with it. Lukas had been smacked with
the realization his gods were fallible. The tracker’s core beliefs
had come crashing down around him. He was in the midst of a crisis
of faith and Hope didn’t need her Sehani senses to understand he
was bewildered.

He wouldn’t be the only one.

Ryley intruded on her musings. Mom, I have
to say goodbye to her. I’d like to leave now, before things
escalate. I’ll need a couple of days.

We’ll hold the fort. I’m so sorry,
dearling.

Me, too.

She heaved a melancholy sigh, her heart
aching for him. “Let’s go home,” she said. And with a thought, she
transported Blayne, Lukas and herself to her house, where Romana
and Hopian were waiting.

“Where’s Ryley?” Blayne asked, an edge to his
voice.

Hope kept her expression unconcerned, her
voice casual. “He has some loose ends to tie up before he can join
us.”

“Shikari’s furry paws, what could be more
important than the matter at hand?”

She projected soothing thoughts at him,
willing him to let it drop. “I’m sure we’re more than capable of
fronting up to the elders without him.”

Blayne sloughed off her attempt to influence
him. “We need to show a united front when we break this news. Ryley
is Third Sehan. He should be here.”

She ground her teeth in frustration. Blayne
was alpha to the core. She loved that about him, but every so often
wished he was not so strong-willed. This was one of those times.
“I gave him permission to go. We’ll have to manage without
him for the moment.” She felt a prickling sensation and knew Blayne
was observing her closely, trying to read in her expression what
she’d not voiced aloud.

I can’t explain right now, she thought
at him, but it’s serious. Discussing it here would cause us a
world of problems. Please trust our son will do the right thing and
he’ll be back as soon as he can. He knows his
responsibilities.

A frustrated sound from Blayne and then, “I
guess we can do without him. Lukas, can you think of anyone else we
should bring in on this prior to calling a meeting of the
elders?”

“We can count on the trackers to give us full
support,” the Master Tracker said. “The hunters I’m not so sure
about right now. Hunters are the settlements’ first line of defense
and we’ll be asking them to put their lives on the line if we
choose to go after this beast. It might be prudent to get an
influential hunt-leader on side before we go public.”

“Who do you recommend?”

Hope snorted. “Anyone but that First
Settlement hunt-leader who’s been putting himself forward to lead
all the hunts lately. His name’s Silas. Frankly, I don’t
trust him farther than I could throw him. He’s too fond of his own
importance. You might not be aware of this but he wishes to create
a new position for himself—First Hunter.”

Hopian spluttered. “Are you sure, Aunty
Hope?”

“I read it from his public mind. He thinks of
little else. He’s power-hungry.”

“He cannot be serious. First Hunter?
Where did he get that crazy idea from?”

“By his reasoning if it’s good enough for
elders, healers and Sehani to have a First, then why not
hunters? And as the Firsts traditionally reside at the First
Settlement, Silas believes he’s perfectly entitled to claim the
title of First Hunter of all four settlements for himself.”

“A dangerous precedent,” Hopian said.
Hunt-leaders had always been nominated by their peers in
recognition of their experience and contributions to their
trade—just like master tradesmen were nominated within the other
trades. But there had never been any one leader thinking to
represent all his peers in settlement matters. “Did you know about
this, Lukas?”

“Unfortunately Hope is correct. And I’ve had
reports that Silas is secretly drumming up support from ambitious,
like-minded men and women across a range of other trades. I believe
he’s not the only person who intends to stand up and declare
himself a First.”

“Then we have a problem.” Hope could well
picture the scowl that would be accompanying Blayne’s statement. “A
potentially very large problem indeed. Formalizing Firsts for all
trades will cause a major upheaval. Any in-fighting will make it
difficult to quickly unite our people against the threat the
wyverna poses. And the last thing we need is a First who’s only out
for himself.”

“I agree,” Lukas said. “And I’m concerned by
the time we have the hard evidence to formally bring this before
the elders, Silas will be firmly ensconced as First Hunter and his
supporters will be following suit within their own trades.”

“From what I hear the man is extremely
charismatic,” Blayne said. “Almost unnaturally so.”

“Yes.” Lukas sounded sour. “There’s never any
discussion when Silas leads a hunt. Men and women obey him without
demur—even when they’re putting themselves at risk.” He made a
noise in the back of his throat. “I can’t abide a man who orders
others to do things he’s not prepared to do himself.”

Never any discussion…. Obeyed without demur.…
Hope frowned as she mulled the ramifications.

Lukas snapped his fingers. “Hope, so you
think he might have some sort of latent Sehani power that allows
him to influence people?”

“Interesting theory, Lukas. I wouldn’t know
for certain if it was a Sehani power unless I had Gerran trace his
ancestry. But if what you say is true then this Silas is
dangerous.”

Lukas exhaled loudly. “I agree. Damn and
blast the man! What are we going to do about him? We can’t let this
slide until after we’ve dealt with the wyverna or Silas will have
his powerbase well and truly established and he’ll be hard to
shift. The timing stinks like wolf-shit.”

Romana had remained silent until now. Hope
knew she was extraordinarily sensitive about her past and preferred
not to voice her opinions in public, fearing to open herself up to
criticism… or worse. But she would have encountered Silas on
numerous hunts, and must have been brooding over the problems he
presented. “I’ve sensed he has a true contempt for others he
considers less skilled than himself. We need to show people what
Silas really thinks of them. He’d lose all his support if everyone
understood the full extent of his arrogance.”

“Even if we could show people the
truth about him,” Lukas said, “it’d only delay him for a while.
Guaranteed he’d shrug it off and find some way to use it to his own
advantage.”

Romana’s idea had been a good one—one she
should have defended. But Hope sensed her daughter inwardly
cringing, withdrawing into herself as though she’d committed some
serious social gaffe by speaking her mind. Perhaps if Romana had
been Sehani she might have believed her opinions would be welcomed.
Instead, Hope knew her daughter still felt like an outsider… and
allowed people to treat her as one. What made matters worse was
some openly likened her to a leech, who sucked power instead of
blood. Romana tried not to show it but the insults and barbs
wounded her deeply.

Well, if Romana wasn’t going to defend her
idea, Hope would do it for her. “Publicly embarrassing Silas is an
excellent idea.” She curled her lip in a what she hoped was
particularly nasty smile. “I suggest we kill two birds with one
spear—preempt Silas’s attempt at gaining leadership of the hunters
by announcing my chosen Firsts for all trades, at the
same time we inform the people of the wyverna threat.”

Hopian sounded like he was choking. He
cleared his throat. “It’ll cause a ruckus that’ll take months to
resolve. It breaks with all tradition. It’s… it’s—”

“Brilliant,” Blayne said firmly. “And about
time. The system works well with elders and healers—and Sehani too,
I might add. Each trade will be united under one strong
leader.”

Hopian’s snort was unashamedly loud and
derisive. “Strong leadership doesn’t apply where Keeta is
concerned, does it? I swear she never makes a single important
decision without reassurance from either Hope or Wisa. I don’t know
how she was elected.”

“Sheer disinterest on the part of the other
elders, I suspect,” Romana muttered.

“Do you think you can convince the elders to
break with tradition, Aunty Hope?” Hopian asked.

“Oh, I think so. I might have previously
mentioned this to a number of them and had positive reactions.”

Romana gave an audible gasp and Hope smiled,
knowing her daughter had already jumped to the right conclusion.
She would have made a wonderful Sehan.

“You threw this idea out months ago,” Romana
said, “and let them chew it over so they’d be amenable when push
came to shove, didn’t you? Gods you’re good!”

“I’ll never be as sneaky as you are, Aunty
Hope,” Hopian said. “Not in a million years.”

“Of course not, dear,” Hope said. “You’re
just a man.”

Romana burst out laughing—presumably at the
expression on her life-partner’s face right now.

“We’ll need a strong First Hunter,” Blayne
mused. “One who can work with Sehani and trackers alike, and
command their respect. He’ll also need to be able to lead men and
women of varying experience. Did you have anyone in mind,
Lukas?”

“Owyn, a Fourth Settlement hunt-leader. He’s
a good man. Popular with the less-experienced hunters as well as
the old-timers. He comes highly recommended by both Willem and
Cayl. Owyn is straight-up, though. He calls a spear a spear, if you
know what I mean. He’s not some glib-tongued charmer who strokes
egos until he gets what he wants. I don’t know how well he’d go up
directly against the likes of Silas.”

“It won’t be a problem,” Hope said.

“May we presume you have a plan?” Blayne
asked.

“You may because I do. Hopian, I’ll need your
assistance in contacting all the elders and trade-Masters. We need
to get this wrapped up in time to call a settlement meeting
tonight.”

“Tonight?” She heard the astonishment in her
son-by-Joining’s voice and could feel him staring at her intently.
“What on Dayamaria for?” he asked.

Her lips curved. “Listen and learn, young
Second Sehan. Listen and learn.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Eleven




The Sehani Hall was packed with people. Hope
swept her seer-senses across the throng and it was child’s play to
locate Silas in the center of a knot of people standing to one side
of the hall. He shone brightly in her mind’s-eye, his predominantly
yellow-hued aureya ringed with orange- and red-toned swirls.

She analyzed his aureya. Yellow signaling
high intellect, a forceful personality and mental power. No
surprises there. Red for raw energy, vitality and sensuality.
Orange swirls for a heightened emotional state. She delved more
deeply. Eagerness, single-minded pursuit of respect and power,
uncertainty of self-worth…. Hmmm. She could use that last to her
advantage.

Abruptly his aureya pulsed, brightening and
swelling. Startled, Hope withdrew to observe. The energy of the
people closest to him dimmed, and their animated chatter quieted.
The effect didn’t last long, and as she continued to observe she
noted the noise levels creeping higher again. He’d fed off the
energy of the crowd. Lukas was right. Silas did have a power of his
own. Like Romana, he could draw energy from others… which begged
the question whether her daughter’s strange power might be a
natural phenomenon after all, rather than an unhappy accident
caused by her mixed heritage and double exposure to the spore.
Interesting.

His aureya pulsed again. Ah, there—the merest
hint of a violet hue indicating a burgeoning psychic power. She
shook her head, disturbed. After this debacle was over she was
going to thoroughly test Silas, whether he liked it or not.

She compressed her lips, reviewing what she’d
planned to say as she made her way toward the raised dais where the
First Settlement elders were waiting. When she reached the dais she
brightened the lamps with a careless wave of her hand, flooding the
dim hall with light. Heads turned expectantly.

“Before I begin,” she said, “let me make it
very clear to you all that this meeting is being simultaneously
projected to the meeting halls at the other settlements. Such is
the gravity of the situation we now face.”

All chatter ceased. Good. She had their full
attention. Time to launch her offensive. “Traditionally only
elders, healers and Sehani have elected an overall leader amongst
their peers—a First. And traditionally, that First has resided here
in the First Settlement. All other trades have chosen to recognize
those who’ve excelled, or contributed a great deal to their trade,
with the title of ‘master’. Or in the case of the hunters,
‘leader’.”

She detected the first inkling of unease from
Silas and as she continued to speak, she watched his aureya
carefully, gauging his reactions. “We,” her gesture encompassed the
elders, “have decided it is time for an official convention across
all trades. Henceforth, all trades shall be headed by a First—an
overall leader and representative for his or her trade across
all settlements. Further, it will no longer be a requirement
that the First resides here in the First Settlement.”

Silas’s aureya flared. She sensed movement
and knew he was shoving people aside to get to the front of the
hall.

Too late, Silas. My endgame is about to play
out. “Under normal circumstances,” she continued, “we would allow
all trades to take their time selecting the person best suited to
speak for them. Unfortunately, these are not normal circumstances.
We Sehani have Seen the coming of a predator that kills for
pleasure and absorbs magic. It is called a wyverna.” She conjured a
life-size image of the creature and hung it mid-air for all to
see.

She heard rustles of clothing and the scrape
of boots as people shifted uneasily. Going by his aureya, Silas
didn’t appear fazed by the image she’d conjured or overly concerned
by her description of the threat it posed. His public mind roiled
with phrases from a carefully planned speech but otherwise he was
completely focused on her. The more energy he absorbed from those
he passed, the larger he loomed in her mind, and she charted his
progress through the crowd.

“In the past,” she said, raising her voice to
be heard over whispers and murmurs, “these creatures wiped out
entire animal populations. And when they ran out of animals to prey
on they turned to humans—to us. Our gods finally managed to capture
each beast and entomb it deep beneath the earth. And now one of the
beasts has somehow escaped.” She raised a hand to gesture—purely
for effect—and the static image segued into Ryley’s Seeing. “Time
is short,” she said as the first Seeing ended and blended
seamlessly into Hopian’s. “We cannot afford dissention within our
ranks.”

Silas halted directly in front of the dais
just as she delivered her ultimatum. “As the highest ranking
Dayamari, I have therefore taken it upon myself to select the
Firsts of each trade. First Elder Keeta will announce the names of
those selected shortly.”

Silas caught the First Sehan’s implacable
gaze and knew without a doubt his name would not feature on
Keeta’s list.

“Of course, you are welcome to disagree with
my choices, and put forward other names for consideration,” she
said, her eerie blind eyes still holding his. “I do not presume to
be a dictator. But until the threat this wyverna poses is
neutralized, my current choices will remain in effect and no
changes will be considered.”

A corner of his mind registered the gasps of
shock and outrage from those behind him. Hah. He was not the only
one incensed by her arrogance and presumption. She would not get
away with this. Energy sang through his veins and he felt strong,
confident, vital. It was time to grasp the dream he’d worked toward
for so long.

He anchored himself with shoulders thrown
back, legs apart, arms crossed over his chest to issue his
challenge. She would be forced to recant her decision once she
heard what he had to say. Everyone would back him on this.
Everyone. “Sehan Hope, you have no right to do this. There’s no
precedent for a Sehan to make decisions on behalf of the
trades!”

From her lofty position atop the dais her
golden eyes glittered. “I believe I’ve just set one, Silas.”

“Everyone is outraged by this travesty,” he
said. “I know you can’t see them but surely you can hear
them?”

“I can hear them all right, Silas,” she said.
“And I agree—they are horrified. But what they feel isn’t
outrage for my high-handedness. And if you would concentrate on
someone other than yourself for one moment, you might understand
what they’re so horrified about.”

He opened his mouth to argue and found
himself staring helplessly into her glowing eyes. He struggled to
move but he couldn’t—not a muscle. He was caught by her compulsion
like a fly in a web. And then his body was jerked about like some
child’s ragdoll and his chin was lifted until his vision filled
with the image floating in the air above him.

He blinked, and then realized he was looking
at a broken body. Unease spiked through his veins. Not an image. A
Seeing.

The body flopped about like a child’s ragdoll
as a winged beast with an iridescent hide began to feed, its fangs
ripping and tearing at… at… her. The body was recognizably
female even the though the Seeing didn’t show her face, and Silas
could only thank the gods for that small mercy. His skin felt
clammy. His forehead beaded with sweat and his stomach muscles
convulsed. He tried to turn away from the ghastly sight but he was
helpless, and all he could do was watch the beast shaking its
wedge-shaped head, worrying at the raw meat of her thigh. If that
was not horror enough, his gaze caught another movement—this one so
slight it might have been missed by a less observant man.

Her chest rose and fell.

Gods…. She was still alive. His heart quailed
and he wanted to run from the hall and vomit up his guts.
Thankfully the same force that kept him immobile had clamped his
jaws together. And it was then that he understood something that
changed everything. He was masterful at convincing others to do
what he wanted—even to take risks if the situation called for it.
But if he were confronted by such a beast his first thought
would be to run, to save himself. The truth? He was a coward. And
if by some remote chance Sehan Hope had selected him for the
position of First Hunter, he would be forced to decline the honor.
He didn’t deserve it.

He blotted the perspiration from his face
with the sleeve of his tunic. A part of him understood he could
move freely again, could turn away from the stomach-churning
nightmare of the Seeing if he wanted to. He saw it through to the
bitter end. And when it was finally over, he turned, intending to
retreat into the crowd. But she was there, planting herself
in front of him, her palm on his chest.

“Let me go, please, Sehan Hope.”

“It’s hard, isn’t it? Looking deep inside
yourself and learning who you truly are. I’ve had to do that myself
recently, and I didn’t much like what I learned.” Her golden eyes
had darkened with remembered guilt and pain. “Don’t you want to
know who is going to be the First for the hunters?”

“Owyn, I imagine. He’s a good man.” He knew
she heard the fury and hatred vibrating in his voice but there was
no point in trying to hide how he felt. Not from this woman.

“Yes, he is. He’ll make a fine First. Would
you come with me now, Silas?”

“Why? So you can humiliate me further? Isn’t
it enough you’re getting who you want as First Hunt-Leader?”

“I think we may have to devise another title,
don’t you? I mean really. First Hunt-Leader?” She caught her lower
lip between her teeth. “Mind you, I suppose it’s marginally better
than Head Hunter.”

Despite himself a smile tugged at Silas’s
lips. “You’re the most aggravating woman I’ve ever had the
misfortune to meet, Sehan Hope.”

She fluttered her eyelashes at him and hooked
her arm through his, resting her palm on his forearm. “So I’ve been
told. Numerous times.”

“Aren’t we going to wait for the Firsts to be
announced?”

“Oh, I’m sure Keeta will manage. I’ve made
certain all the names are written down. And each elder has a copy,
as well as instructions to check each name she announces. She won’t
possibly be allowed get it wrong.”

He gave a bark of laughter. “You surprise me
again, Sehan Hope. I didn’t think you cared overly much that we
were overseen by a weak First Elder.”

“Oh, I care, Silas. But frankly, given what
we’ll shortly be facing, I’m glad Keeta is so easily manipulated.
I’m pleased she’ll do whatever we tell her to do without debating
every suggestion to death. I’ve been down that route before,
resigning my post because I didn’t want to be seen to make the
final decision for my people. I went it alone, unwilling to risk
anyone else. And the cost of my actions was higher than you could
ever imagine.”

He mulled her words as she guided him through
a side-door of the hall and stopped dead when he saw the others
who’d gathered, obviously waiting for them. The Panakeya. The
Second Sehan and his life-partner, Romana—a woman whose rumored
power scared most people spit-less. Fear drummed his spine and he
fought the impulse to hunch as she looked him up and down with her
alien blue eyes.

“Come along, Silas. We need you.” Hope
continued walking, forcing him to accompany her.

He summoned enough bravado to snort. “Me?
Why? I have nothing left to offer you. I’m a hunt-leader who’s
finally realized he’s a coward.”

“Perhaps,” she said in that maddening way she
had.

She really was the most infuriating
female.

She patted his arm. “Don’t say that aloud in
front of Blayne. He might agree with you that I’m infuriating but
only he is allowed to say so—oh, and Chryss, of course. Have
you met Chryss?”

Silas swallowed and shook his head. And then,
realizing she couldn’t see the gesture, felt like a fool. “No,” he
spluttered. From what he’d heard tell of the man he had no desire
to meet him, either.

“Well, he’s very interested to meet you,
Silas.”

Shikari’s hairy paws. What had he gotten
himself into?

 


~~~

 


 


 



Part II


Chapter Twelve

 


Rowan stretched, teetering precariously on
the office chair. Something clicked in her spine and she exhaled a
relieved sigh. Better. Though her neck and shoulders still ached
from hunching over the keyboard. She planted her feet on the floor
and stood, rubbing the circulation back into her numb butt. Once
the pins and needles feeling eased, she wove through the office,
lingering here and there to examine some small knickknack more
closely before carefully replacing it. Ryley’s office rooms—the way
he’d arranged everything—appealed to her. Her boss had a wonderful
sense of style. Pity she couldn’t personally compliment him on
it.

Her lips curved downward into what was
probably a pout. Too bad. She had good reason. After last night
she’d allowed herself to imagine she would be spending the day with
him, getting to know him….

Hah. She made a wry face and mentally smacked
herself upside the head. So they’d had sex. Earth shattering sex.
The kind of sex that could ruin a girl for any other man. So what?
She was a modern woman. She knew the deal. What exactly did she
expect from him, anyway?

Certainly not that he’d disappear, leaving
only a note….

If it could even be considered a note. More
like a clinical letter of instructions from boss to employee that
had been a bit like a slap in the face with a wet fish. Such as the
oh-so-polite request to please take the rest of his homemade
decorations up to Seaview Children’s Home, and to water his
Christmas tree. He’d left her a set of keys for the office along
with the promised cell phone, given instructions where to find a
set of spare house keys, trusted her with alarm codes for both
house and office, detailed the work he’d left her to carry on with,
and finished up with an instruction to help herself to petty cash
for cabs. A practical no-nonsense set of instructions. He’d
apparently thought of everything… except how she might feel about
receiving a letter like this after everything they’d shared
the night before. And if he hadn’t ended it with a promise to be
back by Christmas, written in a way that had kinda melted her
heart, she might have crawled back into bed and hidden beneath the
comforter from sheer mortification for allowing herself to be so
thoroughly used.

As the day progressed and her mind continued
to dwell on last night’s encounter, she didn’t feel so much used as
confused. How was she supposed to take that row of kisses
dashed off at the end of the letter? They still had the power to
make her pulse skate, her body flush and her chest tighten, but was
she reading more into them than he’d intended? If only she didn’t
keep wishing he was here, now, so she could look into his eyes and
know what was in his heart…. And maybe summon enough courage to
make the first move and claim those kisses. If only his sudden
absence didn’t make her feel like he’d run away rather than face
her.

She shouldn’t be feeling like this—so… so…
conflicted by the note. Surely he didn’t expect her to
pretend nothing had happened and treat him like an employer. After
all, there’d been that wonderfully romantic gesture, too—the flower
left on her pillow. Surely a boss didn’t make a romantic gesture
like that to his employee after he’d gotten her into
bed.

She glanced over at the single white rose
she’d placed in a bud-vase on her desk. It was exquisite. And not
one of those showy blooms that looked gorgeous, but turned out to
be a major disappointment when you buried your nose in sterile,
fragrance-free petals. Her rose’s perfume was heady and
sweet, and every time she caught a whiff of the scent she thought
of him.

Damn him.

Not even the task of setting up an electronic
patient database to replace the old-fashioned manual index card
system had been challenging enough to prevent her from zoning out
and dwelling on the way he’d looked at her, touched her, coaxed
responses from her body she’d never believed possible. She caught
herself sighing, remembering how he’d draped her limp,
oh-my-God-sooo-satisfied body across his chest and stroked her back
until she’d drifted off to sleep. Blushing, she quickly turned her
mind to collating and filing a stack of handwritten case notes—some
dating back five years.

Man. She really had it bad. How would she be
able to face him again without everything that she was feeling
showing on her face?

Filing done, she headed for the water cooler
to grab a drink. He’d set all incoming calls to pick up on an
answer-phone with a prerecorded message. All she had to do was
periodically check for messages and write down any pertinent
details. But too often she’d found herself replaying that message
just to listen to his voice and—

God, she’d done it again. And she didn’t even
remember heading back to her desk and picking up the damn phone!
She replaced the receiver in its cradle. Admit it, Rowan. It’s
almost Christmas and you don’t want to spend another one alone. You
want to spend it with him, snuggled up on a rug by a warm fire.

Better still, snuggled up in bed.

She lunged from her chair and headed for the
window. She leaned one hot cheek against the cold glass window pane
and stared out at a street bustling with shoppers—people hunting
for that special gift, their bags bulging with Christmas goodies
for family, loved ones and friends. Loneliness pinched her heart
and she wrapped her arms around her middle. She didn’t want to
think about the promise Ryley had made to be back by Christmas day,
didn’t want to read between the lines and risk disappointment. She
pushed away from the window and was headed back to her desk when
her gaze caught on an intricately carved wooden frame propped on a
bookshelf.

She wandered over to take a closer look. The
frame had been carved with snakes, owls and wolves—a beautiful
piece of artwork in itself. It housed a sheet of what looked like
handmade paper with a verse inscribed in elegant calligraphy. Not a
verse, she realized, but a set of questions.

 


What is faith?

What is truth?

What is reality?

What is love?

What is Samādhi?

 


She worried her bottom lip with her teeth.
Once she’d believed Harrison loved her more than life itself. But
someone who loved you should want to stay with you as long as
humanly possible. If she were entirely truthful she hated him for
giving up and choosing death rather than a few more precious months
with her. And the reality was she had never forgiven him for taking
his own life. Guess that didn’t make her a candidate for attaining
any form of spiritual enlightenment any time soon.

Her musings were interrupted by a loud
rapping. Laptop’s ears perked and the dog morphed from
canine-imitating-a-rug to alert watchdog ready to protect her
mistress. With the Malamute on her heels, Rowan scooted into the
small waiting room and peered through the street door’s peephole.
Her view was obscured by a mop of unkempt hair—the back of
someone’s head by the looks. “Yes? Can I help you?” she called.

The view blurred and was replaced by a
close-up of an unshaven, gum-chewing face, features bizarrely
distorted by the peephole. “Delivery for Ms Rowan Havers.”

She blinked. Who would be sending something
to her here? She ran through the ultra-short list of people
who knew she’d be here today. James. Possibly Mona. That was it.
Except for…. Ryley?

Her heartbeat thrummed into overdrive and her
body hummed with hope. “Behave, Laptop,” she said, and unlocked the
door. “That’s me,” she told the deliveryman. “I’m Rowan
Havers.”

“Where d’you want this, ma’am?” he asked,
hefting a carton marked “fragile”.

“What is it?”

“Search me. I just deliver.”

“On the coffee table by the settee would be
great, thanks.”

He waddled over and carefully placed the
carton on the low table. “Sure is a nightmare out there. Was
worried someone’d bump me and I’d drop the darn box.” He scanned
the barcode and held out the scanner pad and stylus to her. “Sign
here.”

“Sure.” She scrawled her signature. “Hang on,
I’ll get you a tip.”

“No need. It’s all taken care of. Enjoy.” He
strode from the room, slamming the door behind him.

Rowan headed into Ryley’s office and rummaged
through the stationery drawer of his desk for a box cutter. Back in
the waiting room, she sliced through the tape, pried open the
carton, and found an envelope nestled atop a heap of polystyrene
packaging chips. Inside was a plain white card with a note.

 


Since you took so much pleasure in
decorating my tree I thought you might like one of your own. And
before you start wondering, it’s being delivered directly to your
home address – these are just the decorations.

 


I’m thinking of you.

 


Love, Ryley.

 


Rowan poked amongst the packaging chips and
unearthed two boxes. The first contained dozens of delicate
spun-glass Christmas decorations. She took one from its molded
plastic wrapping to admire it. Beautiful. But there were far too
many for a small tree. In the other she discovered strings of tiny
fairy lights and a heavy-duty transformer.

She scanned the card again, savoring the
words, warmth tingling through her as she imagined him dictating
the note to a staff member at the delivery company. Her insides
turned to mush and—

She groaned. Godammit! She’d never to be able
to concentrate on work now.

Laptop nosed the packaging chips.

“You know what they say,” she cautioned her
pet. “Curiosity killed the Malamute.”

Laptop gave one of the chips an exploratory
chew. Rowan laughed at the disgusted expression on her pet’s face
and retrieved the now soggy packing chip. “Not worth eating huh?
Just as well. Last thing I need right now is an exorbitant vet’s
bill. And speaking of bills, here’s hoping my boss’s attention to
details includes having organized my paycheck if he’s not back
before Christmas.”

A glance at her watch had her figuring she
might as well break for lunch. “Come on, girl. Let’s get some fresh
air.”

She locked up the office, bracing herself for
the onslaught of chilly air and manic shoppers, and as she made her
way to the Prime Roast café to treat herself to a pot of tea, she
couldn’t help smiling. Another gift from her boss. And he was
thinking of her… just like she was thinking of him.

 


~~~

 


That afternoon she was still smiling when she
bumped—literally—into Dr Dean at the Seaview Children’s Home.

“Cripes! Sorry, Dean, I didn’t even see you
there.” She clutched the cookie tins more tightly to her chest.
She’d be mortified to drop them and smash all those beautiful
cookie decorations to smithereens.

Dean relieved her of one of the tins and
pried open the lid to peer inside. “Been doing some Christmas
baking?”

“Who, me? Not hardly. I wouldn’t have the
patience. Ryley baked them for the Home’s tree and asked me to
deliver them.” She made an effort to keep her voice light.

“Ah. He left a message he’d been called away
urgently. Said he hopes to be back by Christmas, though.”

“Yes.” She dropped her gaze to fuss with the
straps of her carry-bag, and hoped Dean hadn’t noticed the flush on
her cheeks. She didn’t want him suspecting she harbored feelings
for her boss. Workplace relationships seldom worked out, and if
things went pear-shaped the fewer people who knew she and Ryley had
been, ah, intimate, the better. Not to mention perish the thought
if Mona ever found out.

“Let’s get these decorations up,” Dean said.
“That’s if you’ve got a bit of spare time?”

She nodded. “Sure.”

“Good.” He led the way into the Rec Room.
“The staff and kids love dressing the tree. Gets us into the
Christmas spirit and all that. And on the subject of things the
kids love, where’s your great hulking dog?”

Rowan glanced over her shoulder. And then
pivoted to stare at the conspicuously dog-less way they’d just
come. “Ah, heck. She’s done a disappearing trick again. Laptop!”
She whistled loudly but no dog appeared.

He chuckled. “Don’t fret. Bet she’s with one
of the kids. Let’s get shod of these cookie tins and I’ll help you
look for her.”

Ten fraught minutes later they discovered
Laptop in the indoor pool complex. And to Rowan’s dismay her dog
was in the pool, paddling up and down alongside Vin, the boy
she remembered from her trial day as Ryley’s assistant. Boy and dog
were supervised by a woman Dean identified as a physical
therapist.

Rowan headed for the side of the pool and
squatted on her haunches to speak to the woman. “I’m so
sorry about this! She’s mine. She took off when my back was turned
and we couldn’t find her anywhere. I’m Rowan, by the way.”

The woman didn’t seem at all fazed if her
wide smile was anything to go by. “Hey, Rowan. I’m Leesa. I admit I
was rather taken aback when she jumped in without a by-your-leave.
But she’s been very well-behaved. Seems to be having the time of
her life, too.”

Rowan clicked her fingers at her runaway dog.
“Naughty girl! Out you get this minute.”

Leesa breaststroked closer to Rowan and
lowered her voice. “You’d be doing me a huge favor if you left her
here while Vin finishes his session—just another twenty minutes. He
refused to get into the water at all until your dog turned up and
jumped right in. Now he’s relaxed and having fun—everything I’d
hoped for. God knows that boy deserves a bit of fun.”

Dean joined Rowan and they watched as Vin
dog-paddled to the steps and ran around the side of the pool with
Laptop loping along after him. Vin held his nose and jumped in,
landing butt-first with a huge splash. When he surfaced he yelled,
“C’mon, Laptop! You can do it, girl!”

The Malamute pranced along the edge of the
pool for a few seconds, and then launched herself and belly-flopped
gracelessly into the water. She paddled over to lick Vin’s face. He
grabbed her tail, crowing with delight as she towed him around the
pool.

“’S’okay, Rowan,” Dean said. “Leesa won’t get
in trouble for having a dog in the pool. We’re not too hung up on
rules and regulations here.”

“Why else do you think Dean gets away with
looking so scruffy?” Leesa teased.

“Gee. Thanks, Lees.” He leaned down and
splashed some water into her face. “No one stands on ceremony here,
Rowan. The kids always come first.”

“If she starts to look too waterlogged I’ll
end the session early,” Leesa said. “And we’ve plenty of towels to
dry her off with. Just tell me where to find you and I’ll send Vin
back with her when we’re done.”

“Okay.” Faced with Vin’s obvious delight
while he played with her dog what else could she say? “We’ll be in
the Rec Room.”

“Thanks a whole heap, Rowan.”

As Dean pushed open the door to leave the
complex Leesa called after them. “Oh, and Dean? I’d love to bring a
dog permanently on board for therapy. I’ll research some concrete
facts and figures to back up a proposal, but I’d appreciate your
support when I bring it up at the next staff meeting.”

“Sure thing, Lees. I’ve seen the results
firsthand when Ryley first worked with Laptop. Having her around
really helped settle the kids. And perhaps Santa might help us out
with a puppy for Christmas.”

Leesa smiled. “I do like the way your mind
works, Doctor Dean. I’ll ring the animal shelter and get them to
watch out for a breed with the right temperament—like Laptop,
here.” She threw them a final wave before swimming off to rejoin
her patient.

Rowan spent the rest of the afternoon helping
children place decorations on the Home’s enormous Christmas tree.
She felt vaguely guilty about not heading straight back to work but
Dean wasn’t having any of it. “I know how Ryley feels about these
kids. I guarantee if he was around he’d be here doing exactly what
you’re doing right now. As his assistant, you’re expected to fill
in for him. So what’s the problem?”

Laptop dozed on the couch while kids were
shepherded into the Rec Room, coaxed to choose a decoration or
three from Rowan’s horde, and hang them on the tree. When all the
cookie decorations had been arranged amongst the branches, one of
the staff asked Rowan to wait and disappeared from the room at a
run.

An announcement sounded over the intercom.
Shortly afterward the large room was invaded by the kids currently
residing in the Home plus every staff member who could be spared,
for what Rowan suspected was a yearly ritual. When the chatter had
dwindled to expectant silence, one of the staff switched on the
fairy lights. The room echoed with gasps of delight and awe.

Dean materialized behind her. “Looks great,
doesn’t it? And I bet you had more fun doing this than slaving in
front of a boring old computer.”

She felt a warm glow as she drank in the
pleased faces of the children. This was what Christmas was all
about.

By the time she arrived back home it was
dusk. As she walked past her neighbor’s front gate the twitch of a
curtain caught her eye, and a few seconds later James came hurrying
out his front door. “Rowan! Delivery came for you. I had them put
it out back so no rotten bastard would be tempted to pinch it. Out
of sight, out of mind is what I always say, eh?”

“Let me guess. It’s a living Christmas
tree.”

He quirked a bushy brow. “You were expecting
it, then?

“Yes. Thanks, James.”

The old man subjected her to one of his
head-to-toe knowing gazes. “Humph. Look at you. Still not enough
meat on your bones, girly. You’ll need a hand getting it
inside.”

“I’ll manage,” she said, mildly offended he
didn’t think she could handle a small potted tree without help.

His faded blue eyes twinkled at her. “How
about you quit arguing and let an old man feel wanted?”

“Very well, James.” She faked looking
suitably chastised and then, when he smiled triumphantly, hit him
with, “But don’t blame me if you put your back out.”

“Pshaw! If I do, I’m sure your young man will
fix me up good as new.”

She scowled. “He’s not my young man.”

“No? Then how come the Christmas gift, young
lady? Answer me that if you can.”

She gave him the fish-eye. “How did you know
who it was from?”

He tapped the side of his nose with his
finger.

“Ah. I suppose you couldn’t resist reading
the card, you nosy old coot. Don’t read anything into it. I’m sure
it was only because he knew I didn’t have a Christmas tree this
year and I admired his so much, he felt obliged to buy one for me.
Good employer-employee relations. You know, keeping the staff
happy.”

“Sure, sure.” He nodded sagely but spoiled
the effect with a sly wink. “More like keeping the boss’s secret
lover happy, eh? The Boss’s Secret Lover—good title for a romance
novel if you ask me.” And to her horror he started warbling the
lyrics from Love is in the Air.

She blushed to the roots of her hair. “You
old tease!”

“The day I stop teasing pretty girls is the
day they cart my old carcass away in a wooden box. You mark my
words, young Rowan.”

“Only the good die young, James. I’m betting
you’ll be around to torment me for a good long time yet.” She
unlatched the gate to her backyard and ground to a dead halt. “Oh.
My. Goodness!”

James smirked. “Not quite what you were
expecting, right?”

“I was expecting something a bit… smaller.
About yay high.” She gestured a height of about three feet. “This
tree is—”

“Taller than you, Rowan. Hope you ate a
substantial breakfast this morning. You’re gonna be needing
it.”

With much huffing and puffing and straining,
they maneuvered the potted tree inside and managed to drag it to
the living room and position it by the main window. James flopped
into an easy chair and mopped his brow with a handkerchief. “Didn’t
need help, eh?”

Rowan stood hands on hips, surveying the
latest addition to her décor. The glazing on the ceramic pot even
matched her curtains. “I don’t know what he was thinking. I can’t
possibly leave it here all year ’round.”

“Don’t see why not. It looks good there.”
James gestured at the tree. “Fills up that unused corner quite
nicely.”

Laptop padded over to sniff at the tree. She
gave a loud sneeze and then curled up beneath it, resting her head
on her front paws. James cackled. “Lucky yon dog’s not a male—might
try’n pee on it.” He made a move to heave himself from the
chair.

Rowan hurried over to press him back into the
seat with a firm hand to his shoulder. “Don’t move. I’m making you
a cuppa and you’ll stay for dinner. It’s the least I can do.”

The old man opened his mouth as though to
protest. Then he snapped it shut, slumping against the cushions and
rubbing his chest. “That’d be grand. I could do with a night off.
Gets mighty tiresome cooking for one.”

“I know exactly what you mean.” Rowan
retrieved the bag containing her Christmas decorations and stuck it
on the floor by the tree. “Put on some music if you like.”

She bustled back into the kitchen, and as she
put the kettle on, she heard the first strains of Norah Jones’
sultry voice. “Good choice!” she called.

“Never could resist a pretty face,” James
called back. “Now you’ve got a tree, when are you going to put my
gift under it?”

“Nice try, old man!” she yelled. “As if you’d
keep your paws off it for more than five minutes.”

“Pshaw!”

She heard him grumbling as she arranged the
tea set on a tray. She’d bought the set after she’d gotten to know
her neighbor a little better—which had only happened because he’d
invited her in for tea so many times she’d finally felt bad for
making excuses and accepted. James was very particular about his
tea. When she’d reciprocated, he’d been far too polite to comment
about her use of teabags, but it hadn’t taken her long to notice he
always used loose-leaf tea. Pride had finally dictated she buy
“proper” tea and a teapot. And copy his ritual of warming the pot
beforehand and letting the brew steep before pouring. She’d taken
great pleasure in presenting him with what he’d announced to be “a
halfway decent cuppa” the next time she invited him over.

While the kettle was heating, she turned on
the oven and grabbed a pie from the freezer. Beef and vegetable
pie, oven fries and peas—not exactly a gourmet meal. Thankfully
James wasn’t as fussy about his food as he was about his tea. She
carried the tray through to the living room and caught James
red-handed. He glanced up, his face a picture of guilt. One gnarled
hand hovered over the lengths of fairy lights he’d carefully laid
on the floor so they didn’t tangle. “Sorry, Rowan. Couldn’t resist
peeking at the goodies.”

She grinned as she put the tray on the floor
beside him. “That’s quite all right.”

“Good quality, these lights. Ditto the
transformer. Must have cost you a pretty penny.”

“Not me, my boss,” she told him, absently
fingering a string of lights. “He bought me these, too.” She opened
the second box and showed off the delicate decorations.

His expression turned so wistful she didn’t
hesitate. She had to be careful with her wording, however. James
wouldn’t accept her offer if he thought it stemmed from pity.
“Would you like to help me dress the tree while we’re waiting for
dinner? I’d thought about doing it tonight, and it’d be wonderful
to have company rather than do it all on my own. And,” she knew
this would be the clincher, “I really do need help with the lights.
I always get them in a huge tangle and I’m hopeless with anything
electrical. You’d be doing me a huge favor.”

“Well, since you’re in need of a helping
hand….”

Rowan hid a smile as she poured the tea and
handed him a cup. James took a sip and sighed in a contented
fashion. “Good cuppa.”

High praise indeed.

Between sips of tea he continued with his
task, so absorbed he didn’t notice her slip back to the kitchen to
put the pie and fries in the oven. When she returned, hands full of
plates and cutlery, he’d already begun to drape the tree with fairy
lights.

She observed him for a moment. “You really
are an expert at this. I’d have had to start again at least twice
by now.”

“Years of practice. There. That’s the bottom
half done. You can start hanging those decorations now. Remember
not to hang them only from the tips of the branches or it’ll look
all hollow. Hang some on the inner parts of the branches, too.”

“Yes, sir!”

They draped and hung and tweaked decorations
until James deemed the tree finished. Rowan backed off to eye it
critically. “What do you think?”

“Looks good. Do you want to do the
honors?”

“No. You’re the expert on lights, so you do
it. Ooh! Hang on, there’s the beeper for the pie.” She rushed back
into the kitchen to switch off the oven, and sprinted back into the
living room, skidding to a breathless halt beside James. “All
ready. Go for it!”

He flicked the switch and the tiny lights
twinkled to life. She caught her breath. “Oh, it looks wonderful!”
She turned to hug James as he emitted a choked gurgle. She stilled,
hand creeping to her mouth as he clutched his chest, his complexion
ashen.

“James!” He crumpled and she made a grab for
him but could do little more than ease him to the floor. She lunged
for the phone and dialed 911 with shaking hands. And as she waited
for the call to connect she chanted, “Don’t you dare die on me, you
old coot! Don’t you dare!”

“What’s your emergency?” the curt female
voice demanded.

Rowan gave the woman the necessary details,
barking her answers into the phone, and then she hung up. “James…
James! You stay with me, all right? EMT’s on the way.”

Laptop whimpered and nosed the old man. Rowan
pushed her dog away. “Sit, Laptop!” She knelt next to James,
grasping one of his hands tightly with both of hers, staring into
his glazed eyes and trying to keep him conscious by sheer will
alone.

Rowan…. Rowan….

Her senses reeled. It seemed like she’d split
in two. Part of her was inside James, thinking what he thought,
feeling what he felt. It was like there was a steel band twisting
tighter and tighter around his chest. The pressure was immense,
robbing him of the ability to speak or breathe. He knew what that
signified. His heart fluttered. He was dying and he knew it.

Rowan….

The Rowan that was still physical, still
looking down at James with worried eyes that swam with tears,
swallowed a sob to answer him. “I hear you, James,” she said. “I
can hear everything you’re thinking. Don’t ask how but I’m sort of…
inside you right now, okay?”

Couldn’t ask for anything more than to end
my days in the arms of a beautiful woman. His lips twisted into
a grimace she thought was meant to be a smile. His eyelids drooped
and closed.

The part of her that was with him, inside
him, could feel him giving in, accepting his fate. The labored beat
of his heart stuttered.

“No! You will not die on me, James. You hear
me? Don’t you dare die on me!”

Don’t grieve for me, Rowan. I’ve had a good
life. And having you as a friend for the past few years has been
wonderful. You have to let me go. Please.

“No!” She stayed with him, trying to make his
pain easier to bear by absorbing as much of it as she could,
willing his heart to continue beating. Willing him to live.

The two medics who barged through the front
door were confronted by Rowan’s dog in full protect-her-mistress
mode. The Malamute growled and bared her fangs, refusing to let
them past.

“Laptop, leave them alone!” Rowan heard
herself say. “Sit! Stay!”

Reluctantly, the dog backed away and the two
medics rushed to where Rowan was sprawled on the floor beside
James.

“Is this patient, ma’am?”

“Yes,” she managed to say. “James
Woodford.”

One of the men eased her aside and began to
examine James. The other darted her a concerned glance. “You look
pale, ma’am. And you’re shaking. Are you all right?”

She couldn’t answer. James’s heart had
faltered… and stopped beating. A roaring sound filled Rowan’s mind
and she felt a curious dislocation. Her body was light, weightless.
She was floating. Her body had slumped forward and toppled sideways
on the floor. Vaguely, as if she was swimming underwater, she heard
Laptop barking like a mad thing.

It’s all right, girl, she thought.
Let them help.

Laptop whimpered and curled up, tucking her
nose under her tail. Rowan ignored the medic manhandling her body.
She dove into James, sliding her essence through his, searching for
his heart.

“Christ almighty, what the hell is going on?
She’s out cold. Non-responsive. How’s the old guy?”

“No pulse.” The medic grabbed his portable
defibrillator.

Rowan enveloped James’s tired, damaged old
heart with the essence of herself and squeezed it rhythmically. She
breathed for him. She pumped blood and oxygen through his body. And
all the while, she chanted, Live! Live! Live!

“What the—?” Poised to defibrillate, the
medic stared hard at his patient, noting the steady rise and fall
of his chest. He took his pulse again. “Pulse steady and strong.
Color looks good. He’s breathing on his own again.” He shone a
flashlight into James’ eyes. “Pupils still non-responsive
though.”

“She’s the same.” The second medic sat back
on his heels. “Can’t wait for another unit. They’re stable for the
moment. Let’s get them both to the ER pronto.”

A part of Rowan watched her body lying pale
and lifeless on the stretcher when they loaded her and James into
the ambulance. She couldn’t bring herself to even care a tiny bit.
Her own body was no longer important. She ignored its insistent
tug, just as she ignored what was being done to it. Her focus was
on James.

The ambulance reversed from the driveway and
took off, tires screeching and sirens blazing. Throughout the short
journey, Rowan labored to keep James’s heart beating but her energy
was flagging. Death crouched on her shoulder, a malignant presence
whispering in her ear. Give up. Let him die. Give up. Let him
die.

Let me die, Rowan.

No, James. I won’t let you die. I won’t!

ER staff unloaded them from the ambulance.
She heard them discussing James. She heard them discussing her,
too, debating the cause of her strange, coma-like state.

They hooked her up to a monitor that steadily
bleeped with each slow beat of her heart. A young red-headed doctor
peeled back her eyelids and shone lights into her eyes. He tested
her reflexes, ran his fingernails down the soles of her feet, even
pricked her with a needle. She remained non-responsive. Shaking his
head, he adjusted the drip and instructed the nurse to take blood
samples and schedule a barrage of tests. He stood beside her
hospital bed, staring down at her, until a nurse urgently commanded
his attention and he left at a run.

She was finally alone. Lifetimes passed while
she fought for James.

Let me go, Rowan.

No!

You have to. It’s my time. Let me die,
Rowan.

Tears seeped from the corners of her eyes to
streak her cheeks. She was tired… so very tired. I don’t want to
lose you, James.

I know, honey. But I’ll be watching over you.
Promise.

You’d better, you old coot.

Let me go now, Rowan.

Heartsick, she backed off, praying that
somehow he would find the strength to live on his own. That forlorn
hope was dashed when his monitor flat-lined. And there was nothing
more she could do as the only friend she had left in the world
died.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Thirteen




The moment James died she was abruptly shoved
out of his body. The pull of her physical body trying to reclaim
its essence grew stronger, but she fought to hover over her old
friend, watching and praying while the hospital staff tried to
bring him back to life. But it was too late and his soul departed
from the lifeless fleshly shell tying him to earth. She felt gentle
phantom lips brush her cheek and then she was back inside her own
body.

Her chest heaved and her eyelids flew open.
For a moment she stared at the ceiling, allowing her eyesight to
adjust to the bright, glaring light. And then slowly, painfully,
she sat up. Her body felt like it had been put through a wringer.
Numbly, barely conscious of her actions, she unhooked herself from
the monitor, steadfastly ignoring its protesting whine. She yanked
the drip from her arm and swung her legs from the bed.

She wore one of those awful hospital gowns.
Ick. Where had they put her clothes?

A man bolted through the doorway, nurses in
tow. He skidded to halt, open-mouthed.

Rowan stared at his red hair and
freckle-smattered face. He seemed familiar. From the depths of her
mind she latched onto a memory. Ah. The doctor who’d treated her
last time she’d had one of her inconvenient public blackouts. Dr
Kearney. Yes, that was it. Kearney. “I’d like to go home
now, Dr Kearney.”

He didn’t respond.

“Please?”

“Ms Havers.”

Rowan slowly nodded.

“I see you’re feeling better.” He fiddled
with the monitor and the annoying whine cut off.

Not really. But she nodded again, struggling
to keep the overwhelming desolation of losing James buried so she
could function.

He turned and muttered something in an aside
to the nurses. They glanced at each other doubtfully, but turned on
their heels and departed. “Why don’t you get back into bed, Ms
Havers?” Dr Kearney said, his tone careful.

She shook her head. “I want to go home now.
My dog’s been left inside all this time.”

He seemed to be waging an internal debate,
choosing his words. “Sounds all too familiar, Ms Havers. Last time
you wheedled me into discharging you against my better judgment.
And here you are again. It’s like this, Ms Havers. You were
comatose. You weren’t—”

“Rowan.”

“What?” He frowned.

“My name is Rowan.”

He compressed his lips and his face turned as
red as his hair. Now he seemed to be counting beneath his breath.
“Fine, then. Rowan. When you were brought in you weren’t
responding to any external stimuli. Now you’re on your feet asking
to go home. Don’t you think we should try to find out what happened
to you?”

She tossed him a wan smile. “I know exactly
what happened to me, Doctor. And it’s nothing you can fix. So can I
go home now? Please? It’s been a rough night. I-I… lost a friend
tonight. He had a heart attack. I-I thought he was going to make
it, but…. He died.” She hunched, covering her face with her
hands.

“Funny thing,” Dr Kearney said in a
suspiciously conversational tone that had Rowan instinctively
tensing. “Shortly before I came racing in here to check why your
monitors had gone haywire, I was informed the man you were brought
in with passed away. But you were still—” He huffed a sharp breath.
“How could you possibly know he died?”

When she didn’t answer he perched next to her
on the edge of the bed. “He was a good friend, then?”

She nodded. “James is… was my
neighbor.”

“Ah. The one who fed your dog when you were
last here.”

“Yes.”

“He was a tough old bird. He hung in there
for quite a while. I’m sorry for your loss.” He paused. “And I know
at times like this ‘I’m sorry’ is woefully inadequate.”

Rowan badly wanted to cry but if she started
she’d not be able to stop. She sniffed back the tears.

“Can I at least check you over quickly before
you walk out of here? No blood tests or anything. Promise.”

“Make it quick. I need to get home.”

Dr Kearney checked the crease of her inner
elbow joint and pressed a sterile dressing over the small wound
made by the IV line. Then he checked her blood pressure and ran
through what Rowan figured were a few basic physical tests. He
scratched his head, puffing out his cheeks and exhaling in a series
of small breaths. It sounded like he was blowing soft raspberries.
In any other circumstances she might have giggled.

“You seem fine,” he said. “At least, so far
as I can tell without seeing any test results you seem fine.
Legally I guess I can’t stop you walking out of here. But I’m
sorely tempted to sedate you to keep you here for a few more hours
just to satisfy my curiosity.”

She shot him a wide-eyed horror-filled
glance. “You wouldn’t!”

“No, but it’s very, very tempting. I’m
extremely unhappy about discharging you when you’re going to
be on your own. Don’t suppose you’ve gotten a convenient boyfriend
since I saw you last?”

She immediately thought of Ryley but God only
knew how to reach him. She shook her head, noting with a sinking
feeling in her stomach that Dr Kearney appeared even more unhappy…
if that was at all humanly possible.

Inspiration struck and she sagged with
relief. “There is someone I could call. He’s a pediatrician. Will
that do?”

Dr Kearney tugged on the stethoscope he’d
draped about his neck. “You insist on being discharged?”

She tilted her chin. “When I find my clothes
I’m out of here.”

He sighed. “Give me his name—this friend of
yours.”

“Dean. He works up at the Seaview Children’s
Home.” She didn’t have a clue whether he’d still be working at this
hour. Please, please let him be there.

“Dean Milton?”

“Yes. We call him Doctor Dean.”

“That’d be right.” Dr Kearney rolled his
eyes. “Does he still look like he’s just crawled out of bed?”

She cast her mind back to the pediatrician’s
rumpled clothing. “Yeah. He does.”

“Right. Doctor Dean it is. Sit tight and I’ll
make the call for you.” He paused in the doorway to level her a
stern look. “And I mean that. Sit tight. Stay here. No doing a
disappearing act as soon as I leave. If you do, I’ll hunt you down
and drag you back here so I can find out exactly what’s up with
you—even if it does cost me my license.”

Her jaw dropped.

“Kidding. Kind of. Please stay here until I
get hold of him.”

He gave her puppy-dog eyes and despite her
fears she felt her lips tilting into a reluctant smile. “All right,
Dr Kearney,” she said. “I’ll stay put.”

“Call me Steve,” he said as he exited.

She shuffled back onto the bed and leaned
against the pillows. She’d give him ten minutes to get hold of Dean
and then she was out of here. Lacking her watch, she passed the
time by counting off the seconds in her head. Anything was better
than dwelling on how she’d failed to save James. How much she
missed him already. And how much she wished Ryley was here to hold
her tight and help her to forget again. Just for a little
while.

 


~~~

 


Steve Kearney gnawed his lip as he hurried to
the nurses’ station. There was something very strange going on with
the attractive and enigmatic Ms Rowan Havers. He’d give his eye
teeth to find out what she wasn’t telling him. “Hey, Laverne,” he
said to the receptionist. “Get me Dean Milton from up at the Kids
Home, will ya?”

The receptionist gave him “you gotta be
kidding me” eyes. “At this hour?”

Steve glanced at his watch. Just gone eight.
“Dean doesn’t have a life. Guarantee he’ll be there. And can you do
me a favor please?”

Laverne raised her eyebrows. “Depends.”

“That guy from the Lab still crushing on
you?”

She grinned. “You bet your skinny white ass
he is. Want quick results on the blood workup for that pretty young
thing down in Room 202, eh? You’ll owe me. Big time.”

“You know I’m good for it.” He winked at
her.

“Sure you are.” She held up a hand. “Seaview
Hospital here. Dr Dean Milton, please. Thank you. Dr Milton? One
moment, please.” She passed Dean the phone.

Thanks, Laverne, he mouthed. “Hey,
Dean. Steve Kearney. Got a Rowan Havers down here. She’s asking for
you. You know her? Good. No, no. She’s okay. At least, she is now.
She’s insisting on being discharged but she’s on her own and I’m
not too happy. Can you come get her? I’ll explain when I see you.
Yeah. Thanks. See you soon.”

He turned to Laverne, who wasn’t even trying
to pretend she hadn’t been eavesdropping. She smirked at him. “She
got to you, huh?”

“Yeah. There’s something about her—” He shook
himself. “Could you tell Ms Havers her friend Dean Milton will be
here in fifteen to pick her up? Don’t want her getting impatient
and walking out on us.”

“Will do. And Dr Kearney?”

“Yes, Laverne?”

“Don’t get too involved.”

“Yes, Laverne. I mean, no, Laverne.”

She rifled around in her bag and produced a
comb and mirror. She ran the comb through her hair and pursed her
lips at her reflection. “How do I look?” She fluttered her
eyelashes at him.

“Damn fine, Laverne. Though I’m not sure Ms
Havers will care too much.”

She gave him superb evils.

“Lab Man, on the other hand,” Steve hastened
to add, “will be putty in your hands.”

“That’s the plan.” She reapplied lipstick and
gave her hair a final pat.

“Lab Man doesn’t stand a chance,” he assured
her with a perfectly straight face.

“You’re so right about that.” She sashayed
off with an exaggerated sway of her ample rear.

“Don’t forget to tell Ms Havers that her ride
will be here soon,” he called after her.

“Now when do I ever forget to do anything for
you, Dr Kearney?”

Steve waited until Laverne was out of sight
before appropriating her chair and bringing up Rowan’s medical
records on the monitor. He scanned the notes from her previous
admissions. Nothing leaped out and grabbed his attention, and there
was nothing much to add with the test results still pending. He
leaned back in the chair, steepling his fingers and staring into
space.

On impulse he brought up the general
admission records for all patients admitted that evening. James…
James…. Aha. James Woodford. He hesitated, finger poised over the
keyboard. He had no valid reason to be nosing at these records, but
dammit, there was something important he was missing. Something he
suspected might tell him more about Rowan Havers.

He selected James Woodford’s past medical
records and scanned the screen. Hmmm. Not much to go on.

Steve swiveled in the chair and rummaged
around Laverne’s desk until he located a written file labeled
‘Woodford, James, Mr’. The old man’s attending was a stickler for
rules and regs, and so anal about efficiency he’d already written
up all his case notes and given them to Laverne to input and
file.

He read over the notes. Two hours after being
admitted, James Woodford had suffered a massive myocardial
infarction. Resuscitation attempts had been unsuccessful and he’d
been pronounced dead. Very straightforward… on the surface. Except
the old man had been in full cardiac arrest when the medics arrived
at his house. They’d been about to use the portable AED when his
heart spontaneously restarted and he’d begun breathing on his
own.

Okay. Miracles like that happened all the
time. But what of the fact Rowan had immediately lapsed into a
coma? So far as Steve was concerned, that’s when things started to
go all Twilight Zone.

To help get everything straight in his head
he scribbled a rough timeline on a piece of blotter paper.
Consulting both computer screen and the written files, he jotted
relevant events beneath each time he’d listed.

Right. Rowan had made the emergency
call, so she was conscious and compos mentis at the time James had
his heart attack. When the medics arrived, Rowan was still
conscious and James was in full cardiac arrest. Then James had
apparently rallied at the same time Rowan crashed. His vitals had
been strong and steady, but he’d been non-responsive. And Rowan’s
coma-like state had lasted until— He consulted the records. Huh.
Rowan had regained full consciousness literally moments after James
Woodford was pronounced deceased.

His intuition made a huge leap into unknown
territory. It was like she’d been linked to the old man somehow.
What if… Rowan Havers had somehow been keeping the old man alive?
And… when he’d died, she’d come out of her coma.

Deep in Steve’s gut the bizarre idea
resonated as truth. “Holy shit.” He reared back, nearly toppling
his chair.

“Hiya, Steve.” Dean frowned as he approached
the desk. “What’s got you in a twist? You look like you’ve scoffed
a bad burger or something.”

Steve stared at him.

“Steve?”

“If you’re a friend of hers you’re gonna want
to hear this. And before I start, I’m not crazy, okay?”

Dean, to his credit, waited until Steve had
finished before saying, “You’ve been working too hard. Go home. Get
some sleep.”

“Check it out for yourself.” He leaned back
in the chair to give Dean access to the monitor.

Dean scanned the computer screen, and then
cast his gaze over both patients’ records. Wordlessly, Steve handed
him the timeline he’d drawn.

“The timing is interesting,” Dean finally
said.

“Ya think? I knew something was up when I
attended her last time. Her symptoms were just too weird.”

Curiosity flared in Dean’s eyes. “Last
time?”

“Yeah. She’d passed out in a café and I
treated her when she was brought in unconscious. Wasn’t the first
time that happened to her, either, going by her records. In the
interests of Ms Havers’ continuing good health I’m going to look
into this a bit further. But I’m still waiting on some test results
and I can’t keep her here when she insists on going home. Can you
keep an eye on her tonight? I’m concerned if she has another, uh,
episode there’ll be no one around to look after her.”

Dean gave him The Look. “If she discharges
herself against your advice she’s no longer your responsibility.
Aren’t you taking this a bit far?”

He shrugged. “Says the guy who was still
working when I called. Aren’t doctors allowed to worry about their
patients anymore?”

Dean threw his hands up in mock-surrender.
“You’re right. Sorry. And yes, I will keep an eye on her—not that
it’ll be too much of an imposition. She’s pretty easy on the
eye.”

“You’ve got the hots for her. Great.”

“I think she’s already seeing her boss. And
for the record, I’m not the kind of asshole who muscles in on
another guy’s girlfriend.”

Steve frowned, recalling Rowan’s hesitation
when he’d asked about a boyfriend. “That so? How come she didn’t
she ask me to ring him?”

“He’s out of town.”

“Ah.” He heard the unmistakable sound of
Laverne warbling some Blues tune. “Better close this down before
I’m caught snooping. Rowan’s in Room 202. And Dean?”

“Yep?”

“If she lets slip anything about these turns
she’s been having, I’d be real grateful if you clued me in. Off the
record and all.”

Dean nodded. “Sure thing. I’ll give you a
call tomorrow.”

“Thanks.”

 


~~~

 


Laptop was waiting by the door when Rowan got
home. The dog jumped up, putting her paws on Rowan’s shoulders to
lick her face, and Rowan folded beneath her weight. “Easy now,
girl. I’m okay.” She hugged her pet, burying her face in Laptop’s
thick fur. Tears pricked her eyes. Again.

“Some greeting,” Dean commented from the
doorway. “Hey, Laptop. Glad your momma’s back, eh? Has she been fed
tonight, Rowan?”

Rowan shook her head.

“I’ll rustle up something for her. You put
your feet up. Doctor’s orders.”

“You don’t have to stay, Dean. I’ll be
fine—really.”

The easy smile slipped from his face. “Steve
told me about your neighbor. I’d like to think we’re friends,
Rowan. And this is what friends do at times like this, okay?”

“Okay.” She dragged herself to the settee and
collapsed across it, draping one arm over her eyes. The other
dangled limply off the edge of the cushion. She didn’t have the
energy to lift it.

Dean whistled. “Dinner, dog!”

Rowan heard the scrape of claws as Laptop
launched herself toward the kitchen. Poor thing was starving, and
Rowan hadn’t even thought about feeding her. “I forgot to tell you
where I keep her food,” she said when Dean returned to the living
room. “Sorry.”

“Found a cold meat pie and some shriveled up
fries in the oven. Figured she could have the pie. I’ve ordered
takeout for us—hope you like Chinese.”

“Thanks. That’s really sweet of you, Dean,
but I’m not hungry.”

“No problem. You can watch me eat.” He
plunked his butt in the catty-corner armchair, slumping until both
legs were outstretched. He looked like he was settling in for the
evening. She was too tired to summon a protest. She was grateful to
be home, grateful Laptop hadn’t gotten out and gone roaming,
grateful Dean was being so kind. But she’d be even more grateful if
he left her alone so she could crawl into bed and sob her heart
out.

“You’ll feel better if you give in and have a
good cry, Rowan. You’ve just lost a friend and you’re gutted. It’s
nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Maybe later, after—”

“After I’ve gone? Look, if Ryley were here
he’d probably handle this better but he’s not. So talk to me,
Rowan. Tell me what’s going on.”

Her arm had slipped from her eyes so she
stared at the ceiling. “Nothing’s going on, Dean.”

“Steve Kearney suspects differently.”

The jolt that speared through her provoked
her to scramble upright so she could look him straight in the eye.
“Since there’s nothing much to tell it must have been a very short
conversation.”

“Cut the crap. He showed me your medical
records and—”

She rounded on him, suddenly furious. Why was
he being so damn pushy? “Isn’t that illegal or something? You’re
not my doctor.”

He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “He
reckons you had something to do with keeping your neighbor
alive.”

She blanched, blinking at him. “Excuse
me?”

“Steve thinks you somehow managed to keep the
old man alive and the strain of doing that is what put you into a
coma. And when he died, you revived. Is that true, Rowan?”

If ever there was a good time to act
nonchalant, this was it. “Oh please. He’s being ridiculous.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Is he? You tell
me.”

She opened her mouth—to deny it as vehemently
and convincingly as she could, of course—but a thumping on the door
saved her the trouble.

“Saved by the takeout,” Dean muttered.

To Rowan’s relief, he dropped the subject.
They ate takeout. He admired her Christmas tree. And it wasn’t
until he’d disposed of the takeout containers in the trash that he
dropped his next bombshell. He was staying the night. She presented
a logical case why he didn’t need to bother. When that didn’t work
she argued. She even went so far as to have a tantrum, something
she hadn’t done since she was a teenager. He refused to budge.

She brushed her teeth and then stomped into
her bedroom and slammed the door, leaving Dean to spend the night
on the settee. Or the floor—she didn’t much care. She shucked her
clothes, threw on her pajamas, and crawled into bed. She could hear
Dean moving about and she tried to summon anger… but she’d be lying
if she claimed to be angry. Now all she felt was bone-tired and
kind of pathetically grateful for his stubbornness so she wouldn’t
be alone in the house.

She closed her eyes. What had happened with
James felt like a dream. Surreal. But it wasn’t. There’d be no more
cozy chats over cups of tea. No cheery greetings and enquiries how
her day had gone. James was dead. She hadn’t been able to save him.
She’d lost her best friend.

Her exhausted battered mind took flight into
whimsy. If she was the Angel of Death in training like Zach had
first thought, then she’d failed the course big-time. Death wasn’t
supposed to fight for her victims and try to bring them back to
life. Tears seeped from her eyes, rolling down her face to dampen
her pillowcase. Her last conscious thought before exhaustion
dragged her down was to wish with all her heart that Ryley could be
here to hold her tight and comfort her. Again.

Her dreams were haunted by her dead husband.
When Harrison finally left her in peace, she saw James. His face
had crinkled into a heartbreakingly beautiful smile and he told her
not to worry because he was happy. He was holding hands with a much
younger woman. Her name was Beth. She’d been dead for more than
twenty years but in another life she’d been his wife. As he spoke,
James became younger, fit and strong again. He promised he’d always
watch over her. His image faded. In her dreams she felt ghostly
lips brush her cheek.

She didn’t wake when Dean snuck into her room
to check on her. He took her pulse, checked her breathing, and then
made himself comfortable in the chair in her bedroom. As much as he
wanted to shake her awake, insist she tell him what the hell was
going on with her, he refrained. He wouldn’t force the issue for
fear she’d run and wouldn’t call him if she needed help again.

He kept an all-night vigil, checking on her
hourly. And only when she stirred the next morning did he slip from
the room and let himself out of the house.

 


~~~

 


Rowan knew she should eat something but she
just couldn’t bring herself to care about food. She flipped the
newspaper’s pages, scanning articles at random. She took a sip of
her tea and tried to concentrate on the words.

The text blurred.

Dammit. Not again. Blinking, she focused on
the wall, staring at it until she’d regained control. Heaving a
shaky sigh she took another sip of tea… and a vivid memory of the
last brew she’d made for James crashed in on her. Her hand shook as
she slammed the cup back into the saucer, slopping hot tea over her
wrist and hand. She eyed the cracked saucer. Her lips quivered. The
tears spilled over. The saucer was part of a matching set of cups
and saucers, teapot, cream jug and sugar bowl. It was the set she’d
saved up and bought for when she invited James over for tea.

She picked up her cup, cradled it in her
palm… and heaved it at the nearest wall. It smashed into tiny
pieces, shattered beyond repair. Just like her heart.

Tea dribbled down the wall, pooling in a
dirty-brown puddle on the floor. Rowan laid her head in her hands
and sobbed.

Laptop whined, mirroring her distress. The
dog poked her wet nose into Rowan’s hand and licked the reddened
skin, her rasping tongue both painful and comforting.

Rowan’s misery eased. She wiped her face on
her sleeve and hugged her dog. “Thanks, girl. I needed that. It’s
just… I miss the old coot, you know?”

The dog’s mournful eyes fixed on Rowan. She
whined once and laid her head in Rowan’s lap.

“Sometimes I think you really do understand
every word I say.” Her gaze strayed to the newspaper again. She
flicked over the page and came face-to-face with the obituaries.
She held her breath as she scanned them. If he wasn’t listed, then
he hadn’t really died. It was all just a nightmare, right?

But there it was. Woodford, James Michael.
Beloved father of Jonathan. Passed away suddenly. Funeral service
to be held on 23rd December at 10
a.m. at All Saints Church, Orchard Road, Seaview.

Beloved father of Jonathan? Rowan chewed her
lip. She hadn’t known James had a son. He’d sure as heck never
visited James in all the years Rowan had known the old man.

She read the obituary again. It was a curt
sort of notice. No underlying emotion spilled from the
matter-of-fact words. Beloved seemed out of place. She
wouldn’t have been at all surprised to learn someone at the
newspaper office had taken it upon themselves to add it into the
bereavement notice.

The doorbell buzzed. Rowan dived for the door
only to slide to a halt when she realized she was still dressed in
a robe, pajamas, fluffy socks and slippers. Too bad. She secured
the belt of her robe more tightly around her middle, and fumbled
with the deadlock, but by the time she’d opened the door it was to
see her early morning visitor pulling away from the curb. She took
a step onto the front stoop. Something squished beneath her
slipper. A bouquet of flowers had been left on her front doorstep.
A now very crushed bouquet of flowers. Craning her neck, she
squinting at the taillights of the delivery vehicle disappearing
down the street.

She bent to scoop up the bouquet. With their
long stems bent and broken, and oozing sap, the creamy blooms
looked misshapen. Ugly. She shivered as she examined the ornate
card.

 


Thank you for helping James.

Yours sincerely,

Jonathan Woodford.

 


That was it—a stark statement of the facts
and a bouquet of lilies. He hadn’t even called to invite her to the
funeral! Not that she needed his permission to attend. She’d go
anyway for James. But was hurtful, a slap in the face when she’d
tried her utmost to save his father, and James had been her best
friend. And whatever issues might have existed between father and
son, James deserved better than a perfunctory death notice.

She stalked back inside, slamming the door
behind her. She consigned the lilies to the trash before she bent
over table to check the death notice again.

The date of the funeral finally registered in
her brain. December 23rd. That was today! She glanced at
her watch. Eight thirty in the morning. Good. Plenty of time to get
ready. And as she gingerly picked up the shards of broken crockery
and scrubbed tea stains from the wall, a satisfying rage filled the
emptiness inside her. She couldn’t wait to meet Jonathan Woodford
in person and give him a piece of her mind for neglecting his
father.

 


~~~

 


Rowan sat in a pew a few rows from the front
of the small church, glaring at Jonathan Woodford’s broad,
dark-suited back. His stiff, unbending posture taunted her. She’d
caught a brief glimpse of his face before the service had begun.
Expressionless, hard and uncaring. No surprises there. Her brain
teemed with cutting remarks that would shame him.

The elderly pastor was speaking about James.
Rowan tuned in to his eloquent words and learned things about James
she’d never known before. He’d been a volunteer at the hospital,
reading to the elderly and infirm. He visited sick children, too,
entertaining them by dressing as a clown and making balloon
animals. He worked part-time at the local animal shelter. And the
list went on.

She had been close friends with James, so how
had she not known about all these things he did for the community?
From the expressions of other mourners, she was not the only one
who hadn’t a clue about the extent of James’s zeal. She felt a
little better knowing the old man had obviously gone to great pains
to keep his volunteer work secret, but she wondered whether he
hadn’t been trying very hard to atone for something. Her ire slowly
ebbed and her view of his son softened. Perhaps Jonathan Woodford
had good reason to be estranged from his father.

At a signal from the pastor, Jonathan rose
from his seat and walked up to the podium. “I’d like to talk to you
about my father’s life,” he quietly told those assembled to
farewell James. “But unfortunately I can’t. Because you see, I
didn’t really know my father all that well. I left home shortly
after my mother died and we haven’t spoken to each other in years.
Our last words to each other were bitter, angry words. And I’m
sorry for that.

“Seeing all of you here today and listening
to Pastor Edwards talk of all the things my father did for people
in this town, makes me think he must have been a good man at heart.
I’m glad to know that. Anyway. Thank you all for coming. Those of
you who knew my father well are welcome to join me at the
gravesite. I think James would have liked that.”

It was eerily silent as he walked down the
aisle and out the door. Some mourners filed out and went back to
their busy pre-Christmas lives but a few headed around back of the
church to the graveyard. Rowan trailed along after them.

Jonathan didn’t utter another word as the
pastor finished the graveside service. Mourners offered their
condolences as he stood, head bowed, staring at the grave.
Uncomfortable with his lack of response, people slowly drifted away
until only Rowan was left.

“Jonathan.” She caught his attention with a
hand on his forearm. “I’m Rowan Havers—your father’s neighbor.”

He lifted his head and stared blankly at her.
“You’re the woman who called the medics.”

“Yes. James was with me when he had his heart
attack.”

“Thank you. I sent you flowers.”

“Yes. Your father was very kind to me,
Jonathan. I’d like you to know the sort of man he really was.”

His face twisted with bitterness. “He was a
paragon of virtue to everyone it seemed. Except me.”

“Look. I know you’re angry—”

“You don’t know anything about me, Ms
Havers.”

He pushed past her but she grabbed his arm
again. He rounded on her, furious as a cornered cat but before he
could react a familiar presence settled about her like a cloak. Her
knees buckled. “Ohhh!” she whispered, awed.

“What’s the matter?” Jonathan clutched her
arms to keep her upright, staring worriedly into her face.

“It’s James,” she whispered. “He’s here. He…
he wants to tell you something.”

His lips curled into an impressive sneer.
“God, you’re a real piece of work. I’ve just finished burying my
father and already you’re trying to bullshit me with nonsense about
his spirit hovering around his grave. What’s your game, eh, Ms
Havers? Spouting bogus messages from recently departed loved ones
to extort money from their bereaved relatives?” Furious, he
released her and she fell to her knees.

Rowan felt herself being shunted off to one
side as someone took over her body. “It wasn’t your fault, Jonno,”
that someone said through her lips.

Jonathan spun around. Shock had drained the
color from his face. His eyes darkened almost to black and they
bored into hers. “What did you say?”

“It wasn’t your fault your mother died,
Jonno. It was an accident. And it wasn’t your fault I was such a
crappy father, either. My heart was broken and I couldn’t bear to
look at you because you reminded me so much of Beth. I’m sorry,
son. You needed me and I should have tried harder to get over her
death and be the father you needed.”

Jonathan stared at Rowan like she’d sprouted
another head. “How are you doing this?” he demanded. “Do you have a
recording of my father’s voice hidden on you somewhere?”

“I don’t rightly know how this is happening,
Jonno, but it is. I’m being given the opportunity to make things
right between us. Your mother needs you to know the truth, too. So
would you please listen to what I have to say?”

Jonathan jerked as though he’d been slapped.
“Mom is there with you?”

“Of course she is. But I don’t know how long
I’ve got Rowan’s body, so shut the hell up and listen to me. But
first, help the poor girl to her feet. Your mother taught you
better manners than that, Jonno.”

Jonathan’s hands shook as he assisted Rowan
to her feet. He peered anxiously into her face. “Are you still in
there, Ms Havers? He’s not hurting you, is he?”

“Of course I’m not hurting her you nitwit!
Let’s go sit in that fancy car you rented. Wouldn’t want Rowan to
freeze her pretty little rear off.” James’s signature cackle issued
from Rowan’s lips.

Jonathan’s hand tightened on her arms, his
fingernails digging into her skin. “God. Dad… it really is
you!”

James made Rowan’s eyes roll comically.
“Figured you for a lot of things, son, but never figured you for
slow on the uptake. Let’s get going. She’s getting cold.”

 


~~~

 


Her eyelids fluttered open. A man’s face
loomed, his features indistinct and eerie, formed of light and
shadow. She gasped, pressing back against the pillows. And then she
blinked and he swam into focus and she recognized him.

Jonathan. Her tension ebbed. She glanced
around, narrowing her eyes to counteract the throbbing at the base
of her skull. She lay on the settee. In her own home—not that she
remembered how she’d gotten here.

“How are you feeling, Ms Havers? Are you
okay?”

She flopped a hand at him. “I’m fine. And
please, call me Rowan.” She struggled to sit, and the sudden
movement danced fuzzy black spots before her eyes.

His arm slipped about her back, easing her
slowly upright as though she were extremely fragile. “Can I get you
anything? Something for a headache, perhaps?”

She shook her head and then groaned as a
sharp pain spiked through the back of her eyelids.

He barked a soft laugh and pressed a couple
of pills into her hand. “Take these.”

Beyond protesting, she swallowed the pills,
grimacing at the bitter taste and washing them down with the glass
of water he handed her. She peered at him through slitted lids.
“Thanks. What happened? To me, I mean.”

“You passed out after Dad, uh, left. I
didn’t have a clue how I was going to explain what happened to a
doctor, so I drove you back here.” A slight flush painted his
cheekbones. “I found your door key in your purse. I hope you don’t
mind.”

She pasted on a smile. “Thank you. I’m very
grateful, really. I so don’t need another stint in hospital right
now.”

A muscle worked in his jaw. “You’ve been out
cold for long enough to worry the hell out of me. In fact, if you
hadn’t shown signs of coming to when you did, I was on the brink of
calling a doctor regardless. Does this sort of thing happen to you
often, Rowan?”

She swung her legs from the settee and
slumped forward, resting her elbows on her knees until her head
stopping swimming. At least the headache was almost bearable now.
“What time is it?”

“Late. Your dog’s outside by the way. I fed
her and figured it best to leave her out there. If you’re hungry
there’s some pizza left. I’ve already eaten.”

She climbed unsteadily to her feet, waving
him off when he moved to assist, and wobbled over to the window to
glance outside. Pitch black save for the mellow glow of
streetlights. She rested her head wearily against the window frame.
“What is the time exactly?”

“Half-ten.”

Holy heck. She’d lost half a day. Shaken, she
turned to face him—this man she’d met a scant few hours ago, and
had no idea whether she could trust. She should probably tell him
to go. But he was James’s son—the only link she had to her friend
now he’d gone. “I think you’d better tell me exactly what happened,
Jonathan. I’d really like to know, because I don’t remember
anything after I got into your car.” She was proud her voice didn’t
wobble or betray the extent of her distress.

He scratched his chin, his gaze sliding from
hers, delaying, debating what to tell her. “Do you want the long
story or the short one?”

She slid down the wall until her butt hit the
floor. She hugged her knees and fixed him with what she hoped was a
firm, take no prisoners stare. “Start with the short one and I’ll
let you know if it’s not good enough.”

He grinned, looking suddenly younger, and in
his face she could see echoes of the young man James might have
been. “The short story is Dad and I caught up on all the years we
missed.”

She waited for more but he only grinned some
more. “That’s it?”

“Yep. Thanks to you, we talked through years
of misunderstandings and hurt, and put it all behind us. Dad had an
awful lot to say. There’s no stopping him once he gets going.”
There was affection in his voice. And wonder.

“Sounds like the James I knew.” And loved. A
pang of loss gripped her heart. “We’d chat for hours. I miss him so
much.” Tears glistened in her eyes and she ducked her head.

“Thanks, Rowan. For everything.”

“I’m glad I could help you two
reconcile.”

“You never answered my question.”

“What question?” She knew very well what
question, though.

“Does this sort of thing happen to you
often?”

“No.” At least, not like this, she amended
silently.

“Look, I’ve got a plane to catch. You sure
you’re okay? I can catch a later flight tomorrow—”

“No, no.” God knew what the neighbors would
think if yet another man spent the night in her house. First Ryley,
then Dean, and now Jonathan….

Seeing the doubt flickering in his eyes she
tried to reassure him… and hoped he didn’t notice she was so
dog-tired she was slurring her words. “I’ll be fine. Promise.”

He picked up a box she hadn’t noticed before,
and held it out to her.

“What’s this?”

“Dad loved you, Rowan. You were his best
friend. He wanted you to have something to remember him by.”

She shuffled across the floor to take the box
from him and settled by the coffee table to open it. Inside,
carefully wrapped in tissue paper, was James’s favorite bone china
tea-set. Tears threatened the mask she’d donned so this
almost-stranger wouldn’t witness her losing it. “Thank you,” she
whispered. “This means the world to me.”

“You’re welcome, Rowan. Thanks to you I got
my dad back, even if it was only for a few hours. He made me
promise to dig it out of the cupboard and give it to you—insisted
he’d haunt me for the rest of my days if I didn’t.” His gaze turned
sheepish. “I whipped out to get it while you were out cold on the
settee. Didn’t want Dad’s ghost getting any ideas.”

Rowan giggled. “I imagine he’d take great
delight in haunting you, too, the old devil.”

Jonathan’s answering smile gleamed. “He’d
kept a family photo album, did you know that, Rowan? He told me
where to find it. It’s full of photos of him and Mom. They looked
so happy together. I’d forgotten how much they loved each other.
There’s photos of me, too. As a baby, right through to my teens. He
really did care about me to keep that for so many years. So many
memories. It’s a priceless gift.”

“I’m glad.”

“Yeah, me too. I’ve got to go or I’ll miss my
flight. I’ll be back to sort out things with the house so I’ll see
you then, Rowan. Take care.”

“You, too.” She pushed to her feet and
followed him to the door, waving as he drove off. And when his
rental turned the corner and disappeared from view, she locked the
door and dragged herself into the kitchen. The leftover pizza
didn’t look all that appetizing but she munched on a slice as she
called Laptop inside.

The dog barreled through the back door and
head-butted Rowan’s hip, nudging her forward. “Hey!”

Laptop nudged her again. “All right, all
right. I get it, okay? I was going to bed anyway, you pushy canine
creature.”

Obediently she staggered to the bedroom,
pulled off her funeral clothes and crawled into bed without
bothering to brush her teeth or wash off her makeup. But when she
closed her eyes her mind turned in circles, denying her the sleep
she craved. Would the hours when James’s spirit had possessed her
body forever remain a blank? Would she eventually recall bits and
pieces of the things he’d confessed to his son, or would it forever
be a secret shared between father and son?

Losing a few hours from her life had been
worth it, she decided. And her reward had been to witness firsthand
the difference it had made to Jonathan. A smile curved her lips as
sleep pounced and took her under.

 


~~~

 


Rowan thrashed her limbs, tangling herself in
the bedclothes. She whimpered a protest but it was too late. The
familiar dreamscape beckoned, a shimmering nightmare waiting to
suck her in and drag her down. She fled, arms and legs pumping, but
the harder she ran, the closer it loomed. She was on a treadmill to
nowhere. She couldn’t get off until the nightmare had run its
course. Breathless and defeated, she gave in to the inevitable and
skidded to a halt, waiting for the horror to engulf her.

Her surroundings morphed and then she stood
at the entrance to her house, her hand outstretched to unlock the
door. Foreknowledge settled around her, smothering and heavy. She
snatched her hand back. Something awful had happened. She knew
it.

She waited for the familiar dread to consume
her. But this dream was different from the others. Suddenly Rowan
understood that what waited for her inside was immutable. Nothing
she could do, nothing she could say, would change the outcome. She
had to confront it, accept it, find a way to live with it, and then
she’d be free.

She pushed open the door. The instant she
stepped over the threshold the darkness subtly lightened. She
headed for her bedroom, bracing herself for what she knew awaited
her.

He lay on their bed. His eyes were closed,
his beloved face serene. His hands were clasped across his stomach.
This time there was no blood staining his chest, no blood soaking
the mattress beneath him. He appeared to be merely sleeping, but
she knew the truth. He was dead. And her soul throbbed with renewed
loss and a heartache that was almost too much to bear.

She walked to the bedside and stood staring
down at him. “Why did you do it, Harrison? Why did you kill
yourself? We could have had a few more precious months together.
Didn’t you love me enough to want to fight for more time? Please,
tell me why. I need to understand.”

He opened his eyes and smiled up at her,
lovingly. “Rowan, darling, it was never that I didn’t love you
enough. I loved you too much. I was scared and in terrible pain and
I didn’t want you to suffer too. I knew you’d fight until the
bitter end, but I knew I couldn’t. I didn’t want your last memory
to be me begging you to end my life. I’m sorry, Rowan. I never
meant to hurt you so badly.”

She crumpled, wracked with gut-wrenching
sobs. “Oh, Harrison. I’m so sorry. I loved you so much but I’ve
been blaming you for dying—hating you. Can you ever forgive
me?”

He rose from the bed to gather her into his
arms. “Baby, please don’t cry. I love you. I’ll always love you.
Nothing you do will change that. Not even death can change that.
There’s nothing to forgive. I hated leaving you but it was my
choice to die. It’s not your fault, Rowan. It’s not your fault.
It’s not your fault—”

IT’S NOT MY FAULT!

She bolted upright, her heart pounding, the
room resounding with echoes of a scream. Her scream.

Slowly she eased herself back onto the
mattress. Her dream…. It had been so incredibly vivid. Even now she
would swear Harrison was close, watching her. Had it been real? Had
she really spoken to her dead husband? She didn’t know. Maybe she’d
never know. But somehow her spirit felt lighter, as though a huge
weight had lifted. Somehow she knew she’d never suffer that
nightmare again.

Tears wet her cheeks, but they were healthy
tears. Gone was the suppressed rage and guilt that had dogged her
since her husband’s suicide. She accepted the past and the role she
had played. She had loved her husband. She mourned his death but
was comforted by her memories of the life they had shared.

Harrison could rest in peace now. And so
could she.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Fourteen




It was Christmas Eve, and a Saturday. She
sooo could have justified sleeping in. Instead, it was barely eight
and she was already at work. The early start appeased her guilt
over losing a day. Taking a few hours off to attend the funeral of
a close friend was one thing, but going AWOL the entire day was
quite another. She was certain Ryley would understand about James…
and James’s son. But it felt like she was taking advantage. She was
still Ryley’s employee, after all.

She spent the morning inputting the remaining
records into the database. Then she occupied herself by
reorganizing the filing cabinet, and giving the office a quick
tidy. There—nothing else she could think of that needed doing.
Satisfied, she surveyed her domain. At least when Ryley got back
tomorrow she wouldn’t feel like she had to justify the healthy wage
he was paying her.

Tomorrow. Christmas Day. She wondered how he
was faring—wherever he was. And hoped he’d be able to keep his
promise to get back to Seaview in time to celebrate. With James
gone Christmas Day threatened to be a lonely affair. But Rowan knew
not to hope too much. People couldn’t always keep their promises
and Ryley’s family should come first.

Her thoughts drifted to the brightly striped
scarf and the wool-lined deep burgundy leather gloves she’d bought
for James and hidden in a drawer back home. He’d not approve of the
gift going to waste but the gloves were man-sized and she couldn’t
bear the thought of keeping them. The pain of losing James was
still too raw.

A light-bulb moment. She’d give them to Dean.
She’d intended to buy him a gift, anyway. He worked hard for those
kids. He deserved a treat from Santa. She’d grab the gift and head
up to the Home and leave it under the tree.

And with any luck she wouldn’t run into him.
Because God save her from protective males. She suspected he was in
cahoots with Steve Kearney, the doctor who’d attended her, and she
wouldn’t put it past the two of them to start snooping into her
past. And then would come the questions and demands for answers she
wasn’t willing to give. She couldn’t cope with that right now. Best
to sneak Dean’s gift under the tree and do a disappearing act.

She whistled for Laptop and with a last
glance around the office, locked the door behind her. The crystal
clear morning had fulfilled its promise of a glorious winter day.
Her breath huffed out, wisps of warm air hovering and then
dispersing like so many ghostly serpents. Rowan thrust her hands
into her coat pockets, wishing she’d thought to grab a pair of
gloves when she set off this morning. She walked briskly—not that
she had a choice if she wanted to keep up with Laptop—and by the
time she arrived home she was flushed and warm from the
exercise.

Once inside, she unearthed the gift from its
hiding place in her drawer. A wistful smile curved her lips. She’d
learned never to leave James’s Christmas gift out in the open—he’d
been the type to squeeze and shake it, crumpling the wrapping in an
effort to guess the contents. A search of the cupboard where she
kept odd wrapping paper and cards turned up some gift tags, and she
scribbled a quick note to Dean on one before switching out the tag
on the gift. With the parcel in a carry-bag she headed outside into
the cold again.

At the Children’s Home she stopped off at
reception to sign in. The receptionist was munching on a ham on rye
from the local deli and the aroma of her takeaway cup of hot
chocolate made Rowan’s mouth water. She suddenly realized she’d
forgotten to eat lunch. Again. And as she headed into the Rec Room
with Laptop on her heels, she debated dashing down to the Home’s
lunchroom to grab a snack from the vending machine on the way out.
Better not. Too close to lunchtime. Too much chance of running
into—

Ah crap. She plastered a smile on her face.
“Hi, Dean. Merry Christmas Eve.”

“Same to you with bells on.” He gave her one
of those critical once-overs that doctors were so skilled at—the
kind that made your blood pressure spike and your stomach squirm.
“You’re looking good. Everything okay?”

“Of course.”

“Can I help you with something?” He gestured
to her carry-bag. “Not more decorations, I hope. The tree’s already
loaded and if we hang one more decoration it’ll probably topple
over.”

“Just a last-minute delivery from Santa.” She
knelt and fumbled in the bag, drawing out the gift and shoving it
amongst the pile already littering the ground beneath the tree.

He cocked his head, staring down at her
thoughtfully. “That wouldn’t happen to be for me, would it?”

“Yes. I, um, thought you deserved a thank-you
for all the long hours you put in with the kids.”

The corners of his eyes crinkled as he smiled
down at her. “That’s really sweet of you. A little reindeer tells
me there’s one in that pile that might interest you, too, Rowan.”
He hunkered down and snagged a large parcel gift-wrapped in cherry
red with a bright green bow. “Here.” He dumped it in her arms. “I’d
love for you to open it now, if you wouldn’t mind.”

Her face flamed. Oh no. She hadn’t been
giving off those kind of vibes, had she? “Dean, you didn’t need to
do this. I mean we’re just—”

“Friends? Chill, Rowan. I already know you’ve
got a thing for your boss. Besides,” he grinned at her mortified
expression, “it’s not exactly for you.”

Rowan pulled off the wrapping and discovered
a very fancy dog blanket and an even more fancy leather dog collar.
“Oh my! These are so great. Thanks, Dean. You’re a sweetheart!” She
gave him a hug and kissed his cheek.

He clapped a hand over his cheek and
pretended to swoon. “I’m never washing this side of my face
again.”

She batted his arm. “Idiot.”

He laughed. “Yeah. Now where’s that dog of
yours? I want to see her model her new collar.”

Rowan glanced around the room. Laptop was
nowhere to be seen. She heaved a sigh. “Dratted creature’s taken
off again.”

“At least this time we know where to look
first,” he said.

“The swimming pool? Oh God, you’re right.
She’s probably hoping to join another session.”

On the way to the pool complex they bumped
into Leesa. The physiotherapist’s face was creased with worry.
“Hey, Rowan. Dean, have you seen the key for the pool gates? I’m
due for a session with Vin shortly but I can’t find it
anywhere.”

“What’s the bet Vin’s lifted it.” Dean’s tone
was clipped and no-nonsense. “Rowan can’t find Laptop so I wouldn’t
be surprised if Vin’s snuck into the pool complex with her.”

“He won’t know the PIN number for the doors
into the complex though,” Leesa said.

“Wouldn’t bet on it. He’s probably watched
you input the code at least half a dozen times.”

“He’s a good kid—he wouldn’t sneak in without
me,” Leesa said, but the way she clutched Dean’s arm screamed
doubt. “He knows how important it is to have adult super—”

The loud canine howl raised the fine hairs on
the nape of Rowan’s neck. “Laptop!” As she took off at a run she
felt a pull deep in her gut. The sensation spread and intensified
until it felt as though her essence—her soul—was being called from
her body. She didn’t bother to analyze it. She ran, pumping her
arms, her boots echoing loudly on the linoleum. Her stomach muscles
clenched so tightly they ached with the effort to keep herself
whole, to not let go and drift out of her body. Not yet. Not until
she knew who—

A tiny tendril of something hauntingly
familiar batted her mind. Recognition smacked her. It was Vin. He
was too weak to make a psychic connection and he began to fade.

No! Rowan grabbed for him but he slipped away
from her. She skidded to a halt in front of the door to the pool
complex and gathered herself, shouldering through it with such
force it smacked against the wall and the glass cracked. Laptop’s
howls segued into sharp barks of distress. Rowan summed up the
situation in a millisecond and exploded into motion. Without
hesitating she sprinted to the edge of the pool and dove in,
slicing down through the water.

Dean and Leesa entered the pool complex just
in time to see her hauling the limp boy up the stairs.

“Fuck! It’s Vin, Leesa. It’s Vin!” Dean
splashed down the stairs to pluck the boy from her arms. He laid
Vin on the edge of the pool and quickly checked him over. He
glanced at Rowan, his face a mask of grief, before the doctor in
him shoved emotions aside and took over. He bent over the boy to
begin mouth-to-mouth while Leesa started chest compressions.

Rowan crawled up the remaining stairs. Water
sheeted from her clothes as she stood, watching Dean and Leesa work
on Vin. They knew what they were doing. If anyone could bring the
boy back, they could.

Laptop was still barking frantically,
bounding up and down one side of the pool. Rowan watched the boy’s
pale, thin body, jerking beneath each rhythmic push of Leesa’s
hands. Too late. She’d been too late. He’d been underwater too
long.

“Rowan. Rowan!” Dean’s desperate voice cut
through Rowan’s daze. “Call our Emergency Team. There’s a phone by
the door. Just pick it up and tell whoever answers what’s
happened.”

“It’s too late, Dean. You know it is.” Leesa
sat back on her heels, wiping tears from her face. “He’s gone. He’s
been under too long. If we do bring him back, he’ll likely be
terribly brain-damaged.”

“Don’t you say that!” Dean spat in between a
set of breaths. “Don’t you give up yet, Lees. Don’t you dare! Vin’s
a fighter. Stop talking and keep his heart beating for him, damn
you!”

Leesa did as she was told but Rowan read the
expression on her face. She believed only a miracle would save Vin
now.

Rowan stared down at the boy, searching with
more than her physical sight.

Dean glanced up. “Call the fucking Emergency
Team!” he screamed at her. “What the hell’s wrong with you?”

“I think I can help Vin,” she said. “You have
to trust me, okay? But whatever happens to me, don’t stop working
on him. Don’t give up on him—either of you.” She pinned first Dean
and then Leesa with a hard stare. “Whatever happens.”

Dean puffed into Vin’s mouth, watched his
chest rise, and then looked up again. He held her gaze and then
nodded tersely. “Do it, Rowan. Whatever it takes, just do it. Bring
him back.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“What’s she talking about, Dean?”

He puffed another breath into Vin’s mouth.
“You don’t have to understand it Lees. Just keep up with those
compressions and let her do… whatever the hell she’s gonna do.”
Another breath. “And if you believe in God, pray.”

Rowan lay down on the cold tiles next to Vin.
Better that than passing out and hurting herself. She closed her
eyes.

From the corner of her eye Leesa watched
Rowan’s breathing become slower and more shallow, until her chest
barely seemed to rise.

What the—? She opened her mouth to tell Dean
this was BS but then Rowan gave a shuddering gasp that made Leesa’s
blood chill. She went completely limp. Even her facial muscles were
lax. It was like all the life had drained out of her. Shit! This
was so not good. “Dean—?”

“Don’t touch her!”

Leesa recoiled, shocked by his vehemence, the
barely controlled panic in his voice.

“Didn’t you hear what she said? I know this
is gonna sound like a crock of shit, Lees, but Rowan’s got some
weird kind of psychic abilities. We think she’s kept someone alive
before when they crashed. Godammit, she’s Vin’s best shot. So keep
working on him and let her try!”

Leesa locked gazes with him, willing him to
let her check on Rowan. But he wouldn’t back down. His eyes shone
with so much desperation and hope that Leesa gave in, and continued
the chest compressions.

Rowan’s dog quit barking and sidled up to
lick Leesa’s face. Then, to Leesa’s surprise, Laptop lay down next
to Rowan, head resting on her paws. The dog’s gaze never left
Rowan’s face.

“I hope y’all know what you’re doing, dog,”
Leesa muttered.

 


~~~

 


Rowan was inside Vin’s mind and his body. It
was different than it had been with James. She didn’t need to work
on Vin’s physical body, trusting Leesa and Dean were doing that for
her. She glimpsed a quiver of movement, a silvery-tinged mass
streaming upward. Vin’s soul? No! She lunged for it…. And,
miraculously caught it and enfolded it with her own essence,
protecting it, preventing it from leaving his body.

Vin, Vin! Don’t leave yet, let me help you!
Live, Vin!

A faint echo of his voice reached her.
Who’re you?

I’m Rowan.

The lady who owns Laptop— Hey, whachya doing
inside me?

You’re dying, Vin. You drowned. Dean and
Leesa are trying to bring you back but you don’t seem to want to
help them. Don’t you want to live?

Dunno. I haven’t had a great life so far. And
when I’m fixed they’ll send me back to my mom. I don’t want to go
back. Why won’t you let me go?

What could she possibly say to make him want
to live? And did she have the right to interfere? But Dean
desperately wanted Vin to live. There was someone who cared for
him—that had to count for something, right? And then she remembered
Dean talking about his own childhood.

You know, Dean had a pretty shitty childhood,
too, Vin. You’ve got a lot in common.

Doctor Dean? What happened to him?

His Dad used to hit him. Once he hurt Dean so
bad he ended up in hospital.

That sucks. My mom’s sick. She takes
drugs—that’s why she locks me up. And stuff. I… I don’t think she’d
do it if she was well.

Sounds like she needs your help.

She won’t let anyone help.

Dean became a doctor so he could help kids
like him. And kids like you, Vin. I wonder what you might have
ended up being when you grew up? She could sense hesitation and
milked it for all it was worth. You might have made a real
difference—helped people who need help, you know? Guess we’ll never
know.

Wish I could talk to Doctor Dean.

I can help you come back if you want—so you
can talk to him.

Silence. And then a faintly murmured,
Okay.

She released Vin’s soul. And as Dean’s
breaths pushed oxygen into Vin’s lungs and Leesa’s strong hands
forced his heart to beat and circulate blood through his body,
Rowan coaxed his essence through his lifeless body. When she sensed
it was firmly anchored, she spoke to him again. Now let me go,
Vin. Push me out of you. She felt an answering surge.

I can’t, Rowan. I’m too tired.

You can do it. Gather yourself around me and
shove really hard. You don’t want me to be stuck inside you
forever, do you?

Eww! That’d be too weird.

Exactly my point. Ready, Vin? One… two…
three….

“Huuuhhh!” Rowan gasped, filling her lungs.
Her head lolled to the side and she opened her eyes.

Leesa’s mouth widened into a startled O.

Dean stared down at her, his face twisted
with anguish. He was speaking, but it was like she was underwater
and she couldn’t understand a word he was saying.

She felt slow and sluggish. The effort it
took to form words was enormous. “Leave Vin alone now, Dean.” Damn.
She couldn’t hear what she was saying, either, and she
wondered whether she’d burst her eardrums. Or damaged something
deep inside her brain. She coughed to clear her throat, and hoped
they would be able to understand her. “I think he wants to live
now, but it’s up to him. We can’t make the choice for him.”

Leesa backed off but Dean hovered close,
fists rhythmically clenching and unclenching. And then his gaze
flicked to Vin and hope lit his face. Something was happening.

Rowan focused on Vin and watched as his chest
rose and fell once. Twice. Three times… and he was breathing
regularly, strongly. His eyelids fluttered open. He blinked, gaze
focusing on their worried faces. And then he glanced over at Rowan
and said something that had Leesa blinking back tears and Dean
gathering the boy into his arms.

Leesa helped Rowan sit up. Her face split
into a wide grin. She started speaking but her words came and went,
like Rowan was in some sound-proofed box and the lid was being
opened and closed. “Vin said… No idea how you… Vin’s gonna be…
saved him, Rowan!”

She waggled her jaw experimentally, trying to
clear her ears. “I can’t hear you,” she said, pointing at her ears
and shaking her head.

Dean’s chin jerked around, as if reacting to
some loud noise. He glanced quickly back at Rowan, his expression
stricken. “Ah shit,” he said, and she read his lips loud and
clear.

Leesa’s smile dimmed. With a hand that shook
ever so slightly she pointed, and Rowan twisted to follow the
direction of her finger. Peering through her dripping hair she
spotted a dozen people who had gathered inside the pool complex.
From the equipment they were touting a couple of them had to be the
Home’s ET medics. God only knew who the others were but the stunned
looks on everyone’s faces doubtless mirrored her own.

Oh no. She had that sinking feeling again.
This was so not good.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Fifteen




This was not how she’d imagined spending
Christmas Eve. Through the glass wall of the office, Rowan watched
Dean confronting Leesa, his stance I’m-not-giving-an-inch
belligerent. Although he towered over her, Leesa was waving a
finger under his nose and snarling. Richard Meeks, the Home’s
managing director, waved his hands in placatory gestures. It was
like watching a silent movie, and it would have been comical except
that Rowan knew she was the hot topic under discussion. And
Vin. Not to mention how best to handle the inevitable fallout over
the public learning about Vin’s near-drowning.

Her stomach turned another impressive
somersault and she hunched deeper into the chair, pulling Laptop’s
new doggy blanket more snugly around her. She briefly considered
making a run for it. Legally no one could stop her leaving. But
Dean would come looking for her. And disappearing might only make
things worse.

It was damn frustrating not to be able to
hear her fate decided, though. Her ears were still blocked, leaving
her practically deaf. She gave up watching the drama to shake her
head from side to side, wiggling a finger in each ear passage,
waggling her lower jaw. She screwed up her face in concentration,
and then it was as though something flowered in her mind. It
unfolded, bloomed, and a burst of energy sang through her veins,
faded… leaving a gentle tingling warmth in its wake.

“You look like you’re having fun.”

She jumped, one hand going to her heart, and
glanced up to see Dean watching her from the doorway of the office.
Okay. Whatever she’d done it had worked. She could hear again.

“Boss wants to talk to you if you’re up for
it,” he said.

“Sure.” Not.

“Can you hear okay now?” He waited for her
confirming nod. “Good. Laptop’s with Vin, by the way. Won’t leave
him. She planted herself on his bed and refuses to budge.”

“Sorry about that. But she’s only doing what
I told her to do.” Rowan paused, nibbling her lower lip. “Vin’s
doing okay?”

“We’ve gone over every inch of him with a
fine-toothed comb. He’s fine. You coming in?”

She threw back her shoulders and tried to
summon some dignity… pretty much a lost cause while wrapped in a
dog blanket and wearing a hideously patterned sweater that hit her
mid-thigh and a pair of woolly socks with Jingle Bell patterns. Her
own clothes were, hopefully, being run through a dryer.

Studiously ignoring Dean’s grin at the
absurdity of her attire, she swept past him, into the office, and
held her hand out to the man behind the desk. “We haven’t
officially met. I’m Rowan Havers.”

He pumped her hand. “Richard Meeks. Nice to
meet you, Rowan. I understand you’ve been having trouble with your
hearing since you took an unplanned dip in our pool. Has your
hearing improved yet? Can we get you a hot drink? Coffee? Hot
chocolate?”

Richard was making every effort to seem
amiable but his blue eyes were shrewd and assessing. A man to watch
out for. “My hearing is fine now,” she said. “And thanks but no
thanks re the hot drink. What I really want, Richard, is to know
whether you’re going to keep this mess under wraps.”

His expression switched from open and
pleasant to sharply businesslike in a microsecond. “I think it’s a
little late for that, Rowan. Take a seat. You look like you need
one.”

She bristled at his tone and stubbornly
remained standing. “I’m not one of your employees. If you’ve
already made your decision, I don’t believe there’s anything to
discuss.”

“If you aren’t worried as hell about how I’m
going to handle this “mess” as you called it, then why are you
still here? Why don’t you just take your dog and go home?”

She sucked in a breath through clenched teeth
and when she exhaled, she made an effort to relax. “Look, Richard,
I don’t know what you’ve been told about the incident but it’s
simple. I pulled Vin out of the pool. Dean and Leesa revived him.
End of story.”

“Really.” His eyes were hooded, revealing
nothing as she scanned his face.

“Yes. Really.”

“Show her.” He handed Dean a remote control
before swiveling his chair to face a small TV nestled amid
book-lined shelving.

Oh no. She didn’t like the sound of this.
“Show me what?”

Dean punched a button and the TV screen
flared, showing a large frantic dog, a small body at the bottom of
the pool, and the blurred figure of someone racing through the
door.

Rowan watched herself dive into the pool. Her
knees wobbled. She didn’t protest when Leesa wheeled over a chair
and nudged the back of her knees. Nor when Dean pressed her
shoulder, urging her to sit. She could only stare at the
all-too-recognizable image of herself. “Is… is there sound? Can
you—?” Oh God. Please let it be video feed only.

“Hear what was said?” Richard supplied. “Yes.
Everything. We have video surveillance in all areas. We help kids,
Rowan. Abused and disturbed kids. Sometimes the only way we can
deal with them is if they bond one-on-one with a staff member. This
level of surveillance might seem extreme but it’s protection for my
staff as well as the kids. We can’t afford even rumors of
inappropriate behavior.”

Rowan dragged her gaze from the TV. “So
there’s some recorded footage of me helping Vin. So what? Destroy
it, Richard. Wipe it. Just get rid of it. No one needs to know I
had anything to do with Vin’s recovery.” She barked a pained laugh
through a throat that felt raw and tight. “No one would believe
what happened, anyway.”

“Vin does,” Richard said quietly. “He made
that quite clear on the video. And I do, too.”

She blinked at him. “You do?”

He nodded and his demeanor changed as he
sloughed off the businesslike persona to give her a glimpse of the
real Richard.

She examined his face, gauging his sincerity,
his apparently implicit belief in her strange abilities. “That does
surprise me,” she said. “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to dismiss
Vin as a kid with a vivid imagination, and me as a flake?”

He faced her over his desk, his expression
stern and uncompromising. “Look, Rowan, I’m grateful Vin’s life was
saved. However it happened and whoever was responsible, I’m
incredibly grateful. And I do believe in higher powers. Hell, we’re
watching a replay of one at work right now. But the issue isn’t
what I personally believe. That doesn’t matter in the slightest at
this moment. What does, is that a bunch of other people believe
something magical happened in that pool complex today.”

He leaned back in his chair and rubbed his
chin. “The person who brought this video footage to my attention
believes you can bring people back from the dead. He believes so
fervently, in fact, he begged me to confirm what he’d seen. Damned
if he didn’t have tears in his eyes when he replayed the footage,
Rowan. His face was so full of wonder when Vin opened his eyes and
spoke, you’d think he’d gotten a visit from Santa Claus himself.
Lucky for us he didn’t make a copy of this footage and try to sell
it. Or upload it to YouTube. Or send it to the newspapers.”

Rowan hoped she’d hidden her horror and panic
at those ideas. She moistened her lips with the tip of her
tongue. “So what? He’s only one person. Ask him not to say
anything. Hell, I’ll plead with him myself. This doesn’t need to go
any further. Destroy the footage. If no one says anything, the
rumors will die a natural death.”

He sighed. “You’re being extremely naïve,
Rowan. Don’t you believe in Christmas miracles?”

She wrinkled her nose, confused. “What’s that
got to do with anything?”

“Take a look out the window.”

“Why?”

“Just do what he says, Rowan.”

Dean’s tone struck her as being laden with…
with… pity? He grasped her wrist and tugged her from the chair.
With one hand on her shoulder he steered her toward the window. A
yank of a cord and the vertical blinds swept back.

The inoffensive lighting of the office was
suddenly overwhelmed by harsh flashing lights that knifed through
Rowan’s eyes. She gazed transfixed at a large media van and a crowd
of people milling aimlessly around the grounds outside the
Home.

“Despite my efforts to keep this quiet
someone’s already called the media.” Richard’s voice sounded very
far away, like a voice from a dream. “We live in a small town,
Rowan. Nothing much happens in Seaview. You and Vin are big news.
You might even say you’re our town’s Christmas miracle.”

Oh God. “What am I going to do?” Rowan
stumbled back to her chair.

Dean closed the blinds and stalked back to
flick off the TV. He tossed the remote onto Richard’s desk. “Even
if we wiped the footage right now, it’s too late,” he said. “Those
vultures out there,” he flicked a hand at the window, “can sniff a
story a mile away. The Home doesn’t need this sort of publicity. We
do good work here. We help kids. But the last thing we need is
media hounds sniffing around, reporting God-only-knows-what kind of
BS.”

“You must understand, Rowan,” Richard said
gently, “to a degree we’re autonomous but the legacy of Romana
Delamore, the young woman who donated this building and set up the
trust that led to the establishment of this Home, isn’t bottomless.
If we come under the spotlight and garner negative publicity our
outside funding sources might dry up. Times are tough. If we get
dragged into a media circus it’s the kids who would suffer.”

She felt battered and bruised both mentally
and physically. “I’m sorry, all right? When I jumped in the pool to
save Vin and then grabbed his soul before it could leave his body
and convinced him to want to live again, I wasn’t thinking about
how it would affect your funding.”

Richard had the grace to wince at her acerbic
tone. Dean lowered his gaze. Leesa placed a gentle hand on her arm.
“Rowan, we’re not as mercenary as it sounds. What they’ve neglected
to emphasize is we’re all in this together. We’ve been discussing
how to handle the rumors without bringing media attention down on
you, Vin, and the Home. We think we’ve come up with a
plan.”

Hope sparked in her heart. “Yes?”

“We’re going to face them head on and— Uh
uh!” She waved a finger under Rowan’s nose. “Don’t get that hunted
look on your face. Just listen, please? We’re going to play it like
Dean and I were drilling Vin in water-safety. Vin thought it’d be
fun to pretend like he was really drowning, so he dove down
to the bottom of the pool and Laptop got all upset. Of course you
didn’t know any of this, so when you came looking for your missing
dog, you thought it was real and jumped in to save him. After you
hauled him out, you fainted from the stress and shock.”

“You seriously think that story’s going to
wash?” A laugh bubbled in her throat.

“It’d better. It’s all we can think of.”

The laugh burst from her mouth and she
couldn’t stop it. She wiped tears from her face with the back of
her hands but they kept streaming from her eyes.

Richard quirked an eyebrow at her and then
sighed and handed her a box of tissues. “Take her to a private room
and sort her out, you two. If we want to make this all go away our
star guest needs to be calm and lucid before she makes her
appearance. Get to it. And for God’s sake, if her clothes aren’t
dry yet, make sure you find her a sweater that doesn’t make my eyes
bleed. Pants would be good, too. She’s got far too much bare skin
showing.”

Dean rubbed his chin, his gaze raking Rowan
from head to toe. “Could work to our advantage, Richard. If they’re
all ogling her legs, they won’t be paying attention to what we’re
saying.”

Rowan stopped laughing. “You wouldn’t. It’s
freezing out there!”

“Don’t tempt me,” Richard said. “Now go away,
all of you. I have a public announcement to script and a
drug-addled parent to deal with.”

As Dean escorted Rowan from the office with
one hand beneath her elbow, she heard him mutter, “If there was any
justice in this world, Vin’s mother would be locked up in rehab
right now instead of trying to extort money from the people who’re
helping her kid.”

“What a piece of work!” Rowan said,
appalled.

“Yep. She’s that all right.”

 


~~~

 


She was bundled up against the chill and a
stream of warm air from the car heater blasted over her. But she
still felt chilled to the bone. And so tired her muscles were like
Jell-O. She couldn’t wait to get home and fall into bed and shut
out the world. Her head throbbed. Her eyes ached. And her brain
replayed the scripted words she’d stuttered for the reporters over
and over again until she wanted to scream.

She turned to the man driving the car. “I
don’t suppose you have some painkillers on you? You know, being a
doctor and all.”

“Got something better.” Dean lifted one hand
from the steering wheel to pat his pocket. “I had a feeling you’d
be needing these—you can have one after we get you home.”

She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Do you
think they believed us?”

He knew exactly who she meant. “After
Richard’s performance? It’s now a non-story—hence why they packed
up and went home to celebrate Christmas Eve. You might get some
enthusiastic young thing knocking on your door trolling for another
angle but so long as you stick to our story, they should lose
interest pretty quickly.”

“I sure hope so.”

He slanted her an assessing glance. “Richard
was pretty convincing. He’s smooth under pressure. He made it seem
routine stuff—merely a misunderstanding blown out of all
proportion. He won’t let anyone get to Vin, you can be sure of
that. And I’ll have a talk to the boy tomorrow. He’s a good kid.
Once he realizes how important it is to keep quiet for your sake,
he’ll zip his lips. Quit worrying, Rowan. It’s Christmas Eve.”

She willed her tightly wound muscles to
uncoil. “Thanks, Dean. You’ve been a really good friend, you know
that?”

He shot her a grin before concentrating on
the road ahead again. That grin had been full of good-natured
affection and it took the edge off her worries.

“Here we are. Home all safe and sound. Well,
safe anyway. Sound is a matter of opinion.”

“Oh, ha ha. Very funny.” She managed a wan
smile. “I could always plead unsound mind if anyone comes snooping
around for a story.”

“I can see the headlines now.”

She shuddered. “Yeah, you’re probably
right.”

Dean walked her to the front door, unlocking
it and ushering her inside before heading back to the car to fetch
Laptop. Rowan switched on the lights and gasped a girly, “Eeep!”
Her heart beat so loudly it was deafening, and for an instant her
vision washed in a golden haze of relief and joy.

He rose from the armchair he’d been slouched
in. “Merry Christmas Eve, sweetling.”

He’d made it back just as he’d promised. She
stared into his eyes, drowning in the reality of him, and all the
super-intense, entirely inappropriate feelings she’d been suffering
abruptly flooded back. It was too much to cope with on top of
everything else. She flung herself into his arms and collapsed
against his chest.

Ryley gathered her close just as Laptop
careened through the doorway towing Dean behind her.

“Ah, you’re back,” Dean said. “Excellent
timing. She really needs you right now. She’s had a rough time
while you’ve been gone.”

Laptop whimpered and nosed Ryley’s thigh,
demanding attention. He gently pushed her away. “Later, girl, I
promise. Okay?” The Malamute whined and then jumped up on the
vacated armchair and curled up to await her turn.

Dean laughed, but it sounded forced. “After
what I’ve witnessed today it wouldn’t surprise me at all if you
could talk to animals.”

He turned his gaze on Dean. “Why is Rowan so
upset?”

Somehow the man managed to shake off Ryley’s
compulsion to spill his guts and confess all. Interesting.

“Don’t glare at me,” Dean said. “It’s nothing
I’ve done, and anyway, now’s not the time. You’re supposed to be
her boyfriend or something, right? She’s exhausted. So go put her
to bed before she passes out. Here.” He tossed Ryley a pill bottle.
“Give her one of these when you’ve settled her in for the night.
It’ll knock her out so she can get some rest.”

Ryley checked the label of the bottle and
frowned. “She won’t need them. Thanks anyway.” He flipped the
bottle back to Dean, and stood with Rowan in his arms. “Back soon.
Don’t go anywhere.”

Dean gave him a terse nod and Ryley headed
for Rowan’s bedroom.

She sat slumped on the edge of her bed,
trusting as a child while he stripped off her clothes, gently wiped
the tears from her cheeks with a damp washcloth, and banished her
headache with a healing wash of energy. He tucked her between
sheets warmed with his Sehani power, and pulled the covers up over
her shoulders. Her eyelids drooped but she was struggling to stay
awake.

“It’s all right, Rowan. I’m here now. Sleep.”
He sat beside her, holding her hand as she sank into sleep. A probe
of her mind told him most of what he wanted—needed—to know. The
rest he’d get from Dean.

She moaned, eyelids fluttering, unconsciously
protesting his invasion of her privacy. Smoothing a lock of hair
back from her face, he placed a hand on her brow and eased her back
to sleep.

He’s here now. He’s back for Christmas,
like he promised. I’ve missed him so much… but everything will be
all right now. He read the thoughts clearly from her mind. They
hit him like punches aimed straight for his heart. He rose and
stared down at her, hating the choice that had been forced on him.
His hands clenched into fists as he quietly left the room.

When he’d gotten the full story about Rowan’s
neighbor and the drowning incident out of Dean he sent the man on
his way with a promise to stick around for Rowan “or else”. He
headed back to Rowan’s bedroom. He shucked his clothes and crawled
beneath the covers with her. She murmured something he didn’t catch
and turned toward him, seeking comfort. He gathered her into his
arms and held her close, watching over her dreams throughout the
long, sleepless night.

All too soon dawn’s tentative light crept
through the curtains to herald Christmas Day. But instead of gifts
and joy, it brought with it the weight of responsibilities and the
promise of soul-deep loss. He couldn’t stay with the woman he
loved. Today he was going to have to tell Rowan he was leaving her.
Forever.

 


~~~

 


“Wake up, sleepyhead.”

The curtains swooshed back and light dappled
her closed eyelids. Rowan blinked owlishly until her eyesight
adjusted. And then she focused on the man standing beside her bed,
holding a breakfast tray laden with food. She groaned. Talk about
the way to a woman’s heart.

“Hope you’re hungry.” Ryley placed the tray
at the foot of the bed and handed her a robe. “Merry Christmas,
love.”

She levered herself up from the pillows to
struggle into the robe. The stress of the past few days was
beginning to tell. If she had to cope with one more drama she’d
shatter. “Merry Christmas,” she croaked, ducking her head so he
wouldn’t see how much she needed him right now. If she pretended he
didn’t mean that much to her, if she suppressed her feelings and
didn’t admit them aloud, maybe fate would cut her a break. Maybe he
would stay. Maybe he could be hers.

He settled the tray in her lap and stretched
out atop the coverlet beside her. He looked so right there that her
heart danced a little jig in her chest. She wanted to beg him to
kiss her. And do… other things. Instead, she tore her gaze from him
to concentrate on the mouthwatering aromas of bacon, eggs, buttered
toast and tea. The bacon was crispy, exactly as she liked it. Eggs
poached rather than fried… he really was a mind-reader.

And it tasted as wonderful as it smelled.
Better. “This is delicious, thank you. Want some?” She held out a
forkful of bacon.

“No thanks, I’ve already eaten.”

“Oh.” Damn. It was hard not to be
disappointed. There was something so intimate, so lover-like
about sharing breakfast in bed. “I’m sorry I slept so long and you
had to eat alone. You must have been bored witless.”

“Laptop kept me company. And I wasn’t bored.
You’re pretty adorable when you’re sleeping.”

She flushed hot at the thought of him
watching over her while she slumbered. Now that was
intimacy.

He levered up on one elbow to pour her a cup
of tea. He’d used James’s tea service. Grief surged again. It’d
been turn and turn about for Christmas, one year at James’s place,
the next hers. This year had been James’s turn to play host. Her
old friend would have been knocking on her door by now, demanding
she get her butt over to his house and give him his Christmas gift
before they got started on preparing the meal. And he would have
made her a cup of tea using this very same service. She bit back
the sob that rose in her throat. The cup rattled on its saucer.

Ryley took the cup and saucer from her hand
and placed them safely on the tray. And then he set aside the tray
so he could pull her into his arms. “I know you miss him, Rowan.
I’m sorry you couldn’t save him, but you mustn’t blame yourself.
Sometimes, no matter how strong our gifts, destiny can’t be
thwarted. It was James’s time.”

“Dean told you.”

“Yes.”

“Everything?”

“Yes.”

She stiffened, her heart thudding, outrage
temporarily smothering loss. “He shouldn’t have.”

“Don’t blame Dean. I insisted. And I’d
already gleaned the whole story from your mind—just needed him to
fill in some gaps.”

She pushed him away. “You shouldn’t have done
that without asking—gone poking around in my mind, I mean.”

“I know. And I’m sorry. But I needed to know
how to help you. Your powers have grown since I’ve been away
and—”

“I don’t want to talk about it. Not today.
Today I want to be normal. I want to be like other people. I want
to celebrate Christmas with my—” She’d been about to say
“boyfriend”. She amended it to, “With you. Can we do that?
Please?”

He leaned over to plant a kiss her forehead.
“We can do that.”

Her toes curled. “Good.” The word was barely
uttered, little more than a breathy sigh.

He smiled, as though he knew the effect he
had on her and was pleased. Damn him. “Finish your breakfast and
we’ll head to my place. The meal’s all prepped and ready to go, so
no arguments, okay?”

Her thoughts skittered to the last time he’d
driven her somewhere. Oh no. No way. “Sorry, but I’m not getting on
that deathtrap motorbike of yours again. If that’s your only mode
of transport you’ll have to take pot-luck from my freezer.”

He laughed. “I brought my car—figured you’d
want to bring Laptop along.”

She shook her head. “Nice thought but I’ll
take her up to the Home and leave her with Vin. She’ll be happy
there.” A whiff of pool chemicals made her wrinkle her nose. Yuck.
God knew what her hair looked like. “Do I have time for a
shower?”

His gaze swept her. “Make it a quick one.”
His golden eyes darkened. “Or I’ll be tempted to join you.”

Heat flashed through the pit of her stomach.
And lower. “I’ll make it quick.”

“I’ll wait in the living room.” He strode
from the bedroom, leaving Rowan to sip her tea and try to calm her
rapidly beating heart… and her overactive imagination. Maybe she
should take her time showering, tempt him to come looking
for her, see if she could make him lose that steely control. She
got a grip while she finished breakfast. And afterward she showered
solo in record time. Even so, it took three goes to get her
lipstick on straight because her hands were shaking.

She wandered into the living area to find
Ryley lounging by her Christmas tree, petting her dog. She paused
in the doorway to freeze-frame the moment in her mind. His large
body sprawled casually on the ground, fairy lights playing across
his features, a half-smile on his lips as he combed his fingers
through Laptop’s fur. Again, he looked like he belonged.

He glanced up and his lips curved into a
smile that enveloped her in warmth. “You found the perfect spot for
the tree.”

She palmed her flushed cheeks. “I haven’t
even thanked you properly for it. I’m not usually so
bad-mannered.”

He stood, the movement both fluidly graceful
and stark with potential power. With his gleaming golden eyes he
reminded her again of some large jungle cat. “You can thank me now,
if you like,” he murmured.

Her mind filled with an extremely graphic
picture of how those thanks might be conveyed, and a tiny moan
escaped her lips.

A blink and he was standing in front of her,
cradling her face in his hands. He kissed her gently, the merest
touch of his lips to hers, but she was lost. She was vaguely aware
of smoothing her palms across his chest, whimpering at the
intensity of sensations flooding through her. He pulled her flush
against his body, trapping her hands between them. And she felt his
reaction, the tremor that ran through him when she molded herself
to him. Her heart kicked in her chest and her body screamed,
“More!” And then he drew back from her, releasing her hands and
dragging a muted protest from her lips.

Everything Rowan felt for him shone in her
eyes. She didn’t know it yet—hadn’t admitted it to herself—but she
loved him. Inwardly he cursed. Gods. He shouldn’t have touched her,
shouldn’t have kissed her. It would only make leaving harder.
“Rowan, we should go.”

“Oh. Yes.” She went through the motions of
grabbing her bag, locking up the house, donning her coat, but he
knew her mind was elsewhere. And damned if it wasn’t the hardest
thing he’d ever done not to enter her mind to read her
thoughts.

They dropped Laptop off at the Home to spend
the day with Vin and the other kids—a gesture that was greeted with
shrieks of delight and grins from the staff.

The journey to Ryley’s house was made in
silence, and despite his resolve to give Rowan her privacy, her
thoughts and feelings began to leak through. Her mind was on him,
replaying snippets of dialogue, reliving certain moments, reviewing
and analyzing her own feelings. And gods, it was torture to share
her shocked personal revelation, that it was love she felt,
she truly had fallen in love with him—a man she’d met only a short
while ago. A man she barely knew.

He died a little more inside. He yearned to
pull the car over and take her in his arms, make love to her until
she screamed for mercy, brand himself on her—body and soul—so she’d
never forget him. He wanted to wrap himself around her and never
let her go. He knew he should turn the car around and take her
home, say goodbye and disappear. But he needed this one last day
with her to see him through the barren, lonely decades that lay
ahead. Memories of their time together would be all he had
left.

They would never be enough.

Responsibility sucks, brother, Aryn
murmured in the confines of his mind. It sucks big time. This is
the real thing for you, isn’t it?

I love her, Blayne.

I can feel that. She completes us. We need
her.

We can’t have her.

I know. And if you’re gonna get through today
you need to forget about the future and live in the moment. That’s
the only way you’ll not taint this remaining time with her, and
regret it for the rest of your life.

I can’t do it, Aryn. I can’t stop thinking
about how much it’s going to wound her when I leave. She loves me,
too, you know. We’re both gonna be hurting for a long time.

Aryn’s sigh breezed through his mind.
Look, Ryley, I know things don’t always go to plan when I take
you over but please trust me on this. I can help you through
this—if you let me. I can help this one day be enough.

Do it, Aryn. Just don’t shut me out
completely. Let me experience her, too.

No problem. We’ll do this together, bro. You
have my word.

But who did Rowan have? It nearly broke her
when her husband killed himself. How would she manage on her own
now that James had gone?

Aryn answered his unspoken questions. It
might be best for her if we expunged all memories of you from her
mind. Afterward, I mean.

I hate the thought of her not remembering
me.

Yeah. Me, too. However you decide to handle
this I’ll be there for you. I always will. Now move aside and let
me take over before this silence grows anymore teeth and you screw
this up big-time.

“We’re here.” Ryley nudged Rowan from her
introspection. “C’mon, let’s get warm. Nothing like a meal in front
of a fire, is there? Über-romantic. Wait ’til you see what I’ve
planned for us.”

He bounded from the car and while Rowan was
still fumbling for her handbag, he jerked open the passenger side
door and scooped her into his arms. Before she could protest he’d
slammed the car door shut with one booted foot, and was striding up
the path toward the front door.

“Aw heck.” He paused on the front stoop.
“Keys are in my trouser pocket and I seem to have my hands full.
You’ll have to get them.” His eyes glittered, daring her to
comply.

Her jaw sagged. He’d gone from moody and
introspective to a whirlwind of smiles and this-is-gonna-be-great.
Had he taken a happy pill while she wasn’t looking or something?
“Uh, I don’t think I can reach.”

He released the hand beneath her thighs and
shifted her, allowing her to slide partially down his body. His
hands went to her bottom, cupping and stroking, and then he’d
lifted her, parted her thighs, and settled her legs around his
hips. “There you are.”

God. What would the neighbors think? Her face
heated at the suggestive position. “Wouldn’t it be easier to put me
down?”

“Of course, but this is much more fun. You’re
not uncomfortable, are you?”

“Uh, if you don’t count my embarrassment
about being seen clinging to you like a baby monkey.” She reached
awkwardly down and rooted around in his trouser pocket for the
keys. Just as well he wasn’t wearing the painted on leather
pants.

“You make a gorgeous embarrassed baby monkey,
Rowan.” He kissed her long and slow, teasing her lips apart to
plunge his tongue inside her mouth. When he came up for air, they
were already inside the house and heading for the living room. It
was like time had skipped.

He lowered her onto the settee. “Get
comfortable, put on some music. I’ve got a few things to sort out
in the kitchen. Won’t be long.” As he sauntered out the door, he
made an intricate gesture with his hand.

A sudden warmth suffused the room and she
turned toward the fireplace. Bright flames licked the stacked wood.
Funny, she didn’t remember there already being a fire lit. She
shook her head, rubbed the bridge of her nose, and laughed
self-consciously. He seemed lighter, less intense, not as
burdened somehow. He’d teased her, hadn’t hesitated to kiss
her or touch her. She hadn’t seen him like this before. But then,
he was a complicated man and she hadn’t known him long enough to
experience all the different facets of his personality. He’d
obviously decided to let loose and enjoy the day—which was exactly
what she should be doing right now.

He burst through the doorway juggling a large
platter of food, champagne and glasses. His rapid movements wafted
flurries of warm air about the room until he plunked onto the
settee to survey his handiwork with a satisfied smile. “How about
some music?” He snapped his fingers and the dulcet tones of
classical flautist filled the room.

Rowan stared at him. “You lit the fire, too,
didn’t you? Using your—”

“Supernatural powers? Yep. Sure did. Busted.”
He grinned at her. “I’m a bit more than just a boring old
mind-reader.”

She swallowed her nerves and attempted a
smile. “So it seems.”

“You’re not afraid of me, are you? They’re
just a few party tricks.”

Before she could formulate a response he
rushed on. “I’m still the same old Ryley you’ve come to know and
love. I’m merely enjoying Christmas, being with you, and for once
not having to hide who I truly am. I’d never willingly hurt you,
you must know that.”

“I know.”

“So quit looking at me like I’ve grown horns
and a tail, and come sit here next to me.” He patted the cushion.
“I don’t bite—at least, not anywhere you don’t want me to.” He
waggled his eyebrows and threw her that devastating smile
again.

Her apprehension dissolved. She shuffled
along to curl up next to him.

“That’s better.” He reached forward to pour
the champagne and handed her a flute. “Cheers. Merry Christmas,
Rowan.”

She clinked her glass with his and took a
sip.

The hours sped by in a blur of exquisite food
and French champagne. His good humor was contagious and she
discovered in herself a capacity for fun she’d thought long dead.
She nestled beneath his arm, feeling full and content and happier
than she could remember being in far too long.

“More plum pudding?”

She groaned. “Please, no more food. I’ll pop
if I eat another bite.”

“More champagne, perhaps.”

She gazed up at him. “Are you trying to get
me drunk so you can take advantage of me?”

“Of course.”

“Oh. Good. I’d like that. A lot.” She parted
her lips, inviting his kiss.

For a moment he hesitated and then he lowered
his head and kissed her until her bones felt as though they’d
melted into a little puddle of pure pleasure.

“Rowan.”

“Hmmm?” Lazily she slit her eyelids to peer
up at him.

“I have a gift for you.” He handed her a
small drawstring bag.

She picked apart the knotted thong and
spilled the contents into her palm. From a finely-wrought golden
chain hung a delicate purple gemstone framed in a intricately
detailed setting. Her breath hitched. “Oh, Ryley. It’s beautiful.
Thank you.”

“It’s an amethyst, a gem often used to craft
rune stones because of its special qualities. Those who use rune
stones believe amethysts can be used to open us to other
dimensions, or banish nightmares. Shall I put it on for you?”

“Please.”

He swept her hair back to expose her neck and
deftly fastened the necklace. The stone settled between her
breasts, warming upon contact with her bare skin. She glanced up,
surprising an expression of raw pain twisting his features. “Ryley,
what’s wrong?”

“I don’t want to lose you, Rowan. I can’t
bear it.”

Where had that come from? Apparently she
wasn’t the only vulnerable one here.

She leaned in to him, cupping his face in her
hands. “You won’t lose me, Ryley. I promise.” She touched her lips
to his. Gently at first, and then with more passion, letting go
completely, pouring all her love she felt for him into her
kiss.

He caught her to him, rising to his knees and
urging her torso against his. She fumbled with the buttons of his
shirt, and finally ripped it apart in sheer frustration, uncaring
of the buttons that popped off and rained across the settee. She
ran her palms over his bare chest, loving the feel of his skin, the
promise of the powerful muscles beneath. She wanted to press
herself to him skin to skin, possess him, make him hers.

Her clothes abruptly vanished, leaving her
nude save for her necklace. Startled, she glanced around and spied
a neatly folded pile on the rug.

“Like that trick?” he asked.

“Oh, yes. That’s a good one.” She fluttered
her eyelashes at him. “Do you have any more?”

His response was to snatch her into his arms
and stride to the ranch slider. Yanking it open, he carried her
outside. Her bare skin reacted instantly to the bitter cold,
nipples puckering in protest. “Hey! It’s freezing out here.”

He bent his head, suckling her breast. She
gasped, clutching at him, physical discomfort forgotten as heat
flooded her body. And then she was standing next to him and he was
naked, too, his clothes banished thanks to that oh-so useful magic
trick. He led her up the steps to the huge hot tub, and steadied
her with his hands at her waist as she stepped into its depths.
Tendrils of misty steam entwined her body as she lowered herself
into the borderline too-hot water.

She lay back against the edge of the tub and
closed her eyes, giving herself up to the sensuous heat soaking
into her muscles. She felt a rush of heated water flow over her as
Ryley sat beside her and then he scooped her into his lap and drew
her back against his chest.

Bliss.

He nibbled the sensitive skin of her
neck.

Bliss of another kind. “God, this is
heaven.”

“Yes, it is.”

The sadness in his voice had her twisting in
his arms and straddling him so she could examine his face.
Supporting herself with her hands on his shoulders she gazed down
at him. “Whatever’s troubling you, either tell me right now and
let’s get it over with, or lock it away until tomorrow. I don’t
want anything to spoil this moment.” She kissed him hard and drew
back, her gaze searching his.

And then he smiled. “You’re right.” And his
hands stroked her skin and his lips slanted across hers, and Rowan
forgot that she’d been concerned about anything, forgot everything
except here and now and him… and what he was doing to her, making
her feel.

Eons later she was limp and sated and barely
awake when Ryley stood with her cradled securely in his arms. It
was child’s play for a Sehan as powerful as he to dry her off and
weave a cocoon of warmth about her as he carried her to his
bed.

He pulled her into his arms, wrapping himself
around her, wringing every last bit of pleasure from touching her
and being close to her like this. In the moments before sleep took
her he heard her whisper, “I love you.”

Only then did he allow himself to voice the
words that sealed his fate. “I love you, too, Rowan,” he whispered.
“And I’m sorry.”

 


~~~

 


She couldn’t believe it was already New
Year’s Eve. The week had flown by in a blur. It’d been a strange
week, admittedly. She’d been slightly achy and fuzzy-headed, like
she was coming down with something. The upside was she hadn’t had a
psychic death experience in a while. Perhaps the ability was
fading. Perhaps it had even vanished entirely and she’d be normal.
One could always hope.

The coming year would be a good one—she knew
it in every fiber of her being. And after all the uncertainty of
the past couple of weeks it was a relief to have fulltime work
again. Especially when her boss had upped and left the country,
leaving a lawyer to tie up all loose ends—including his brand new
employee! She wasn’t sure who’d been more horrified, herself or
Mona, the employment agent who’d brokered the position in the first
place. Rowan had scored a nice chunk of severance pay, though, so
she couldn’t complain too much. And next week she’d be starting her
new job as PA to Richard Meeks, the managing director of the
Seaview Children’s Home. She had Dean to thank for giving her
advance notice of the position becoming available. It would be a
challenging role. She was looking forward to it.

Even her social life was looking up—hence the
New Year’s Eve function tonight. She couldn’t remember the last
time she’d gone out somewhere for New Year’s Eve. Steve had invited
both Dean and her to a charity event to raise funds for the
hospital, and it was a chance to dress to the nines. It promised to
be a great night. She liked Dean. She got the feeling he liked her,
too—maybe more than just as a friend. One could always hope.

She toyed absently with her amethyst pendant
as she sipped her tea. It was her favorite piece of jewelry and she
treasured it. She didn’t take it off ever—not even to shower or
sleep. As she rubbed the gem between her fingers, the image of a
man’s face formed, hovering just on the edge of her vision. She
stilled, reaching for the memory, knowing instinctively he was
important to her in some way.

His image wavered, slipping from her
grasp.

She frowned, suddenly uneasy. And then the
moment passed. The memory of his face had faded by the time she’d
finished her cup of tea.

 


~~~

 


A single white rose blushed with palest pink
lay on the windowsill of a small office suite in the center of
town. The office was empty of furniture save for the built-in
shelving lining the walls. The moving company had packed up
everything, even the crystal bud-vase the rose had originally been
placed in. There’d been no point in taking the flower, though, so
they’d left it.

Deprived of the love that had sustained it,
the rose withered and died.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Sixteen




Hope could sense Ryley’s Seeing was not a
pleasant one. She scanned him, trying to find a way to connect with
him, but his shields were impervious to even her immense power. As
a child he had been incredibly talented at shielding but still open
to sharing his feelings and thoughts with her. They’d shared a
special bond. Now that bond had disintegrated. He’d become hard, a
man who showed little emotion, allowed no one to get close—not even
those who loved him. Even the colors of his aureya seemed dulled
and faded, drained of the lustrous sparkle that had made him so
uniquely beautiful to See.

Hope mourned the man her son had once been.
She could only hope that time would heal his heart. Being Sehani,
time was something he had plenty of.

A groan snuck out as he re-entered the
present.

“What did you See?” she asked.

He turned to her and she reeled as the
anguish emanating from his aureya tore through her. Mercifully he
slammed his shields in place again.

“Ryley?”

He ignored her plea. Nor did he try to hide
what he’d inadvertently revealed. He merely drew the mantle of
Sehani responsibility around himself and used it as a shield,
protecting himself from any attempt to offer comfort.

She shivered, clasping her arms about her
torso, despair welling. He’d been forced to give up the woman he
loved. She’d lost another son—or to be precise, the man he’d once
been. How much more did she, and those she loved, have to lose?

“Something’s changed. I See the wyverna
heading straight for us.” He uttered those chilling words in the
same tone one might advise a passerby the time of day.

“Gods!” Romana’s voice was thready with
shock.

“I wouldn’t bother invoking them
anymore,” Lukas said. “It’s obvious they’re not listening.”

Hope winced at the Master Tracker’s bitter
tone. That he was correct only made it worse.

“What about the Ergaiya, Mom?” Romana said.
“You went to their aid when they were being slaughtered by Daemon.
They might be able to help us now.”

“Yumanos doesn’t hold much hope of trying to
convince them.” Hope couldn’t keep the anger that welled at mention
of the Ergaiya from infecting her voice. “His people have
conveniently forgotten what it was like to be desperately afraid.
They’ve retreated back into their comfortable, emotionless little
existences, and refuse to poke out their noses in case the real
world takes a bite.”

“Useless creatures.” Blayne made a noise that
sounded enough like a growl that it raised the hairs on the back of
Hope’s neck. “Not that they’d be any use whatsoever facing a
predator like the wyverna. They’d dissolve into little puddles of
Ergaiya-essence the moment the thing so much as showed its
snout.”

Someone burst through the door without
bothering to knock. Hope scanned his aureya. Silas. And from what
she could sense his news wasn’t good.

“I’ve just spoken to a runner from the Fourth
Settlement,” he said.

She clucked her tongue. “Why didn’t one of
them try to mind-speak me rather than sending a runner? This
reluctance to ‘bother’ me has got to stop immediately. Sorry,
Silas.” She waved a hand at him. “Please continue.”

“Their hunters report sightings of a creature
matching the description of your wyverna. They tracked it—or rather
followed the trail of carnage left in its wake. Cervida and buffala
carcasses everywhere. Wolves and rabbits, too. Some eaten. Most
slaughtered and left to rot, like it’s killing for sport. They
followed its spoor as far as they could before all trace of it
vanished. But if it keeps heading in the same direction then our
settlement will be right in its path.”

Lukas inhaled sharply. “If it disappeared
suddenly, leaving no trace, the most likely explanation is it now
has wings. Which means it’s—”

“Fully matured, as it was in my Seeing,” Hope
finished. Silence met her words. She didn’t have to be Sehani to
sense what they were all thinking. Her Seeing had graphically
depicted a human victim being eaten alive. She didn’t dare dwell on
it for fear her thoughts might leak through and one of them would
discover what she was hiding from them all. “Suggestions?”

“Bring in those living on the outskirts of
the settlement,” Blayne said. “They should carry only necessities.
We’ll house as many as we can in the Sehani and Elders Halls for
the moment.”

“You should contact the other settlements,
Sehan Hope,” Silas said. “Request they send their hunters and
anyone else they can spare. We’ll need them to help defend the
settlement.”

“No. I won’t do that.”

He inhaled a breath that was more of a hiss.
He took a moment to compose himself and when he spoke his tone was
calm, even. “We need their help, surely?”

“What if those hunters are wrong about where
the creature is headed? What if now it’s taken wing it bypasses us
for other game? If we insist all the settlements’ hunters stand
here with us they’ll be left without their main strength. And if
the wyverna does attack us and the worst happens.…” She couldn’t
bear to say the words aloud.

Silas had no such compunctions. “If the
hunters are all killed by this beast, then we’ve left the other
settlements vulnerable.”

“Our hunters and trackers, along with we
Sehani, will have to be our first line of defense,” she said. “We
can boost numbers with any other able-bodied men and women willing
to wield a weapon.” Not that Sehani powers were going to be any use
against this beast. She stood, smoothing her skirts. “Blayne,
you’re with me. We’ll notify the elders and get everyone in the
outlying dwellings to safety. I’d feel happier if the children at
the Child-Minding Center were moved also. It’s too exposed to
aerial attack. We’ll bring the children to the Sehani Hall and set
up rostered care for them there.”

“I’ll meet you at the Elders Hall as soon as
I’ve put our healers on notice about what to expect.” Blayne strode
off to inform the on-duty healer.

Hope turned her attention back to Silas.
“Locate that runner for me and take him to Keeta. She can occupy
herself by questioning him in detail. That’ll keep her out from
underfoot for a while.”

“I do like the way your mind works, Sehan
Hope.”

She heard the darkly amused undertone in his
voice. He’d proven himself very useful, had Silas. She’d been right
to bring him into the inner circle of decision-makers.

“Ryley, put your Third Settlement elders on
alert. Hopian, yours, also. No doubt they’ll want you both to
return home immediately but we need you here. I’d recommend you set
up a mind-link to maintain permanent contact with your people. That
way if the wyverna does head for one of the other settlements we
can instantly transport ourselves wherever we’re needed. I’ll
handle a link with the Fourth Settlement. That’s it. Let’s go.”

Romana hadn’t been given a designated task.
Her first thoughts were for her children but Lin and Matti were
with their child-minders back at the Second Settlement. They were
safe—for now. And if the Second Settlement was threatened, Hopian
could immediately transport her there to help whisk the children to
safety.

Her mind blanked for an instant, and then she
had a sudden, overwhelming urge to find Chryss. “Mom, can I speak
to you for a second?”

“What is it, sweetling?”

“Where’s Chryss? I haven’t seen him in a
while.”

Hope frowned. “He needed some time to sort a
few things out but you’re right, we need him now.”

She closed her eyes, and Romana knew she was
sweeping the area for Chryss’s mental signature.

“Damn the man!” Hope raked her hands through
her hair and tugged viciously on the ends. “I can vaguely sense him
but he’s shielding too tightly for me to communicate with him. And
I haven’t got time to break through his shields right now.”

“Can you pinpoint his location?” Romana
asked.

Her mother nodded. “Yes, why?”

“Send me there. Chryss can bring me back with
him.”

A fierce frown pleated Hope’s brows. “I don’t
like it, Romana. It’s dangerous to be wandering round unprotected
right now.”

“I’ll be all right.” She snorted a laugh that
hopefully didn’t sound too bitter… but she wouldn’t bet anything of
value on it. “If I need to protect myself I can always drain the
energy from anything living that’s misfortunate enough to be in
range. And if the wyverna is close by, all the animals I’ve
weakened will provide it with easy prey while I escape.” She
shrugged. “Better them than me, right?”

Her mother sighed. “You have a valid point.
You’re probably safer than we are.”

We being Sehani. Romana gnawed the
inside of her cheek. Gods. Would there ever come a time she’d stop
yearning to be what she could never be, and accept who she was? She
held her breath, waiting for her mother’s decision.

“Very well,” Hope said. “But be careful,
Romana. I couldn’t bear to lose you again.”

She sensed a surge of power. It swirled
around her, then through her, and— “Yeow!”

The power vanished.

“What’s wrong?” Her mother sounded
panicked.

Romana rubbed her arms. “I don’t know what
you did but it hurt. It was like thousands of needles piercing my
skin. Sorry.”

“Don’t apologize. It’s not supposed to hurt.”
Hands on hips, Hope turned a slow circle. The expression on her
face was one Romana recognized—the same one Hope used for
delivering lectures to her grandchildren when they misbehaved. “All
right, that’s quite enough!” she said sharply.

Romana jerked with shock and hurt, and then
realized her mother wasn’t actually speaking to her. Comprehension
dawned. Oh. So that was it. She relaxed and settled back to
watch the fun.

Hope waggled her forefinger at something
unseen. “This childishness has got to stop. I will no longer
countenance these tricks. Romana is well able to control herself
now. She’s worked hard to gain that control and she will not drain
your energy without dire need. And even then, not without asking
your permission first. Do you understand me, House? Enough!”

Creaks echoed throughout the room. Penitent
creaks, Romana decided, hiding a smile.

“Good, that’s settled,” her mother said,
sounding satisfied. “Now let’s try that again.”

Power coalesced. It licked through Romana’s
body. Her mother’s form grew hazy and then….

She was in another place. Directly in front
of her was a large cave. She couldn’t sense anything around but
chances were pretty darned good Chryss was lurking inside. No point
hesitating. She summoned her courage and strode inside.

Her eyes quickly adjusted to the gloom. She
paced the length of the cave, poking her nose into nooks and
crannies that couldn’t possibly hide a man of Chryss’s size.

Not a soul. Had her mother been mistaken? As
a last resort she called his name. “Chryss? Oh Chrrryyysss!”

“No need to shout.”

She whirled. Chryss and his life-partner
Kirstyn were lounging around a cheery fire sipping hot drinks. She
blinked, wondering if she was going mad. How she could have walked
right past without noticing them?

Kirstyn giggled. “He’s dropped the shield,
Romana. That’s why you can see us all of a sudden.”

She scowled. “Nice one, Chryss.”

“You obviously got my summons. Good.”

“Your summons? Whatever do you
mean?”

The big man quirked one bushy brow. “Who
d’you think put the thought in your mind to come looking for
me?”

Ooooh. That… that… man! Why couldn’t
he use a mind-link and ask like a normal person? Not that Chryss
was a normal person but— She shook her head. “Why me?”

“Given your relationship with our youngest
god, you’ve got the best chance.”

She managed to prevent herself from gnashing
her teeth. Just. “Best chance of what, exactly?”

“Convincing Marc to defy the Elder Gods and
help us out of this mess.”

Oh. That. A worm of dread slithered down her
spine. “What happens if I can’t?”

“Then, as you former Earthlings like to say,
we’re pretty much screwed.”

Romana sank to her haunches, resting her
forearms across her thighs. Wordlessly Kirstyn pressed a mug of hot
liquid into her hand.

“Thanks.” She took a sip to lubricate her dry
throat. And a larger swig to choke down the lump of despair. “I
thought this creature could absorb power from both Sehani
and gods.”

Chryss eyed her over the rim of his mug. “It
can.”

“Then how can Marc make a difference? It may
have escaped you but he’s a god, now.”

He ignored her sarcasm. “But unlike Wisa,
Kunnandi and Shikari, Marc wasn’t born a god. He’s fundamentally
different. He wasn’t born to this world, and he hadn’t been in
Dayamaria long enough for the spore to transform him fully at a
cellular level before he became a god. We might be able to use that
to our advantage.”

This time she really choked on her tea.
“Might?”

“Might is all I can give you, Romana. Nothing
is ever certain in this life—regardless of destiny and
predetermined life-paths. The way I See it, Marc is still linked to
your Earth. He visits it regularly to maintain the charade of a
normal earthly existence for his parents’ sakes. I believe his
powers are drawn from Earth and Dayamaria both, which is why he
sometimes has difficulty learning certain things that came
naturally to the Elder Gods. The wyverna is wholly a Dayamari
creature so Marc might be our best chance to defeat it. It’s a very
slight possibility only. But right now any possibility is better
than none.”

He looked more grave than Romana ever
remembered seeing him. And very, very weary. She concentrated on
her drink, cupping the ceramic mug in her hands, appreciating the
warmth seeping into her skin. If only the chill lodged in her heart
could be so easily dispelled. “How do I go about this?”

“How would you normally contact him?”

She wrinkled her nose. “I just think about
him, I guess. I kind of send out the thought that I’d like to talk
to him and he appears. Eventually.”

“Hmmm.” Chryss scratched his bearded chin.
“That’s not going to work this time. The Elder Gods have placed
some sort of a prohibition on interacting with us, and Marc won’t
know how to break it. So if he can’t come to you, you’ll have to go
to him.”

She choked again, even more seriously this
time. Chryss slapped her on the back to no avail until, thankfully,
Kirstyn elbowed him aside. “For Mother Nature’s sake, Chryss, leave
the poor child be. Whacking her is not helping!” She rubbed circles
on Romana’s back until the spasms eased.

Romana finally recovered enough to stare at
Chryss through streaming eyes. “Thanks, Kirstyn. Uh, and how
exactly am I supposed to get to Marc?”

Chryss’s grin was not very reassuring. “I’m
sure you recall how angry I was at your mother for neglecting to
teach you youngsters how to contact the Elementals,” he said, and
waited for her nod. “Well, you’re about learn how to
correctly petition them for aid.”

She gulped. Oh no. This couldn’t be good.
“Uh, what were their names again? Sunny, Windy and Rainy,
right?”

He rolled his eyes. “Gods give me strength.
This might take a bit longer than I imagined.”

 


~~~

 


What seemed like hours later but was
supposedly only one according to Chryss, Romana was deemed ready.
Chryss and Kirstyn had vanished, leaving her standing alone outside
the cave. She snatched a deep breath and hoped she remembered all
the words and gestures. From what Chryss had said, these beings
were pretty hung up on rituals, and if she got something wrong they
could decide to ignore her completely. Which would be bad. Real
bad.

She spread her arms, holding them skyward
with palms upturned. “Please hear my plea, oh Wondrous Ones. I
stand before you in dire need of your assistance. Oh Radiant Suni,
giver of sunlight, please warm this humble human with your
life-giving rays.”

Was it her imagination, or did the sky just
brighten and the ambient temperature warm a few degrees? Hmmm.

She swayed from side to side, slowly—and she
hoped, gracefully—undulating her arms. “Oh Powerful Vindra, he
whose mere breath sends storm clouds scudding across our skies,
please caress me with your bountiful breeze.”

Caress me with your bountiful breeze? Please.
Who wrote this drivel?

A drift of leaves at her feet scattered in a
sudden puff of wind. Romana held her breath. Maybe it was
working.

Heart pounding so loudly in her ears it was
hard to concentrate, she began the final invocation. “Oh Great
Regni, producer of life-giving water, without which we humble
humans would not survive, please bestow upon me the benediction of
your tears.”

She waited, hope zinging through her
veins….

Nothing happened.

She re-ran the petition in her mind. Suni…
words, gestures, check. Vindra… check. Regni….

Ohhh shit. She had forgotten to moisten the
earth with water from her body—that is, spit on the ground. The
simplest of damn things and she’d forgotten! She’d failed Chryss.
She’d failed the Dayamari. She was useless. Useless! She fell to
her knees, hunching and clutching her stomach. A tear plopped from
her cheek onto the ground.

A ray of light pierced the cloud-cover.
Warmth caressed her bared neck but she was too sunk in despair to
notice.

“It’s moisture isn’t it?” a voice said.
“Don’t be so picky, Regni. I think it’s much more polite to shed
tears than to spit on the ground. Or urinate.”

Romana held very still, not daring to move a
muscle. Hope spiked her veins.

“I agree,” another voice said. “Do you
remember when those trackers all lowered their trousers and pissed
on the ground? Not a pretty sight. Tears are so much more
hygienic.”

“You always take Suni’s side, Vindra.”

“I take exception to that!”

“Too bad.”

The trio of voices continued to bicker.
Romana couldn’t help herself. She glanced up, eyes huge. Please let
it be them. Please. But she couldn’t see any, uh, beings.

“But she just didn’t do it properly!”

“Oh piffle, Regni. Stop whining. Show a bit
of flexibility, for Mother Nature’s sake.”

“But the ritual is important. It’s been done
the same way forever!”

“I’m well aware of that fact but haven’t I
always said the human who wrote it for us wasn’t particularly
talented? And how many petitions do we receive nowadays, Regni,
hmm?”

“Trackers remember us. And some of the
hunters, too.”

“Humph. Not very many, though, is it? I agree
with Suni. The ritual has become a complete embarrassment.”

“How can you say that, Vindra! Your part of
the ritual is especially lovely. All that swaying about…. It’s
quite beautiful. It makes me want to cry.”

“Well don’t. We haven’t scheduled any rain
for this area. It’ll throw our schedule out for weeks if you rain
all over the place now.”

Romana couldn’t remain silent any longer.
“Please,” she implored the voices. “I’m so sorry I didn’t do it
right but I really need your help. Please!”

A pause that seemed to last forever and then
three shimmering beings manifested, one shining so brightly she was
forced to shield her eyes.

“Tone down the light-show, will you, Suni?
You’re hurting the poor girl’s eyes!”

“Oh! You’re absolutely right, Vindra.” The
being dimmed. “Sorry, dear.”

Romana scrambled to her feet and examined the
Elementals curiously. Suni was a flickering column of pure light,
emitting a warmth Romana could feel on her face. Vindra was a
swirling white vortex that made her break out in goose-bumps as
though a chill wind had skimmed past. And Regni was an undulating
tunnel-shaped liquid mass. “Wow!”

Suni brightened and then quickly dimmed
again. “Yes, we are rather awe-inspiring, aren’t we? Now, my dear
child, tell us how exactly we can help you.”

“We’re being attacked by some awful creature
and—”

“Attacked by some creature? My dear, that
sort of thing is best left to your Sehani.” Suni sniffed as though
mortally offended by Romana’s ignorance.

“But this creature absorbs magic and—”

“Then ask your gods to help you. Such matters
are not our concern.”

“But our gods won’t—”

The bright being interrupted again. “Vindra,
Regni, come. We are wasting our time.”

“I told you she didn’t know what she was
doing,” Regni muttered.

“Will you just shut up and listen?” Romana
shrieked at their rapidly dissolving forms. “Our gods are afraid
and they won’t heed our pleas for help. That’s why we need your
help. Please!”

But they had gone. Numb with despair, she had
already turned away when something flashed in her peripheral
vision. A small bright bug buzzed around her face. She’d raised her
hand to bat it away when it spoke.

“What was you said about your gods?”

Not a bug. Okay. She snatched a breath, hope
burgeoning anew. “They won’t answer us anymore,” she said. “Chryss
says they’re afraid.”

“Chryss? You mean Merchryssi? The One who
renounced his godhood?”

“Yes. That’s him. He said you were the only
ones who could help me. I need you to take me to the Realm of
Gods.”

“Well this shines an entirely different light
on your request. Just wait there, dear. I shan’t be long.” The
little light winked out.

Romana waited, hopping from foot to foot.
Please, please let them help me! She chewed her lip until it bled
and then started on a fingernail. She hated waiting.

A chortle sounded near her ear and she
jumped.

“Heh, heh, heh! Those stuck-up gods are
afraid? Huh! Some deities they turned out to be. We always thought
Mother Nature should never have created them. They’re more trouble
than they’re worth, I say.”

The light-bug appeared again, hovering
directly in front of Romana’s face. Her eyes crossed when she tried
to focus on it and she took a hasty step back.

It bobbed expectantly. “So, you want Us to
take you to the Realm?”

“Yes, please.”

“And what are you going to do when you get
there? You say your gods refuse to listen to you, so how will you
convince them to hear you out?”

“I only need to convince Marc. I knew him
before he became a god. I’m sure he’ll help us.”

“Ah. The new One with the odd name. Yes, I
suppose he will listen to you, regardless of what the Elder
Gods think or say. He’s so terribly contrary he sends that bossy
Wisa into paroxysms of despair! I think he is quite delightful—so
full of curiosity and energy. And I do admire anyone who annoys
Wisa as much as he does.”

“Will you help me, then?”

“Yes, dear. Of course we will.”

“When can you take me?”

“Why, right now, of course.”

Romana loosed a squeal at her instantaneous
translation from solid ground to… well… what she could only
describe as a landscape of clouds. She glanced down and could see
nothing but blue sky and wispy puffs of white beneath her feet.
“Where am I?”

The trio of Elementals appeared before her.
“Why, at the entrance to the Realm, child,” Vindra told her. “Can
you not see it? The gates are right in front of you.”

She squinted and could just make out hazy
golden shapes. She blinked and the shapes began to take on a more
solid form, as though by noticing them, she’d given them substance.
Gods. Vindra was right. She stood before huge, ornate gates.
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Chapter Seventeen




“What do I have to do next?” Romana swung
back to the Elementals only to discover they had vanished. She was
on her own.

Great. What was she supposed to do now?

“Silly child.” Suni’s lilting voice sounded
in her ear. “Go right in, of course.”

“Thank you, Suni.” She took one long slow
breath in, held it, and let it out. Trying her darnedest not to
think about falling through the clouds, she walked toward the
gates.

The massive structures dwarfed her and she
felt like an insignificant bug. At the foot of the entrance she
paused, craning her neck this way and that, trying to spot a latch
or some sort of device that would open the gates.

There was none that she could see. Sheesh.
Why was nothing ever straightforward? Praying she wouldn’t be smote
by a lightning bolt or something, she put her shoulder to the gates
and heaved. They swung noiselessly open, and she fell through,
sprawling on her hands and knees.

She picked herself up, dusted her butt, and
inspected her palms. No grazes. Yay. Awesome entrance, Romana. Very
elegant. Not quite how she’d imagined entering the Realm but
apparently no one had witnessed her falling on her face. Double
yay.

A profusion of colors had her blinking. Oh.
She was surrounded by a riot of exotic tropical plants. Okay. Not
too surprising given the climate had morphed to uncomfortably warm
and humid. She reached for a plant covered with iridescent
multi-colored blooms. As she touched a bloom it shivered, and a
mass of butterflies took flight.

She caught her breath. The butterflies
fluttered through the air, sweeping and surging in some intricate
dance until they found another plant on which to settle. Wow. Just…
wow. But which way to go? Shrugging, she chose a direction and
picked her way through the verdant growth.

At risk of sounding trite, the Realm was
peaceful and utterly serene, and it was impossible not to feel
relaxed. All her troubles and worries drifted away. The tightness
she always carried in her shoulders and neck muscles loosened. She
felt energized, alive. It was blissful.

After a while, a sound broke through her
pleasant haze—a soft murmur that slowly grew louder, harsher.
Before long it caused her physical discomfort, ringing discordantly
in her ears, screeching through her teeth, and raising goose-bumps
on her skin. The sound was out of place. It didn’t belong in the
peaceful, pleasant lushness of the Realm.

Curious, she followed her ears. She rounded
the boll of a huge palm tree and stumbled to a halt. The three
Elder Gods were shrieking and gesticulating at each other, eyes
flashing, faces contorted with anger. The air around them thrummed.
Their dispute had taken on a life of its own and it coiled around
them, a surging, pulsing mass of violent energy. The noise
escalated to unbearable levels and she clapped her hands over her
ears.

She felt a tap on her shoulder and whirled to
see Marc beckoning. He indicated with a jerk of his chin that she
should follow him, and then he strode off. Casting a despairing
glance over her shoulder at the still bickering trio, she ran after
him.

“Marc! Wait up!” Hands still over her ears,
she crashed through the undergrowth, eyes downcast, searching for
the path he’d taken. But it was hard to keep her balance with her
hands over her ears. Cautiously she removed her hands. The sound
was still discordant enough to set her teeth on edge, but now it
was bearable. One problem solved.

“Marc!”

“Here.” He materialized in front of her.

She jumped, one hand going to her heart. “I
wish you wouldn’t do that! It takes years off my life.”

He grinned at her but it slipped from his
face all too quickly, leaving a grim tenseness about his eyes and
mouth. He grabbed her hand. “Come with me. I know somewhere quiet
we can talk.”

“Won’t they come looking for me?”

“Doubt it. They’re too involved with their
discussion.”

She found herself moving smoothly and easily
through the undergrowth. Holding Marc’s hand must have transferred
some of his abilities to her. Nice. She was about to ask how much
further when they burst through into a clearing.

“This is my place. None of the others can
enter without my permission.” As Marc spoke his shimmering tunic
and trousers melted away, leaving him clad in his favored outfit of
ragged denims, t-shirt, and hi-top sneakers.

Romana inhaled deeply and as she exhaled
realized she could no longer hear the other gods arguing. She
glanced around the clearing. The area looked like an Earth-style
Zen meditation garden, complete with artfully placed stones,
immaculately manicured shrubbery, and a pebbled dry stream that at
second glance had a deceptively simple pattern running through it.
“I never imagined you’d be into this sort of thing. Did you create
it?”

“Yep. Like it?”

“It’s beautiful, Marc.”

He jerked his chin at a stone bench, worn
smooth and polished by the hand of time. “Let’s sit over
there.”

She settled herself on the bench, running her
palms over the rounded surface and marveling at the craftsmanship.
“Wow. This is amazingly comfortable for a hunk of solid stone.”

“Thanks, I worked my arse off to get it that
way. How did you get here, Romana? Who brought you to the
Realm?”

“The Elementals. It was Chryss’s idea.”

“Why have you come?”

“Because we’re in trouble. You—the gods, I
mean—have left us to deal with the wyverna that you created. You
won’t help us. You won’t even talk to us anymore!” Anger boiled in
her chest and her fingers itched to wrap themselves around his neck
and give him a good shaking. She had to take a few deep breaths to
calm herself.

He stared at her. “The Elder gods
created wyvernas? You’re kidding me.”

“It’s true. Chryss told us they were created
because of a bet with the Elementals to prove the gods capable of
creating a perfect creature. Chryss helped create them and he
helped capture and imprison them. But one escaped. And it’s headed
straight for the First Settlement.”

He scrubbed his face with his hands. “So
that’s what this is all about. The three of them have been arguing
non-stop and I haven’t been able to figure out why. They’ve shut me
out and prevented me from leaving the Realm or talking to any of
you. They’ve holed up here like they’re—”

“Afraid. They are afraid, Marc. Of
this creature they created.”

His gaze raked her face. She felt him probing
her mind and she passively allowed him full access.

“Fuck. It absorbs magic? Even our
magic?”

“Yes.”

He surged to his feet to pace up and down the
path. And then he whirled, the violent movement sending up a shower
of small pebbles and disrupting the pattern of the path. His eyes
blazed with molten-gold fury. “Idiots. How could they be so bloody
reckless and so craven? Why aren’t they down there cleaning up
their mess? What’s the point of standing ’round debating what to
do, when their people are facing this monster alone? What’s the
point of being gods if they’re afraid to face up to what they’ve
done? I’m ashamed to be one of them!”

She rose and went to him. She wrapped her
arms around his rigid torso, offering what little comfort she
could. “It’s not your doing, Marc. You didn’t create this
creature.”

A sigh gusted from him as he allowed himself
to relax into her embrace. “I’m a god. I’m responsible by
default.”

“Chryss feels the same way. That’s why he’s
helping us, too.”

He pushed away from her. “You knew I’d help
you, didn’t you?”

“We hoped you would. Chryss thinks you’re our
best hope. He thinks you might have enough of Earth left in you to
give us an edge when we go up against this creature.”

His jaw tightened. “And what do you
think, Romana?”

She couldn’t lie. Not about this. “I don’t
know, Marc. What I do know is we need all the help we can get. Are
you with us?”

“Frickin’ oath I am.”

“Will you get into trouble for leaving the
Realm?”

“It’ll probably cause a real shit-storm. Not
that I give a toss.” He smiled at her, a genuine cocky Marc-style
smile this time. “Mind you I’m not certain how I’m gonna get us out
of here. They’ve conjured a pretty impressive barrier to keep me
in. I might have use some muscle to break through.” He flexed his
biceps in a mock bodybuilder pose.

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You have
plenty of physical muscles but it’s the mental ones you need to be
flexing right now, okay?”

He grabbed her hand and in a flash they stood
before the gates leading from the Realm. “Ready?” he asked.

“Before you go off half-cocked, I got in here
no problems. So I wonder.…” She approached the gates and pushed
them. They swung open and she walked through. She beamed at him.
“See?”

Marc attempted to follow but the instant he
got close the gates swung back, closing with an audible clunk. “Not
so simple for me, obviously. Time to see how much stronger I’ve
become. All that meditating in my garden has got to count for
something. Here goes.” He screwed up his face.

She peered anxiously through the ornate bars.
She could see his lips moving silently and then the entire
structure seemed bathed in a golden nimbus. The gates felt warm
beneath her touch. She backed off just as they gave a mighty
shudder and bulged outward as though straining against some
invisible force.

Back off some more or you might get
hurt! Marc’s terse voice sounded in her mind and she took to
her heels. She ran a couple of yards and then skidded to an abrupt
halt. How far did the influence of the Realm extend? If she moved
too far away from the gates, would she fall out of the sky, or
something equally disastrous? She sure didn’t feel inclined to
experiment. “How’re you doing?” she called.

“Not too well, apparently.”

He was right. Although the gates still bulged
outward, they hadn’t opened even the tiniest fraction.

“I have an idea,” she called. “How about you
link with me? It might fool the barrier into thinking we’re
both me. But if it doesn’t, then I’ll siphon off some of
your powers and try to break through them.”

“What’s to stop you taking in too much power?
You won’t be able to contain the full power of a deity, Romana.
It’ll destroy you.”

“We’ll have to risk it. This is getting us
nowhere and I’m worried the other gods will sense what you’re doing
and come looking for you.”

The gates shuddered once more and were still.
“All right,” he called. “We’ll try it your way.”

She jogged back up to the gates. At her
touch, they swung open and she darted through the opening. Marc
waited until she was safely through and then made a dive for the
opening. Mid-dive he was flung backward and the gates swung shut,
trapping him.

“Stubborn idiot,” she muttered.

“Yeah, yeah. You’re up. Just be careful,
okay?”

She summoned the ever-hungry power coiled
within her. She kept tight rein on it, releasing only the merest
trickle. It scented Marc’s aureya and surged from her to rear above
him, restrained from striking by her will alone. Her power was a
cunning, greedy force, instantly recognizing and responding to
those on which it could feed and grow. Like Marc.

As Marc watched closely, Romana’s blue eyes
bled to inky black. Even though he’d been expecting the change, he
shuddered inwardly as the woman he called his friend morphed into
something alien and disturbing.

She held out a hand to him. Link with me,
Marc. Let’s try it the easy way first.

He took her hand and opened his mind to her,
forcing himself not to recoil as her power lanced through him in an
eager rush. Mind-linked, he could sense the immense will it took
for her to keep her power in check. To help bolster her control he
sent strength and determination down their link.

No! Don’t try to help, Marc. It’s like
walking a tightrope—I balance control and will on one side with
hunger and lust on the other. Too much control and the power hides
away and sulks. And the next time I try to use it, it takes even
more of my will to hold it in check.

Shit. He pulled back.

It’s all right. You weren’t to know. Hopian
and I have experimented and we’ve found ways to keep it in check
but the truth is, I’m pretty much on my own. No one knows how this
power will develop. Sometimes I have nightmares it’ll take me over,
and the only way to stop it will be to kill me. Or worse, that I
might have passed it on to one of my children.

Gods. I’m sorry, Romana. I—

She brushed aside his apology. Let’s give
this a go.

Linked physically by their hands and mentally
mind-to-mind, they walked toward the gates. In unison they each
extended a hand to push open the gates. Romana’s side swung open
immediately, while Marc’s opened a couple of inches before halting
and rattling indecisively.

Hang on, I’m going to try something
else. She invaded his mind, his body, and his soul. Her essence
washed through him, leaving a vaguely unclean residue in its wake.
She drained some of his power and absorbed it, conducting it
through herself and molding it into something entirely different
before she returned it to him.

Through their link he could sense her tightly
controlled lust—to feed from him, to gorge herself on his limitless
power, heedless of the consequences. The thought popped out before
he could hide it. So this is what it’s like to be you.

Yes. Monstrous, aren’t I?

He understood her sadness and horror at what
she had become. Years of possession by the soul-eater had damaged
her during her crucial formative years. That, coupled with a second
transformation by the spore, had warped the pure Sehani potential
inside her, and twisted it into something grotesque. She was the
antithesis of Sehani. Theirs was a bright, clean power. Hers was
something murky and dangerous—something to be feared.

They were more alike than she realized.
And what does that make me, Romana? According to Chryss I’m a
hybrid—of Earth and Dayamaria both. Who knows what I’ll eventually
become? Kunnandi jokes I could go mad and obliterate the world. But
I’m not going to lose sleep over it—not that I need sleep anymore.
I was made this way for a reason. You were, too. So we’ll have to
live with it, won’t we?

Thanks for the pep talk.

You’re welcome.

Can you use what I’ve made for you?

Hmmm. He tested it. This thing sure
is powerful. It doesn’t like being controlled and told what to
do.

Yeah. Tell me about it.

Marc fought his instinctive desire to cast
out the filthy blackness boiling inside him and cleanse himself.
Instead, he aimed it at the gates. Ready, aim, fire!

Twin strands of darkness burst from them.
Marc could sense malevolent purpose seething through the strands as
they coiled about the gates, and tightened. The gates creaked and
groaned. They creaked open inch by protesting inch.

“Come on!” Romana towed him toward the
opening. She turned sideways to edge through the gap, tugging him
along behind her. Marc squeezed partway through and then found
himself wedged tight, unable to move. The gates held him
vise-like.

She yanked on his hand but he didn’t budge.
“Cervida-shit!”

He heard the panic in her voice. He grunted
and allowed a little more of his power to seep through the
mind-link. “Add this to it. Increase what you made for me.”

She grappled with the increase and subdued it
to her will. “More,” she demanded.

He gave her more and the gates gave another
inch.

She stared at him through eyes that shone
with hunger. “Give me more. Now.”

He was still wedged tightly between the
gates. He had no choice. He gave her what she asked.

She absorbed it and through the link he felt
the power boiling inside her. He sensed an inner struggle, a
yearning to give in to the craving that was almost impossible to
resist. Then, with a massive flexing of her will, she closed
herself off from its demands.

Marc relaxed. She was in control again. She
hadn’t taken enough power that she could be corrupted by it.

“Aaaaarrrrggghhhh!” Her shriek caught him by
surprise. She had loosed the power within her and as it coursed
through her, she rose up on her tiptoes, chest outthrust and head
thrown back.

He caught a glimpse of the gloating triumph
lurking behind those eerie black eyes and for the first time since
he’d become a god Marc felt true fear. Then, before he could react,
she slammed what she’d taken back through him.

He screamed. Power surged from his body,
licking the gates with gouts of sizzling black fire. They shivered…
and then gave way, swinging open just enough for him to squeeze
through. She’d done it. He was free!

Congratulatory words died on his lips as he
focused on Romana’s limp form. He scooped her up and probed her
mind. His heart thudded a rapid tattoo as horror took hold. Oh,
gods. No. “No!”

Her consciousness had fled, taking refuge in
some lightless limbo she’d constructed. He probed it but it was
solid and impervious to his tentative attempts to pierce it. Gods
help him, he didn’t know how to make her whole again without
destroying her fragile human mind.
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Romana hadn’t returned and neither had
Chryss. Hope dampened her fear that something had happened to her
daughter. She stood on the rise overlooking the burial grounds and
swept her seer-senses over the far reaches of First Settlement’s
borders and beyond. She sought energy fluctuations and surges that
might indicate a mass release of energy, as happened when a large
number of animals died at once. Anything, in fact, that might give
advance warning and—

Wait. She honed in on a surge of power
descending from above. The breath she’d been holding spilled from
her in a rush. Not the wyverna—

Marc!

She tracked the familiar signature, noting
where it landed, and willed herself to it. Her nose twitched at the
familiar odors of herbs and salves. The Healing Hall. She heard a
sharp intake of breath from the healer on duty. “What’s wrong?” she
asked, fear crawling over her skin and burrowing toward her
heart.

“It’s Romana,” Marc said.

No. Please. “Where is she?” The words almost
strangled in her throat.

“She’s here. I’m… I’m carrying her.”

Heart in her mouth, Hope scanned him from
head to toe. Ah. Now she could detect another presence, but nothing
familiar, nothing she recognized as her daughter. “How’s she
managing to block me?” she muttered.

“She’s not blocking you, Hope.”

The truth of it slammed into her. Oh gods.
“What have you done to my daughter?”

“If the Dayamari believed in hell,” Marc
whispered hoarsely, “then she’s been there and back to get me here.
Can you help her? Please help her.”

Healer Symon elbowed her aside. He’d known
her too long to be in awe of her. “Put Romana here, Marc,” he said.
“Let me take a look at her.”

Hope listened to the sounds of an experienced
healer examining a patient. She bit her lips to keep from
whimpering, and pressed her fists to her abdomen, willing the panic
to stay contained. She couldn’t afford to give in to it. Not now.
Not when there was so much at stake.

“Well?” she demanded.

“Physically she’s fine,” Symon said. “But
she’s not responding to any external stimuli. My best guess is that
she’s suffered some sort of severe mental trauma and she’s
retreated inside herself for protection—to give her spirit time to
heal. I suggest you call your son immediately. Ryley’s knowledge of
these things is remarkable. In the meantime we need to keep her
hydrated. I wish there was more I could offer but—”

“I know. Thank you.”

Marc made a choking sound. His pain and guilt
smacked her like a well aimed body-blow.

“Show me what happened to her,” she said, her
tone leaving him no room for argument.

He planted the knowledge in her mind and Hope
clenched her fists at her sides as the rage surged. She rode it and
conquered it. And hated herself for not being able to give in to
tears and anger and grief like any normal parent. Again it was a
choice that had been forced upon her—just like this choice had been
forced on Romana… and had damaged her terribly.

The weight of her years pressed down on her.
She slumped on the edge of the sleeping platform and reached out
with a shaking hand to caress her daughter’s face. “Romana?
Sweetling? Are you in there?” She probed her daughter’s mind again
but sensed only a foggy-gray emptiness. She drifted, searching for
some spark of life that would give her hope.

She found it eventually, a tiny crystalline
sphere Romana’s psyche had formed and retreated into in a desperate
effort to protect itself. There was nothing she or anyone could do.
It was up to Romana now.

Sighing, she brushed a stray lock of hair
back from her daughter’s forehead and rose to her feet, locking her
knees to stay upright. She didn’t even have the energy to rage
against Chryss for sending Romana into danger. He’d done what he
had to—just as she’d always done. “Come, Marc. We have plans to
make.”

“You’re just going to leave her there? Like
that?”

His horror slashed at her but she kept her
face neutral and her voice matter-of-fact. “Yes. She’ll come back
when she’s ready to face the world again.” Or not. “We don’t have
time to sit here holding her hand. The threat the wyverna poses is
our priority right now.”

He battered her with a roiling mass of
emotions but she stood firm beneath them. She, of all people,
understood his helplessness. And she could imagine the way he was
looking at her right now. With disgust and horror and hatred… for
forcing him to confront the stark truth and choose the good of the
many over one dearly loved. Sometimes it was a blessing to be
blind.

She laughed—a harsh and unpleasant sound.
“I’m Sehani. My responsibility is to the people of this settlement.
I do what I have to. Get over it.”

She noted the change in his aureya,
acceptance washing away everything but cold logic and intensely
focused resolve. “Good,” she said. “Scan the area. Meet me at the
burial grounds when you’re done and we’ll talk.” She vanished.

Marc stared down at his best friend and the
first casualty in a battle against a creature that should never
have come to be. He ground his teeth until his jaw ached. How could
the gods have been so arrogant to believe they could design a
creature to surpass Mother Nature’s creations? If he’d been a god
back then he would never have done such a thing. Never!

A tiny seed of truth flowered with the
shameful truth. He had no right to judge his fellow gods. If he’d
been a god at that moment in time he’d have agreed to it, too. The
idea—the challenge—would have been irresistible.

“Marc?” Healer Symon was tugging at his arm,
trying to catch his attention.

“Sorry, Symon. You were saying?”

The healer’s eyes shone with tears. “Thank
you for helping us.”

Marc got his act together and inclined his
head. “I’m a god. It’s what I do.”
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Creatures were dying. Marc could sense it,
feel it. He traced the trail of terror and agony to its end until
he hovered above a large patch of ground littered with hunks of
torn, bloody flesh and shattered bone. An entire herd of buffalas
reduced to raw meat. Not a single one left alive. Even a pack of
wolves that had been misfortunate enough to be targeting a calf
when the wyverna struck had been systematically slaughtered.

The air should have been seething with
multi-colored swirls of death-energy that only a god or Sehan could
see, but it was strangely barren. Like it had been absorbed.

Marc shook off his unease to focus on
tracking the wyverna. He had to take the utmost care to hide his
presence from the creature. He couldn’t afford to be taken out this
early in the game.

Through his psychic link to Hope, he showed
her what he’d Seen. He maintained the link, observing as groups of
people winked into view around her. Chryss brought the trackers,
Hopian the hunters, and Ryley any other able-bodied man or woman
willing to wield a weapon.

Hope conjured a screen of light and used it
to replay what he had shown her. The Dayamari watched in silence.
Marc didn’t blame them. It was horrifying stuff.

“It’s following the course of the river,” he
heard Blayne say. “If it takes to the water we’re in trouble. It’ll
be able to swim to the very heart of the settlement.”

Shit. Blayne was right.

Hope’s voice sounded in his mind at the same
time as she spoke aloud for the benefit of those listening. “Marc,
I need you to confront it directly. Put yourself in its path and
try to drive it away from the river. If you don’t succeed then get
back here immediately. I’ll need your help to evacuate everyone to
the Second Settlement.”

“Gotcha.” Here goes nothing. He latched on to
the wyverna’s energy signature and transported himself directly
into its path. He hung in mid-air for a split second, waiting,
making sure it had his scent. And then he disintegrated his
essence, only to reappear on the ground below.

The creature descended and landed a few feet
away. That landing had been far more graceful than he’d believed
possible given its size. Its nostrils flared. A forked tongue
darted out, scenting the air.

“Here kitty, kitty.” Marc clicked his fingers
and made smooching sounds with his lips as he swung into motion and
sauntered away. “Come to Daddy.”

Its wedge-shaped head followed his progress.
The glint in its half-lidded blood-red eyes snaked a chill down his
spine but his apparent fearlessness intrigued it enough that it
hesitated…. And then Marc sensed a change. Curiosity was swallowed
by the urge to kill and it launched toward him, lashing out with
its talons. A sharp pain bloomed in his thigh as he instantly
transported himself farther down his chosen path.

Damn it was quick. He smooched loudly again,
goading it. The wyverna lunged again, and this time it was so
blindingly quick Marc was forced to dissolve his corporeal body to
escape further injury.

Safe on another plane of existence, he
watched the creature jerk to a halt on the exact spot where he had
been standing. Its hide seemed to shimmer and brighten, and a cold
sinking feeling wormed into Marc’s gut. He knew instinctively what
he was witnessing. The wyverna was absorbing the dispersing power
he’d emitted when he dissolved his physical form. Gods give him
strength.

It sniffed the ground, swiped its tongue over
it. That cold feeling in his gut turned to a block of ice. It was
licking blood from the ground. His blood.

He resumed his corporeal form again, taking
care to put twice as much distance between himself and the wyverna
as he had previously. It was still sniffing the ground, making sure
it lapped every last droplet of his blood. He glanced down at his
leg. Slashed, bloodstained denims greeted him, and beneath, torn,
bleeding skin. Why had the gash not healed?

Marc! Watch out!

He had just enough time to register Hope’s
voice and glance up before the wyverna was on him. Its weight and
the momentum of its attack bowled him over. He screamed when its
claws punched into his abdomen but had enough presence of mind to
grab its jaws and force them shut before its dagger-sharp fangs
could rip his face off. Only his inhuman strength kept those jaws
shut as its feral eyes burned into his.

The claws knifed deeper into his gut. He
curled his spine, working his knees into the slight gap beneath the
wyverna’s body, seeking purchase with his feet. He rocked up onto
his buttocks and then lunged backward, kicking out his bent legs
with all his strength. The wyverna sailed over his head and Marc
scrambled to his feet. Panting, he pressed his hands to the
puncture wounds in his stomach, willing them to heal, waiting for
it to attack again.

Hope appeared beside him and hooked his arm
over her shoulder while slinging her arm about his waist. “Quickly,
dear!” a voice trilled. “Get him away from there!”

Heeding the warning, Hope winked them both
away just as the wyverna pounced. The snapping sound its jaws had
made and its howl of frustration echoed in Marc’s mind, trailing
him to the Healing Hall.
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A disembodied voice sighed heavily in a
thoroughly put-upon manner. “Goodness, that was cutting it rather
fine. Another second and it would have had them both.”

“So that’s the creature causing all the fuss
and bother,” another voice said.

And a third piped up with, “A pretty thing…
considering.”

Three beings shimmered into view. Enraged,
the wyverna shrieked and launched at them… only to smack into an
undulating column of water that simply burst before reforming,
unharmed.

“Oooh!” Regni said. “That tickled.”

The wyverna retreated, gagging and coughing
up water that had been forced into lungs now accustomed to
breathing air. It eyed them balefully.

Vindra crowed with delight. “Oh look, it
wants to play.”

“It does seem that way,” Suni said.

“I wonder how it would feel about being
frozen,” Regni said. “Shall we see?”

“But what about our schedule? If we spend
time playing with this creature we risk disrupting the weather
patterns,” Suni said.

“And your point is?” the wind Elemental
challenged.

“Oh, go ahead then. It’s been such a long
time since we had any real fun. This world will cope with a little
variety in its weather patterns, I’m sure.”

The wyverna was gathering itself to launch
another attack when it was blasted by a howling, icy wind that
lowered the ambient temperature to below freezing. When the wind
ceased it was encased in a block of ice.

Suni shimmied over to peer at it. “Goodness.
It’s still alive in there, Vindra. And it’s chewing through the
ice.”

“Persistent beastie. We’ve got some time
before it frees itself. Any idea what you might like to try,
Suni?”

Suni thought for a moment, and then its form
brightened with suppressed glee. “I believe I might try a popular
Earth-style entertainment that young Marc mentioned.”

“And what might that be?” Regni asked.

“If I remember rightly, which of course I
always do, then it’s called a bar-be-cue. And I’m thinking
of inviting our dear wyverna to be the main course.”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Eighteen




Hope had vanished after reassuring herself
Marc hadn’t sustained a mortal injury. He guessed so long as he
wasn’t dead he was pretty low on her list of priorities right
now.

In his mind’s eye he watched the trio of
Elementals taunting the wyverna to distraction. “They look like
they’re having fun,” he commented to Symon, who was shaking his
head and muttering as he probed the slash wound in Marc’s thigh.
The mutterings increased when he moved to the puncture wounds in
Marc’s stomach.

“Too much to hope they might succeed in
killing the beast, I expect,” Chryss rumbled.

The big man’s unexpected appearance in the
Hall provoked a pithy oath from the healer. “I wish you lot
wouldn’t do that,” he said. “It’s bad for my health.”

“But if they injure or weaken it,” Chryss
said, continuing on as though the healer hadn’t spoken, “that will
work to our advantage. One can always hope.” He peered over Symon’s
shoulder, grunted, and pinned Marc with a ball-shriveling look.
“You took too many risks out there,” he said. “If it hadn’t been
for Suni’s warning Hope might not have got you away before you were
attacked again.”

“Speaking of Suni….” Marc conjured an
air-mirror so Symon could watch the elemental give the wyverna a
fire-bath.

“Nice,” the healer said. “Unlike these
wounds. Gods only know what’s lurking under that beast’s claws.” He
poured something from a flask directly into a puncture wound.

Marc winced. “Ho-ly freak-ing— Ahhhh!” He
tensed his muscles to keep from jerking off the mattress.

“One down, five to go,” Symon said.

When Marc’s eyes had quit watering he reached
for the healer’s flask. “I could do with a drink right now.”

The healer whipped the flask out of reach.
“If there’s any left when I’ve finished then you can drink
it—if you dare.”

“Deal.”

The healer’s ministrations left Marc
white-faced, sweating and shaking. He’d been made a god in the
prime of his life and before that, he’d never been badly injured or
seriously ill. He’d kind of forgotten what intense physical pain
could be like.

“No point in trying to stitch these,” Symon
said. “They’re deep but provided they don’t fester they should heal
on their own. Use an antiseptic salve, cover them, and keep them
clean and dry.”

“Will do.”

The healer turned his attention to the gaping
wound in Marc’s thigh. “What do you think, Chryss?” he asked.
“Anything I should know about healing a god? It’s not something
I’ve had the pleasure of dealing with before—gods generally being
invulnerable and all.”

“It won’t heal right without stitches,” was
Chryss’s verdict.

“That’s what I figured.”

Marc shifted on the mattress. Symon was an
experienced healer and well-respected by his peers. But Dayamari
healing was borderline primitive compared to Earth-style healing.
This wasn’t going to be pleasant.

Symon cocked his head and fixed him with a
look that didn’t promise a fun time. “Do you want something for the
pain?”

“Waste of time,” Chryss said. “Won’t work on
him anyway. He’ll have to grin and bear it.”

Marc reared up from the mattress as Symon
poured some of the contents of his flask directly onto the slash
and began to swab it with a soft cloth. He blotted his
sweat-pearled forehead with the back of his hand. “That stings like
hell. What is that stuff? Fire-water?”

The healer slanted him a grin that seemed
almost genuine. “Close. You recall the books Blayne brought back
from Earth for Healer Johan?” He waited for Marc’s nod. “Romana
translated them and they were made available to me when Johan
passed. I’ve been experimenting based on some of the information in
those books. I’ve built a primitive still and the result is
this potent alcohol. It tastes incredibly vile, however, so I use
it purely for medicinal purposes.”

“Gimme that.” Marc swiped the flask and took
a healthy swallow… which burned all the way down and felt like he’d
stripped the lining from his nose and throat. He coughed and
spluttered. And when he could bring himself to speak, he whispered,
“Undrinkable,” and handed back the flask.

The healer didn’t bother to hide his bark of
laughter as he threaded a fine bone needle with sinew fiber. “It’s
a work in progress.”

The hit of pure alcohol had served to kick
Marc’s brain up a notch or three. “Why aren’t my wounds healing
themselves, Chryss?” His breath whooshed out as Symon pierced his
skin with the needle to take the first stitch.

“Because we modeled it on ourselves,” Chryss
said. “The wyverna’s not immortal but it’s damn close. Any wounds
it inflicts on you will heal human-slow, as would any injuries
caused by another god.”

“Well that sucks.” Marc fisted the coverlet
and distracted himself from the unpleasant tugging sensation by
watching the Elementals having “fun” while Symon finished sewing up
his skin and dressing the wound. He had to commend the Elementals
for their inventiveness. And from what he could see they were
really pissing the wyverna off big-time.

He knew he was supposed to be omnipotent and
all that, but there were huge gaps in his knowledge. One of those
huge gaps was information about Regni, Suni and Vindra. It was as
though the Elder Gods refused to admit they existed. What little he
did know about them he’d discovered only because he’d come across
Suni by accident, and when he’d introduced himself, the other two
had showed up. Symon might be shocked by his ignorance but too bad.
Knowledge was power—even for a god.

“Hey, Chryss. If the wyverna absorbs magic,
how come the Elementals can injure it? I mean, they use
supernatural powers, too, right?”

“The Elementals don’t have any supernatural
abilities.”

Marc rolled his eyes and gestured to the
mirror, which showed Regni unleashing a torrential downpour of
water and Suni super-heating it in an attempt to boil the wyverna
alive.

“Those aren’t supernatural powers or magic,
Marc. The Elementals command the weather.”

Marc’s confusion must have been obvious for
the big man continued his explanation. “Weather patterns already
exist. The Elementals are responsible for the distribution
of those weather patterns. Sure, at the moment they appear to be
creating snow or rain or sunlight from nothing. But what
you’re truly witnessing is them isolating those already existing
weather-patterns from elsewhere on this world, diverting them and
concentrating them so they occur in a particular spot. The
Elementals are merely a conduit.” Chryss tugged his beard. “And
given the extreme weather they’re diverting and concentrating at
present, we could be in for some unseasonable weather-patterns in
the near future.”

“Interesting.” Just when he thought he’d
gotten a handle on all this magic stuff he got thrown another
curve-ball.

Symon had turned away to clean up his
instruments of torture, so Marc sat up and swung his legs to the
floor. It was then that he registered that he was the only patient
currently in the Hall. A fist squeezed his heart and wrung it dry.
“Where’s Romana?”

“At her mother’s,” the healer told him.

And before he could ask his next question,
Chryss added, “Yumanos is with her. While you were playing
catch-me-if-you-can he appeared and offered his assistance.”

Marc nodded. “Good.” Yumanos was Ergaiya, an
energy being whose essence could travel across different planes of
existence. But Yumanos was unique. He had been the first to slough
his human form and ascend, and he retained a strong connection to
his human roots. Unlike his fellow Ergaiya, Yumanos still cared
about humans—and felt a sense of obligation because Hope had once
risked her life to help his people. He might be able to communicate
with Romana in some way—perhaps even coax her psyche out of
hiding.

“Yumanos thinks he can tap into the residual
ancestral Sehani power of Hope’s house to help Romana,” Chryss
said.

Marc stared at him and a sensation of
knowing smacked him upside the head. It was absolute,
irrefutable. “Yumanos will help her. She’s going to be all right.”
Relief coursed through him and he scrubbed his face with his hands
to hide the stinging in his eyes. She was going to be all
right.

Chryss extended a hand and Marc allowed the
ex-god to haul him upright. He took a few steps, testing his leg.
The stitches pulled but held. And the punctures in his abdomen were
bound tightly enough that he could manage provided he didn’t take
any really deep breaths. He didn’t feel too bad. Considering.

He picked up his torn and blood-spattered
t-shirt and a sigh eked from his lips. “This was one of my
favorites—Wisa really hated it.” He disposed of it with a thought
and then conjured another. This one depicted a knight slaying a
dragon with his sword. The knight was blond and bore a startling
resemblance to Marc. And the “dragon” was an eerily accurate
rendition of a wyverna.

Chryss shook his head in mock-despair. “Let’s
go and find Hope and the others.”

Symon snapped his fingers to snag Marc’s
attention. “Before you head off, please know I’m not going to waste
my breath telling you to rest that leg. Same with not doing
anything too strenuous for the next few days. And getting those
puncture wounds disinfected and redressed tomorrow. All right?”

“Thanks, Symon.”

“You’re welcome. I hope I won’t see you in
here again.”

“Me, too.”

 


~~~

 


Marc trailed Chryss through the Sehani Hall,
heading toward the somewhat private corner where Hope and Ryley
were presently huddled with the Elementals.

“We were unable to kill the creature for you,
Sehan Hope, but we will do what we can to help you defend your
settlement,” Suni was saying.

“Thank you for coming to our aid, Suni.
You’ve weakened the wyverna enough that it’s gone to ground. We’re
extremely grateful for the respite while we plan our next
move.”

The Elemental’s form glowed. “You’re welcome,
Sehan Hope. It’s so nice to be appreciated.”

“I’ll do what I can to remedy that situation
when this is all over,” Marc heard Hope say. “I’ve been woefully
neglectful by omitting you from my teachings. I know it doesn’t
excuse my behavior but I’ve never found the ritual to be—” He could
see her searching for something diplomatic to say.

Suni’s trill of laughter sounded so out of
place in the solemn atmosphere that Marc winced. “One day we shall
all sit down together and think up something a little more
palatable for you humans to recite,” the Elemental said.

Hope summoned a credible smile. “It’d be my
pleasure.”

The Elementals drifted off, chattering
amongst themselves, oblivious to the startled glances of the humans
they passed. The smile vanished from Hope’s face and she frowned at
her son. “I don’t like this idea at all, Ryley. It doesn’t feel
right.”

Her unease hovered around her like a cloud.
And when Hope was uneasy, it wasn’t something you ignored. “What’s
going on?” Marc asked.

“Mom should take the fight to the wyverna,”
Ryley told him. “No point sitting here waiting for it to come and
kill us. We should do it now. While it’s still weakened from its
encounter with the Elementals we have a better chance to capture
it.”

Hope’s lips tightened.

Marc gnawed the inside of his cheek. Uh oh.
Here it comes.

“Just because you don’t care about
living anymore, doesn’t mean the rest of us feel the same way,” she
snapped.

“Don’t start, Mom.” Ryley made a violent
slashing motion with his hand as he spoke. “I did what you
wanted—isn’t that enough?”

Ah. The whole leaving Earth and his soul mate
behind thing was rearing its ugly head. Perfect timing. Not.
“Ryley’s got a good point, Hope,” Marc said. “We could trap it in
its lair, blast a hole beneath it, and bury it good and deep.”

“I like the way you think, Marc.” Ryley’s
answering smile didn’t reach his eyes.

“I don’t think it’s going to be quite that
simple, boy,” Chryss rumbled.

“It never is.” Hope squared her shoulders and
somehow seemed at least six inches taller and twice as commanding.
Marc blinked. How did she manage to do that? It’d sure come in
handy with Wisa.

“All right, let’s do this now,” she said.
“Marc will transport us to the place where he fought the wyverna
and we’ll go from there.”

“Right now?” Ryley’s hard-arse façade cracked
a little, along with his voice.

“Yes. Right now.”

“What about Dad?”

“What about him?” Hope said. “He’s needed
here. Keeta’s a dithering mess of nerves and the settlement needs
someone strong to keep her from making any foolish decisions.
Besides, if something happens to me I need to know Blayne will be
there for Romana.”

“And Hopian?” Marc asked.

“He stays here,” Hope said. “If Romana
doesn’t recover, Matti and Lin will need their father. The
settlements need him, too. We can’t risk him. It’s
non-negotiable.”

“Romana will recover,” Marc told her, hoping
to ease some of the strain he sensed from her.

Her sightless gaze raked his face, reading
him. “You’ve Seen this?”

“Yes.” And sweet gods above, that wasn’t all
he’d Seen. He blanked his expression and buried the shock deep but
it was too late. He could see it in her face. She knew he’d gleaned
her secret. And right now she was silently begging him to keep it.
This was one of those times when being a god blew chunks.

“Dad and Hopian aren’t going to like this,”
Ryley said.

He was right about that. They had no
idea.

Hope blinked slowly and then tore her focus
from Marc. “They can lecture me all they want—when I get back.
Let’s go before anyone figures out what we’re planning.”

They’d bunched together and were preparing to
transport when she full-body shuddered. “Silas.” she gasped. “We
need him.”

“What for?” Ryley asked.

“I don’t know what for—only that he needs to
come with us.”

“On to it.” Marc sent out a mental summons to
the hunt-leader and Silas, gratifyingly, arrived at a run.

Hope held out a hand to the man. “We’re going
hunting. Want to join us?”

Marc watched a gamut of emotions flow over
the hunt-leader’s face before he stepped forward to clasp the hand
she offered. “Lead the way.”

“Ready?” Marc transported the small group to
a huge, barren circle devoid of vegetation. The earth was scorched
and charred. Here and there the ground was pockmarked with deep,
water-filled depressions. The surviving vegetation dotting the
outskirts of the area was ravaged by hoar frost. The Elementals’
battle had taken a heavy toll on the environment.

Silas slowly turned full circle to inspect
the area. “Wisa’s wings. What a mess.” He glanced down at his
hunting knife and Marc heard him mutter, “Should have brought my
spear, too.” When he glanced up again his expression was
unnaturally composed. “How are we going to kill this thing?” he
asked.

“We won’t be able to kill it, Hunter,” Chryss
told him. “We hope to weaken it enough that we can imprison it
again.”

Silas eyed the big man as if gauging the
truth of his words. He gave a terse nod. “Promise me one
thing.”

Chryss quirked one bushy brow.

“After we capture this creature and imprison
it, I want to personally know when it crumbles to dust. Even if
that doesn’t happen until long after I’m dead and buried, I still
want to know. Can you do that?”

Chryss nodded slowly. “I can.”

“Good.” Silas huffed out a sharp breath.
“Gods. I wish we had more weapons.”

“Your wish is my command.” With a flick of
his fingers, Marc conjured Silas’s spear and tossed it to him.

The hunt-leader snatched it from the air and
hefted it in his hand. Then he drew his knife. Marc easily picked
up the man’s thoughts. If the creature came at him, Silas hoped to
hold it off with the spear. And then he’d inflict as much damage as
he could with the knife before it slaughtered him.

“I hope it doesn’t come to that,” Marc said.
“Anyone else want another weapon?”

“Spear’s fine,” Chryss said.

“Don’t suppose you could whip me up an
Earth-style sub-machine gun?” Ryley’s half-hopeful expression told
Marc he wasn’t exactly joking.

“Sorry. I’m not permitted to do that.
Rules.”

“Damn. Suppose this spear will have to do.
No, wait. I want an ax.” Ryley examined the machete-like weapon
that had just appeared in his hands. “This doesn’t look like any
Dayamari axe I’ve ever seen.”

“I’ve sort of improved on the design,” Marc
said. “Any objections?”

“I want one like his,” Chryss said.

“No problem. Everyone happy now? Hope?”

Hope tested the spearhead on her thumb. “I’m
good.” She sucked the blood from her thumb as she drifted away to
finger a frost-covered flower.

“It knows we’re here,” Marc heard her
whisper.

Adrenaline pumped through his veins. He’d
Seen this moment, but the future wasn’t set in stone. He whirled
toward her, hand outstretched to yank her to safety as the ground
at her feet detonated in a shower of dirt. The wyverna snatched her
as it launched, leaving Marc grasping at air. Hope screamed once
and then fell silent.

 


~~~

 


Amidst the haze of shock Hope’s mind latched
onto a thought. Her Seeing had not been wholly accurate. She’d not
been chased down until she was too exhausted to fight and could run
no more. And then all notion of rational thought shattered and
there was only agony. She struggled to remain conscious, battling
her body’s primitive need to shut down in a desperate attempt to
heal itself. And all about her, promises of darkness and instant
relief from the terror and pain swirled. All she had to do was to
give up. It would be so easy to stop her heart from beating… cut
off the oxygen supply to her brain… embrace death and never feel
pain again….

No!

She clung to life, knowing if she gave in to
the darkness that beckoned she would be lost. Pain was good. Pain
meant she was still alive. And slowly her brain began to function
again. She compartmentalized her body’s injuries, ignored the
dampness of blood soaking through her clothing and the hideous
grating of fangs against bone. She would deal with her wounds
later—if she lived long enough.

The wyverna shifted her in its mouth. Her
puncture wounds tore wider and her lifeblood trickled down its
gullet. It swallowed. And her essence flowed through its body… and
into its mind.

She was a part of it now, linked to it. And
she understood it would consume the power that was an integral part
of her as well as her flesh. She shared its hunger, the endless
thirst for blood that was never slaked, the overwhelming desire to
kill. The hunger was so alien that she couldn’t defeat it and she
was flung into a churning chaos where primeval instincts held sway.
But her will to live was strong and somehow she clung to a thread
of humanity and clawed her way back to rational thought.

When she’d regained her sense of self she
sought for something—anything—to bridge the gap between the minds
of rational human and instinct-driven beast. Ah. There. Something
in common, something she might be able to use. Both she and the
wyverna harbored a powerful survival instinct. Both wanted to live.
It wasn’t much but it would have to do.

She tried to communicate mind-to-mind but the
creature’s brain was too alien, too overwhelmed with the lust for
flesh and blood. She was prey, temporary sustenance. Nothing
more.

It could no longer be reasoned with. It was
insane. Blood-loss fuzzed her senses. Despair crept closer. But as
her last hope slipped away something burned through her dulled
brain. Familiarity flowed through her, comforting and
strengthening.

Ryley and Chryss. She shared their thoughts,
understood what they were about to attempt, realized they believed
her own chances of survival were slight… and they would take the
risk regardless.

There was one more thing she could try. Again
she tried to communicate with the wyverna, showing it what she’d
Seen of its past in a stream of fluidly flowing images. She took
all Chryss’s memories, too, from the moment of the wyvernas’
creation until their capture and imprisonment, and she fed them
into the creature’s brain. She ended the image stream with the
discovery of the empty grave.

Its body gave a great shudder and its
flapping wings faltered. She’d gotten through to it at some level
for she could clearly hear its thoughts. Imprisoned. Hunger…
thirst… pain…. Flesh wasting, shriveling, desiccating.
Peace….

Pity burst through her. Poor gods-cursed
creature.

As though discarding the notion it was in any
way pitiable the wyverna shook her. It’s fangs tore her flesh and
it took everything she had to remain conscious. She sent it a
vision of herself lying broken and lifeless on the ground while her
companions fought it, punishing it for her murder. That vision was
chased away by another of the wyverna bound and helpless, watching
while it was buried alive.

Imprisoned. Hunger… thirst… pain…. Flesh
wasting, shriveling, desiccating. Peace….

She felt another strong emotion boil up
inside it then—something so alien to it that for a moment she
struggled to understand it, too. Fear.

Ah. Perhaps it could be reasoned with.
Perhaps it could be saved.

And then it was too late to try.

Marc lobbed his bollas with deadly accuracy.
The chiseled stone balls smashed into the wyverna. Strong cords
wrapped round it, binding its wings tightly to its torso. It
instinctively bit down and waves of agony engulfed her. She
screamed and the wyverna opened its jaws to echo her cry,
dislodging her from its fangs before it plummeted to the
ground.

She fell, too, of course. Air whooshed past
her, whipping strands of her hair about her face. And then her
descent slowed and she drifted to the ground, coming to rest
lightly as a leaf newly fallen from a tree… in someone’s arms.

“Wisa?” The agony that tore through her from
the mere act of speaking robbed her of further words. Because of
her link to the wyverna she experienced its pain and fury as
intimately as though it were her own. The combination was too much
for her battered mind and it shut down, sinking her in
blackness.

The goddess sank to her knees and tried to
heal Hope’s wounds with magic while she stanched the bleeding with
her hands. It was taking too long. All the magic at her command was
useless. She was useless.

“Ryley!” she called. “Your mother… she’s
bleeding out. Help me, please!”

But the wyverna was already recovering from
its fall and from the brief glance Ryley darted her way Wisa knew
he could not be spared—not even to help save his mother.

She bit her lips against the sobs that racked
her throat and tightened her chest, making it a chore to breathe.
She couldn’t lose Hope—the girl she’d claimed as family by
blood-ceremony and loved like a true daughter. Not now. Not like
this.

And then a torrent of knowledge was inserted
into her mind. Healing knowledge, no magic required.

Conjure what you need, he told her,
and let’s hope the wyverna is too occupied with us to notice the
power usage and target you. Slow the bleeding as best you
can and do whatever you think best to tend her injuries. Then
cocoon her in a protective web and leave her somewhere out of
harm’s way. The wyverna is nearly back to full strength. We need
you with us.

She nodded tersely and did precisely as
instructed. She worked quickly and efficiently to stabilize Hope
before she shut down all her bodily functions and sank her into a
deep coma. There was nothing more to be done. Hope would not die of
her injuries. She would sleep and, given time, heal. But if the
wyverna was not defeated, healing her would be in vain. She and all
her people would eventually fall victim to its bloodlust.

Wisa couldn’t think about that now. She
climbed to feet and turned her focus to destroying the nightmare
she’d helped create before it slaughtered everyone she’d dared to
love.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Nineteen




The wyverna crouched, swaying, eyeing each of
them in turn—a predator casting its eye over the herd and selecting
the weakest animal to bring down. Ryley swallowed the bile that
scorched his throat and cast a sideways glance at Silas. What had
his mother been thinking when she’d insisted on bringing him along?
Sehani magic might not work directly on the wyverna, but it helped
whisk you out of harm’s way, at least. Silas wouldn’t last five
minutes on his own.

“What took you so long?” Chryss had aimed his
comment at Kunnandi and Shikari.

Ryley winced. Even though Chryss had once
been a god, it still didn’t pay to give one lip…. Or remind them
they were late to the party. The Elder Gods were here now, and that
was all that mattered.

Kunnandi scowled. “We had things to
discuss.”

I’ll bet. And if not for Hope being taken by
the wyverna you might still be “discussing” things. Ryley took care
to keep that thought private and not leak a hint to Kunnandi.

Silas finally smothered his awe enough to
speak directly to the god all hunters worshipped. “Any ideas how to
hurt this thing, Shikari?”

“Whatever we do it’ll heal itself almost
instantly, just like we usually do.”

“Unless our wound is inflicted by a wyverna
of course,” Chryss said. “Or another god.” And this time it was
Shikari who scowled.

Silas appeared very resigned as he rolled his
shoulders to limber the joints. “I suppose someone’s got to make
the first move.”

Before Ryley could open his mouth to issue a
caution Silas had darted forward to stab the wyverna’s haunch and
was backing away to the relative safety of the circle again. The
creature craned its neck to hiss at him before resuming its swaying
vigil. Blood gushed from the spear wound. Silas grunted in a
satisfied way. “A few more like that and it’ll bleed out.”

Wisa joined the circle. “Watch, Hunter,” she
told him.

Ryley watched the man’s expression. And when
Silas swallowed and muttered, “Holy cervida-shit!” he cast a glance
at the wyverna’s haunch, already knowing what he would see. The
injury was now little more than a scar, and even that was
fading.

“You gods sure knew how to make a scary
creature,” Silas said.

Suni eyed the wyverna and sniffed. “It’s an
abomination. No wonder you need our assistance.”

Wisa briefly inclined her head toward each of
the Elementals in turn. “On behalf of the Dayamari Elder Gods we
thank you for coming to our aid.”

Prettily said, but Ryley suspected the words
had stuck in her throat. When it came to the Elementals the gods
had a ways to go before they could completely bury their pride.

“Our wyverna is looking a little to perky for
my liking,” Marc said. “I think it’s getting ready to attack. How
about you Elementals smack it around for a bit while we get
organized?”

“Delighted, I’m sure.” Without preamble
Vindra loosed a blast of chilled air that froze the wyverna
solid.

“I really, really, like it when you do
that,” Ryley said. “Gives us time to come up with a plan of
attack.”

The Elemental bowed. “You’re welcome young
Sehan.”

The Elder Gods conjured their favored
weapons. A spear for Shikari, a long, wickedly-sharp blade for
Kunnandi, and for Wisa, a three-pronged weapon that Ryley couldn’t
recall the name of right now. So long as it did the job. “I vote we
hit it with everything we’ve got, then let the Elementals have
another go at it,” he said. “They weakened it before. Maybe Suni
can fry its wings a bit, while Marc blasts a nice, deep hole right
here. Then we’ll herd it in and bury it.”

Silas gave a terse nod. “Sounds like a
plan.”

“If you want to die sooner rather than
later,” Chryss said.

“Got any better ideas?” Ryley asked. No
sarcasm meant. If Chryss had a better idea, he wanted to hear
it.

“Nope. Remember, don’t be tempted to use any
of your Sehani powers on it. It’ll only absorb them and they’ll
make it stronger. That applies to you lot, too.” He jerked his chin
at the three Elder Gods. “No fancy god-stuff—not unless you want us
all to end up wyverna-fodder sooner rather than later.”

“What about me?” Marc asked.

Chryss narrowed his gaze and stared at the
young god for a long tension-filled moment. “I’m not sure about you
yet. Have to wait and see.”

Ryley couldn’t help his sharp bark of what
passed for laughter lately. “I don’t expect we’ll have the leisure
of ‘waiting and seeing’.”

Silas cut him a glance, his pupils dilated
with shock. “You think we’re all going to die.”

“Yes. But at least it’ll be quick. Unlike the
immortals among us we won’t be hanging around fighting, getting
hurt and healing, over and over, until the world as we know it
ends.”

“There is that,” Chryss said, and clapped
Silas on the shoulder. “Don’t fret, Hunter. Everyone’s got to go
sometime.”

“Unless we can come up with a better plan,”
Marc said.

Ryley scratched his chin as a question
smacked him from way the heck out of left field, as they liked to
say on Earth. “Chryss, if the gods are too badly injured to
function for a while, who gets to escort us to the spiritual world
when we die?”

“Reckon we’ll be hanging around as phantoms
for a bit.”

“I can think of a few people I wouldn’t mind
haunting,” Silas said, doing his best to sound as unconcerned as
the others. “Look. It’s chewed through half the ice already.” He
flexed his fingers and then gripped his spear more firmly.

Marc made a sound in his throat that sounded
like a surprised gurgle, and Ryley noted he was gazing intently at
Silas. “I think I do have another plan. Hope wanted you here with
us for a reason, Silas, and I think I’ve just glimpsed a hint of
what that reason might be.”

“Well done, Marc,” Wisa said, smiling at him.
“You’re progressing nicely.”

He rounded on her. “You knew about
Silas?”

“No,” she said, sounding affronted. “And I
still don’t know exactly how you think to use him. If I had crucial
information to help our cause, do you truly believe I’d keep
silent?”

“We don’t know what to believe anymore,”
Ryley said. And refused to feel guilty at the wounded expression he
glimpsed before she dropped her gaze.

“Get on with it, boy.” Chryss made a rolling
motion with his hands.

“Silas can take life-energy,” Marc said,
“just like Romana does. He feeds off people’s energy.”

“Me?” Silas stared at the young god. “You’re
mistaken. I don’t feed from anyone. I don’t have any such
ability.”

“Bullshit,” Marc said. “It’s why you
can so easily sway people to take your side and do what you want.
Or do you simply believe you’re that charismatic?”

Silas’s mouth opened and closed.

“You take energy from the people around you
and convert it for your own use,” Marc said. “It’s only small
amounts—negligible, really. But if you link with me, you’ll be able
to boost your own abilities with my powers, drain the
wyverna of its life-energy and cycle it back through me. Together
we’ve got a chance to kill this thing. Or at least substantially
weaken it so we can contain it again.”

“You think so?” Ryley glimpsed the desperate
hope that flamed in Silas’s eyes and envied him. He’d lost all hope
in happy endings.

Marc’s grin was so broad and infectious that
Silas had started grinning, too. “We can do this, Silas.”

Chryss tugged his beard. “It’ll be dangerous,
Hunter. Marc will act as a conduit—giving you access to his power
and then draining you of any excess you gain from the wyverna. But
he’s a god, and if you take too much power from him, or hold it
inside you for too long, it will destroy you.”

Ryley felt compelled to voice his doubts.
“What’s to stop the wyverna from absorbing Marc’s power
through Silas?”

“Excellent question,” Kunnandi said.

“Marc was correct to compare Silas to
Romana,” Chryss said. “Theirs is not a creative power like a
Sehan’s. Theirs is a negative power—destructive, if you prefer. And
even though he’s now a Dayamari god, Marc retains such
strong links to his home-world I believe he draws power from that
world, also.”

“Interesting hypothesis,” Kunnandi said. “But
how can it help us combat the wyverna?”

“I believe the wyverna won’t be able to
absorb Marc and Silas’s powers because when combined, they will be
fundamentally alien to this world. That’s what I hope, anyway.”

Silas’s jaw worked silently for a moment, and
then he turned to Wisa and the words erupted from his mouth. “If
I’m going to risk my life on a theory, can’t you gods at least See
whether this is going to work?”

None of them met his gaze. Finally Wisa said,
“We’ve never been able to See anything to do with wyvernas
clearly.”

From the way Silas stared at her, Ryley knew
the hunt-leader was fighting the gut-wrenching realization his gods
were fallible.

Silas blinked, shook himself, and said,
“Let’s do it.”

“Now would be good,” Suni trilled. “The
creature is almost free of Vindra’s most excellent ice-cube. It’s
looking rather, er, pissed as young Marc is so fond of
saying.”

“Open your mind to me, Silas,” Marc said.

The force of the young god’s mind brought
Silas to his knees. He leaned on his spear as black spots danced
before his eyes. And then his vision clouded until he could no
longer see anything at all. His skull throbbed. His brain felt so
enlarged with Marc’s presence he feared it might explode. And then
the immense pressure eased and he could see again. He realized with
a jolt that he’d topped to the ground. He groped for his spear and
hauled himself to his feet.

“Good,” Marc said.

If that was “good”, gods help him when he had
to deal with “bad”.

“I’m going to show you what to do,” the young
god told him, “and then I’ll help you make the link. I’ll buffer
you as much as I can without interfering but be ready. When you
make mental contact with this beastie it’s going to be a shock to
your system.”

“I’m ready.” He hoped.

With Marc’s assistance, Silas pushed outward
with his mind… and saw a world he could never have imagined. He
marveled at the explosion of life-energies around him, a swirling,
pulsing array of too-bright colors that made his breath catch in
his throat.

At Marc’s suggestion he narrowed his focus
until he could identify individual aureyas from the seething mass.
The gods were almost too exquisitely painful to behold, and the
Elementals so alien his brain couldn’t make sense of what he was
Seeing. Quickly he dragged his Sight away from them and sought a
human aureya. But even Ryley’s aureya was strange. Silas finally
realized he was Seeing two aureyas inside the young Sehan—as though
Ryley’s physical body was inhabited by two distinctly different
souls. He didn’t realize he’d been distracted until Marc’s
inexorable will called him back and directed him toward the
wyverna.

Under different circumstances Silas might
have admired the creature as he would any other competent predator.
Viewed with his new Sight, however, the wyverna provoked nothing
short of awe. Its deadly beauty was now overlaid with colors
spanning the rainbow. Its aureya vibrated with a suppressed power
that agitated the colors, mixing them and swirling them into hues
he’d never imagined could exist. It was as though the gods had
drawn beauty from every source they had available and caged it in
this one perfect creature.

Something inside him was drawn to the
wyverna’s power. He wanted it. Craved it.

Marc showed him how to coax his yearning into
a fine thread and send it snaking toward the wyverna’s aureya. It
latched on leech-like, and then wormed its way toward the pulsing
heart of the creature’s power.

Ah. There. Perfect. His thread embedded
itself deeply. As he began to feed the thread pulsed and grew
thicker. The sensation was vaguely disgusting at first—almost too
alien to accept. And then it was pleasure and more pleasure and
simply… more. He groaned as the power burgeoned inside him, filled
him, expanded him to the point of pain. And then there was relief
and an easing as Marc began the cycle of siphoning off the excess
power. A part of Silas mourned the loss. But a part of him knew it
was of no matter. He knew how to replace it now. Oh yes.

Greedily he sucked more inside himself.

“Protect Silas!” Ryley barked the warning as
the wyverna exploded from the remains of its ice prison and lunged
for the hunter. But Marc was already moving. He scooped the
oblivious man over his shoulder and backed away.

Kunnandi stepped in front of him, standing
legs apart, ready for action, like some badass bodyguard. “If
you’re injured too badly to continue what you’re doing with the
hunter we’re royally screwed,” he said by way of explanation.

Marc nodded tersely, accepting the logic even
if he didn’t much like the thought of being babied. He propped
Silas up and peered out at the action from behind the slight Elder
God.

Ryley had thrust his spear and impaled the
wyverna as it surged forward again. He stood firm while the
creature scrabbled its claws to gain purchase on the ground and
forced the spear through its body, intent on crawling ever-closer
to him. Chryss stood by Ryley and slashed at the creature’s head in
an attempt to drive it back. Shikari had taken up a post at the
rear of the creature and was hacking at its flanks with a huge axe.
He put all his considerable strength behind the blows, slicing
deeply, but as each new cut was inflicted it healed almost
instantly.

Wisa and Suni joined Ryley. The goddess
stabbed viciously at the wyverna with her three-pronged spear,
while the Elemental blasted it with a stream of fiery heat.

The wyverna howled in pain and Marc felt a
vicious surge of pleasure.

Silas had learned quickly. Now the wyverna’s
power gushed into him in a rapid stream, forcing Marc to siphon off
ever-increasing pools of power to prevent Silas from storing any of
it. Who knew what a human might inadvertently do with so much
power, or how using it might affect him? This process was risky
enough without turning Silas into a potential monster and having to
put him down.

All was going to plan—kind of—when a need
speared through him and he was powerless to block it. It thrummed
through his body, bringing with it an overwhelming sadness and
regret that almost drove him to his knees.

She was near death but he couldn’t disengage
from Silas and go to her aid. Not yet. Torn, he weighed the value
of one human life against another. Gods help him, even now he chose
her. He would always choose her.

Decision made, Marc allowed Silas to take as
much of the wyverna’s power as the man could humanly hold. He
flexed his will and it slammed into Silas, tearing all the power
he’d stolen from the wyverna from him in an instant. Marc swiftly
shaped the power into a shaft and coated it in pure will. He aimed
it and launched it into the stratosphere.

Its target was the protective veil between
worlds.

He felt it deep in his soul when the veil
tore and knew he had only seconds to act. He reached out through
the rapidly closing tear in the veil and latched on to the essence
he sought, summoning the one person who might be able to save her.
He knew the consequences of his actions would be far-reaching, that
he might never be forgiven for such an audacious, self-serving act.
He didn’t care. She meant too much to him.

It was done. All he could do now was
hope.

He turned his focus back to the task at hand,
restarting the siphoning process from Silas and taking in
everything he’d missed in blink of an eye. If this didn’t work
there was no Plan B and—

There. A sudden contracting of the wyverna’s
aureya accompanied a dramatic paling of its colors. “It’s working!”
he shouted.

The creature howled, long and plaintive. It
sank to the ground and lay panting, its forked tongue flicking. And
then its body began to shrivel and shrink, caving in on itself.

Silas laughed, a chilling sound full of
triumph and delight.

Marc left him to stalk over to the stricken
creature. He prodded it with his foot. It didn’t react. Its jaws
were stretched wide, its hide dull and patchy. Only its eyes
retained any signs of life, remaining plump and shiny for the
briefest moment before shriveling in the sockets until they
reminded him of raisins. The force that gave it life had been
sucked from it, leaving behind a wizened, shriveled husk.

Ryley mopped his face with the hem of his
tunic. “It’s over.”

“Good job, Silas.” Kunnandi gave the man a
gentle push and sent him staggering toward Marc and the others.
“You’ve killed it. Go take a look.”

But Silas was shaking his head over and over.
“No. There’s more power to take. I sense it. More. I want
more!”

Marc frowned. What the hell was up with
him?

Silas licked his lips, his gaze eagerly
scanning every inch of the wyverna’s corpse. “There’s something
still in there. I can sense it. I want it!”

“There is no more. It’s dead.” Marc scrubbed
a hand over his face. If his actions had broken Silas’s mind….

“There’s something still in there. Power. I
can sense power. I want it!”

“The damnable creature is finally dead,” Wisa
said. “It’s got no more power to give. Marc, please incinerate it
and ask Vindra to disperse the ashes on the winds. For my sake
finish this! I need to get my daughter home so she can be properly
healed.”

Some instinct prodded Marc to scan the
wyverna’s corpse. Silas was correct, there was some spark of
energy remaining. “Fuck me sideways. How—?” Ah shit. His
stomach lurched as he connected the clues. Hope. She’d been
psychically linked to the creature when he’d brought it down with
the bollas. Had that link ever broken?

“What’s wrong, Marc?”

He ignored Wisa’s question. Appalled by what
he now suspected, he probed further. This was bad. He dreaded to
think how being linked to a creature at the moment of its death
might have affected her, and—

Oh fuck no. This was really bad. Silas
was still draining power all right. Hope’s Sehani power! Cursing,
he severed the hunter’s link with the wyverna.

Silas swayed and then fell forward onto his
face.

Wisa blanched and her hand shot to her mouth.
“No.”

“What’s wrong?” Ryley demanded. “Will
somebody tell me—?”

“Hope was still linked to the wyverna,” Marc
said. “It was her power Silas could sense. And her power he was
draining.”
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Chapter Twenty




Maya adjusted her bulging rucksack again and,
as she headed down the track toward the Sehani Hall, cursed the
extra pounds she’d managed to acquire over the years. “Wisa’s white
wings, you’re puffing so hard anyone would think you’ve taken a jog
around the entire settlement!”

She felt the same inside but whenever she
caught a glimpse of her reflection she was shocked to see a fat old
woman staring back. “How does Varaya manage to stay so slim at her
age? It’s unnatural.” Or perhaps it was because Varaya didn’t eat
enough to keep a bird alive and was a terrible cook to boot,
whereas Maya loved cooking with a passion. “And you love eating
even more,” she chided herself.

A passerby tossed her an odd look and Maya
sighed. She was doing it again—talking to herself. So much for
being looked up to and considered terribly wise in her dotage. She
pushed open the door into the Sehani Hall and collared one of the
young men milling by the entrance. “Have you seen Sehan Hopian,
young man?”

The youngling peered down at her with a
fierce frown. “I hope you haven’t been wandering around alone. It
might not be safe!”

Maya opened her mouth to inform him she
hardly thought this creature was going to swoop from the sky and
carry her away, but relented when he snagged her rucksack
from her shoulders. “Here, let me take that for you,” he said. “It
looks heavy.”

“Thank you. Is Sehan Hopian about?”

“Maya!” Cayl elbowed his way to her side, a
worried frown etching the lines deeper into his face. “Where did
you disappear to? You know you shouldn’t be out alone. It might not
be safe!”

She stifled a sigh. “I was perfectly fine. I
needed to grab a few things we’d forgotten. And anyway, if the
wyverna was slinking around, it would hardly be interested
in a stringy old specimen like me.”

Cayl waggled his eyebrows. “On the contrary,
dearling, a plump specimen like you would be a prime target for a
hungry beastie.”

Maya poked him in the arm. “What are you
trying to say?”

“Uh, nothing, dearling.”

“That’s what I thought. Now take my rucksack
from this nice young man and let’s go find Hopian.”

The “nice young man” exchanged a sympathetic
look with Cayl as he handed over the rucksack. “I think I saw Sehan
Hopian talking to one of the elders up near the front of the hall
not five minutes ago,” he said.

“Thank you. You’ve been very helpful.” She
pivoted on her heel and began to edge through the crowd, leaving
Cayl to follow as best he could.

“Why do you want Hopian, anyway?” he asked
when he’d caught up to her.

“I want him to transport us to the Second
Settlement.”

Her life-partner frowned. “I didn’t realize
you were afraid to stay here, Maya. You should have told me
sooner.”

She glared up at him. “I’m not afraid. If the
wyverna turns up and decides to eat me then with any luck it’ll
choke on my old bones. Death doesn’t scare me. If my time is up,
then it’s up.”

“And?” Cayl prompted.

He knew her too well. “I have a feeling about
Merryn. She’s nearly full-term and I want to be with her when she
goes into labor. I’m going to ask Hopian to transport us there now.
We’re not much use to anyone here, but we can be of some use to
Merryn, don’t you think?”

“Good idea.”

She worried at her lip with her teeth. “And I
figured Hopian might be inclined to oblige, because then he’d have
two less people to protect.”

“I agree.”

“I know you’d like to help defend the
settlement but I’d like you to come, too, Cayl. It’d be good for
Kraig to have a man around while his life-partner’s in labor. Young
men are such worrywarts around birthing time.”

“Of course.”

“And—”

Cayl grasped her forearms and shook her
slightly. “Have you been listening to a word I’ve said?”

“Er—”

“I agree with you. Of course I’ll come. It’s
a good idea.”

She sagged with relief. “Oh. That’s good. Now
all we have to do is convince Hopian to—”

“I’ve already spoken to him. He’s waiting for
us now. And I’m banking on this damnably heavy rucksack being
stuffed with clothes for both of us, otherwise I’ll have to borrow
some of Kraig’s.”

Maya gaped at him.

“Well?”

She managed a nod while he basked in the
glory of her astonishment.

“Nice to know I can still spring a surprise
on you after all these years.” He grabbed her hand and led her,
still speechless, to where Hopian was waiting.

The Second Settlement’s Sehan smiled with
relief. “Oh, good. Here you are. Ready to go, Maya?”

Maya absorbed his bloodshot eyes and harried
expression. “What’s wrong, Hopian? Is it something to do with the
wyverna?”

“I hope not. Aunty Hope’s disappeared. Along
with Marc, Ryley and Chryss.”

“I gather this disappearing act wasn’t in the
plans?” Cayl said.

“Definitely not. Blayne is livid. If he
didn’t have his hands full with the elders, he’d have left the
settlement to search for them.”

“I bet.” Cayl exchanged a look with Maya and
she knew he was thinking the same thing she was right now. A
worried, angry Blayne was not someone to cross.

“And no one can find Hunt-Leader Silas
either,” Hopian was saying. “I’m beginning to suspect either Hope
or Ryley Saw something and they all decided to go after the
wyverna.”

“Shikari’s hairy paws,” Cayl breathed.

Hopian scrubbed his hands through his already
unruly hair. Poor boy. Maya gave him a quick hug. “I’m sure they’ll
be fine,” she soothed. “They have Marc with them.”

“I hope you’re right.” Hopian made a visible
effort to slough off his concern. “Are you two ready to go,
Maya?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Give Merryn my regards and tell her
and I’ll visit her and the baby when this is all over.” He sighed,
his shoulders slumping. “I wish I could convince Romana to go with
you. She’s still very weak but she insists she’s well enough to use
her powers if needs be. I’m not convinced but she’s being
dreadfully stubborn.”

“Life-partners can be like that,” Cayl said,
provoking another well-deserved poke in the arm. “Ouch! You’ve got
sharp fingernails, Maya. You should pare them shorter before you
hurt someone.”

“Could you both do me a favor?” Hopian asked
before Maya could think of a suitable retort.

“Of course,” Cayl said.

“If you’ve got a spare moment, could you find
Matti and Lin and give them a big hug from me and their mom? Tell
them we miss them and we’ll be back as soon as everything is
safe.”

Maya blinked back sudden tears. Those poor
children. They must be worried sick about their parents. “Of course
we will.”

“Thanks.” Hopian closed his eyes and Maya
felt a tingling up and down her body, followed by a truly awful
sensation—like she was dissolving from the feet up. She squeezed
her eyes shut and when she opened them again, she and Cayl were
standing in front of her daughter’s house.

“Here we are then,” Cayl said, stating the
obvious.

The tart rejoinder that sprang to Maya’s lips
died unuttered. A frisson of fear raised bumps on her bare arms.
She stood frozen to the spot. Something was wrong. She didn’t know
how she knew it but she did.

“Great.” Cayl sighed gustily. “We’ve come all
this way and now you don’t want to go in.” A pause and then,
“Maya?”

She felt his hands on her arms, turning her
to face him.

“Maya? What’s wrong?”

She blinked as his face loomed, peering into
hers.

“Why are you crying?” he asked. “Tell me
what’s wrong.”

“Something’s happened to Merryn.”

“Rubbish. You worry too much, dearling.”

She shook free of his grip to blot her tears
with the heels of her hands. “Something’s wrong, I know it.”

“Sweetling, please, calm down. If you go in
there all distraught and worried, you’ll only upset her. She’s
frantic enough about this gods-awful beastie that’s scaring
everyone half to death.” He rapped on the door and in typical
Cayl-fashion, opened it and walked right on in.

“Merryn?” He glanced around while Maya held
her breath until she saw stars. “No one seems to be home.” He
doffed the rucksack. “Maybe they’ve gone visiting.”

A muffled sound came from one of the
partitioned rooms.

Maya lunged for Merryn’s sleeping room and
shoved the heavy curtain aside. Her daughter lay on a sleeping
platform. She was deathly pale, deathly still. And there was blood.
Too much blood.

Healer Beryn glanced up, his mouth a shocked
O. He flicked a blanket over Merryn and then caught Cayl’s gaze and
held it, grimfaced. “I’m so very sorry,” he said. “I did all I
could.”

“Oh gods, no! Merryn!”

Cayl made a grab for Maya but it was too late
to prevent her headlong rush toward their daughter and he could
only stand there and watch as she halted, and then bent to touch
Merryn’s face with a shaking hand. “Merryn? Wake up,
sweetling.”

Her plea broke his heart.

“Merryn?” Maya’s knees gave out and she
crumpled to her knees beside the bed.

Cayl shook his head. No. It couldn’t be true.
It was a bad dream, a waking nightmare. Merryn looked so calm, so
peaceful. She was merely asleep. Please gods, let my little girl be
sleeping…

Beryn’s quiet voice dashed all hope. “She
went into labor yesterday but she insisted Kraig keep it from the
healers. It was a long labor. By the time Kraig realized something
was seriously wrong and called me in, I couldn’t stop the bleeding.
There was nothing I could do, Cayl, nothing anyone could do. I’m so
very sorry.”

Somehow Cayl found the strength to walk to
his daughter’s bedside and gather his sobbing life-partner into his
arms.

“I can’t wake her, Cayl. She won’t wake
up!”

“Shhh, dearling. I know.” Over Maya’s head he
sought Beryn’s gaze. “And the baby?”

Beryn summoned a tired smile. “She’s a
fighter, your granddaughter. She’s doing fine. Kraig’s taken her to
the Child-Minding Center to find a surrogate mother to nurse her.
He’s named her Rynna.”

“Did you hear that, Maya?” Cayl whispered,
tilting her chin until she raised her tear-streaked face. “We have
a granddaughter. Her name’s Rynna.”

Maya smiled crookedly through her tears.
“Rynna. That’s a beautiful name.”

“Would you like to see your granddaughter? We
should go and find Kraig.” Because he couldn’t bear to stay here,
trying to be strong, while his daughter lay dead on the sleeping
platform. All he wanted to do was find a private place to howl his
grief to the world.

“You go, Cayl. Kraig should know we’re here.
I’ll stay with Merryn for a bit.” She drew away from him to brush a
lock of bright red hair from Merryn’s forehead and placed a kiss on
her pale cheek. “I’ll come find you in a little while, Cayl.”

Beryn walked him to the door and ushered him
outside, well out of Maya’s earshot. “There’s something else you
need to know, Cayl. I don’t quite know how to tell you this
but—”

“Don’t tell me there’s something wrong with
Rynna, Beryn.” Cayl knew his tone was savage but he couldn’t help
it. “I can’t deal with that right now.”

The healer stared at him aghast. “No, no!
She’s a fine, healthy little girl, Cayl. Gods, I didn’t mean to—
Gods. I’m sorry. No, it’s just that when Kraig finally sent for
me….” His mouth worked as he searched for the right words. “Find
Kraig and ask him to tell you what happened. Make sure you talk in
private, though. It would be best.”

Cayl hunched his shoulders and nodded, even
though the last thing he wanted to do right now was have a
heart-to-heart talk with his son-by-Joining. He knew it wasn’t fair
to blame Kraig for Merryn’s death but if the man had only called a
healer sooner…. “All right, Beryn. I’ll talk to Kraig.”

The healer eyed him sympathetically. “Thank
you. I know you’re grieving but something very strange is going
on.”

Cayl managed another nod before he trudged
off, head bowed. With each step another tear trickled down the
seams of his cheeks. With each step he prayed Merryn’s spirit would
finally find the peace she’d never been granted in life.

By the time he’d reached his destination Cayl
had regained a little composure. Enough to fake it, at least.
Wiping his face on his sleeve one last time, he squared his
shoulders and prepared to face Kraig’s grief.

He walked through the gate to the outside
playground in front of the Center and asked the first child-minder
he spotted if she’d seen Kraig.

The woman’s lower lip quivered and her eyes
filled with tears. “He’s inside with the baby. I-I’m so sorry about
Merryn, Cayl. She was such a lovely girl.”

He knew he should remember the woman’s name
but his brain was fuzzed with grief. He patted her hand. “Thank
you.” He felt her watching him as he walked into the building. Her
sympathy mantled him like a suffocating shroud. He wondered whether
everyone who knew Merryn and tried to comfort him would make him
feel like this. And he wondered how he could possibly bear it. He
felt very old and incredibly weary.

“Kraig?” He peered through the doorway,
trying to distinguish his son-by-Joining amidst the organized
chaos. Children of all ages bedaubed with paint, scattered toys,
women whose forced smiles were marred further by the anxiety and
worry in their eyes…. Coming straight from his daughter’s deathbed,
the hustle and bustle of life shadowed by a gods-cursed creature
intent on slaughtering them all seemed wrong. He quelled the need
to yell at them all to stop what they were doing and show some
respect.

The woman in charge of the Center spotted
him, visibly paled, and hurried over. She took one look at his
shattered face and the words of sympathy died on her lips. Instead,
she took his hand, squeezed it gently, and led him to an area that
had been screened off from the main room. “Kraig and the baby are
through there, Cayl. And by the way,” she gave him a gentle smile,
“congratulations on the birth of your granddaughter. She’s
absolutely beautiful.” She ushered him inside and departed.

Cayl got his first glimpse at the infant
Kraig held in his arms and his world turned upside down again.
Amidst the anguish of his daughter’s death there was wonder and
even stirrings of joy. He was a grandfather!

His son-by-Joining glanced up. His face was
ravaged by grief and loss, but there was intense love and pride
there, too. “Her name is Rynna.” Kraig held the infant out to him.
“Would you like to hold her?”

Cayl took his baby granddaughter and cradled
her gently. He pushed back the swaddling cloth. She was tiny,
perfect—a miniature of her mother as an infant, even down to the
fuzzy cap of flaming red hair. His heart swelled with love. And
loss. He wept again and Kraig didn’t say a word until the bout of
grief had run its course.

“I’ve found a surrogate mother—a young woman
who was just about to wean her child. She’s happy to breastfeed
Rynna for me. We’ve come to an arrangement that suits us both.
She’s got no ties with anyone at the moment, so she and her little
one are going to move into the spare room at home until Rynna is
weaned. She’ll move in today and to quell the gossips I’ll have the
arrangement announced at the next settlement meeting. She’s very
sweet—caring. She seems to know just how to soothe Rynna when she’s
fretful. She’s just finished nursing Rynna so she’s probably still
around. Do you want to meet her?”

Cayl stared openmouthed at his
son-by-Joining. The man had suddenly grown a backbone. Before, he’d
always deferred to Merryn. Always. And now he’d arranged care for
his newborn daughter in the blink of an eye. Even more unusual, he
was not asking for approval, he was telling Cayl how it would be
from now on. About time. Rynna would need a strong man in her
life.

He handed the baby back to her father and sat
down. “Maybe later, Kraig. If you’re happy with this woman then I’m
sure she’ll be perfect for Rynna.” He observed the careful way
Kraig put the tiny baby over his shoulder and expertly winded her.
As he rubbed her back with a gentle palm, the baby drifted off to
sleep. Astounding. Such a change in the man.

“Where’s Maya?” Kraig asked, snapping Cayl
from his thoughts.

“She’s with Merryn. She… wanted some time
alone. Beryn is keeping an eye on her until I get back.”

“Cayl, there’s something I have to tell
you.”

“Beryn mentioned something. What
happened?”

Kraig’s mouth tightened and Cayl could see a
muscle working in his jaw. “Spit it out, Kraig.”

“After Beryn got here there was a visitor. A
woman.”

Rage tightened Cayl’s throat but he kept his
voice low for the baby’s sake. “Are you trying to tell me you were
seeing another woman?”

“Gods, no!” Kraig scrubbed his spare hand
over his face. “Look, Cayl, Merryn wouldn’t let me call in a
healer. She swore she’d leave me if I did. And after she had the
baby, I thought everything was fine. Then she started bleeding but
she didn’t tell me. She didn’t tell me!” His voice hissed those
last words viciously.

Cayl shook his head, all the fight draining
from him. “I know my daughter. Merryn could seem very meek and mild
but she had a streak of pure stubbornness as large as this
settlement. When she’d made up her mind nothing could sway
her.”

Kraig managed a snort that sounded
suspiciously like a sob. “Sounds like her.”

“Do you know why she was so set against
calling a healer? I thought she liked Beryn.”

“He and Blayne threatened to call in Ryley if
she didn’t slow down and take it easy. She found it hard to trust
him after that.”

“Ah.” That made sense. “Then it doesn’t
surprise me she’d have kept how serious things were to herself
until it was too late. She wouldn’t have wanted to risk Beryn
calling in Ryley for a second opinion. I’m sure you know what she
thought of— How she felt about him.” Guilt washed through him. If
he’d tried harder to make Merryn understand about Ryley and Aryn….
No. It would have done no good. Merryn’s fear and loathing had been
too ingrained. She’d never have let Ryley near her.

Kraig exhaled with a pain-laden sigh. “I
guess you’re right. I left her alone to fetch Beryn, but when we
got back she was already unconscious and Rynna was howling the
place down. Beryn said….” He squeezed his eyes closed. “He said
Merryn was bleeding internally and there was little chance he could
save her. It was awful, Cayl. Rynna wouldn’t stop screaming but I
was too scared to leave Merryn’s side, even for a minute.” He
stood, pacing the room and cuddling his child close. His gaze was
haunted and he seemed battered inside and out. Gods knew Cayl
didn’t want to hear this, not now, but he let Kraig talk. It was
the only comfort he could offer his son-by-Joining right now.

Kraig hesitated as though carefully
considering what to say next, and then he continued in a rush. “I
was at my wits’ end when a woman appeared from nowhere. She had the
strangest eyes—blue, like the sky. And her clothing…. She tried to
talk to Beryn and me but we couldn’t understand a word she said.
And then she picked up Rynna, and Rynna stopped crying
immediately.”

Cayl’s brain was whirling, trying to make
sense of it all.

“The woman put Rynna back in her crib and
stared at Merryn for a bit. She seemed very agitated. Then she lay
on the ground and seemed to go to sleep. I couldn’t wake her,
though, no matter how hard I tried. And about a minute later,
Merryn suddenly opened her eyes.”

“What?” Cayl sat up a little straighter.

“She talked to me, Cayl. She told me a lot of
things she’d never admitted before. She asked me to promise to love
Rynna and take care of her. It was her idea, the name.” Kraig’s
voice was soft with wonder. “Then… then she closed her eyes and…
passed on.”

“And the woman? What happened to her?”

“She woke up. But we still couldn’t get any
sense out of her.”

Cayl leaned forward in his chair. “Where do
you think she came from?”

“I don’t know. She’s at home right now. I
left her there because I didn’t know what else to do with her.”

Cayl’s stomach flip-flopped as his brain
suddenly made the connection. Blue eyes. Weird clothes. Gods. “Uh,
I need to get back to Maya. She shouldn’t be alone right now. Can
you bring Rynna to the house a little later? It’ll do Maya the
world of good to see her granddaughter.”

“Give me an hour.”

“Thank you, Kraig. For everything.” Somehow
Cayl waited until he’d left the Center before breaking into a
run.

 


~~~

 


Maya helped Healer Beryn strip the sleeping
platform. The bloody blankets she bundled into a corner to dispose
of later—when she could bear to look at them. She’d believed
herself strong enough to handle anything but after only a few
minutes she had to leave Beryn to finish cleaning Merryn’s body on
his own. Although she hadn’t hesitated to perform the ritual for
her father, she couldn’t bear to do it for Merryn. A mother
shouldn’t have to prepare her own daughter for burial. It wasn’t
right.

She wandered into the main living area to
prepare some tea for Beryn. The poor man would doubtless appreciate
a cup. As she prepared the brew small sounds of distress pierced
her thoughts. She stilled, angling her head. They were coming from
the spare sleeping-room.

She tiptoed to the room, held her breath, and
tweaked the curtain aside. A young woman lay curled up on the
sleeping platform. Her eyes were closed, cheeks streaked with
tears. Maya only had the briefest moment to register the
strangeness of her attire before the woman opened her eyes to gaze
directly at her. And those eyes were the most incredible blue Maya
had ever seen.

No, that wasn’t strictly true. Romana’s eyes
were like that. And Maya knew that before Hope’s Sehani
transformation, her eyes had been blue, too. So alien and
strange in a land where everyone’s eyes were brown.

She jerked and gave a shocked squeak as the
significance of blue eyes combined with the very strange clothing
registered. “You’re from Earth!”

The woman sat bolt-upright and nodded.
“Earth!” she said clearly, followed by a stream of unintelligible
gabble.

Maya shook her head. “I’m sorry but I don’t
speak English. I know a couple of people who do, though.”
She smiled to encourage the young woman to trust her. “I’m Maya.”
She tapped her chest. “Maya.”

Comprehension dawned in those sky-blue eyes.
“Rowan.”

Maya held out her hand. “Come with me, Rowan,
and I’ll make you some tea.” She mimed sipping from a cup. “And
then we’ll find someone who knows what to do with you.”

The young woman shuffled from the sleeping
platform to take her hand.

Beryn stuck his head through the curtain.
“Ah. I see you’ve met our guest. She—”

Cayl erupted through the doorway and skidded
to a halt. He stared at Rowan, his gaze raking her from head to
toe. “Shikari’s hairy great paws, she’s from Earth, isn’t she? It’s
Hope all over again!”

“Her name is Rowan,” Maya informed him.

“Gods. What are we supposed to do with
her?”

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty One




Ryley slumped against the wall of the now
almost empty First Settlement Sehani Hall. The gods and the humans
were all silent, lost in their own thoughts. The cost of defeating
the wyverna had been too high. No one felt inclined to celebrate.
Only the Elementals chattered and joked amongst themselves,
uncaring or perhaps uncomprehending of their companions’
suffering.

His mother was still comatose, drained of her
Sehani powers. The tiny spark of life remaining was faint and
erratic despite all attempts at healing her. He probed her mind
again, hoping for some change in her condition, some reason to hope
for a miracle—something to hold on to. Nothing had changed. He
slumped, defeated. “I don’t know what else to do,” he said to no
one in particular

Wisa rested a hand on his shoulder and he
glanced up at her. Her usually smooth, ageless face now seemed
permanently creased with anguish. “I’m so sorry, Ryley.”

“I know,” he said, and watched her walk away.
Any brilliant ideas, brother? he asked his twin.

Maybe Dad will be able to bring her out of
it. Their connection has always gone beyond mere Joining as
life-partners.

“Did Aryn have any ideas?” Chryss asked.

Ryley had gotten over being surprised at
Chryss knowing when he was consulting his brother years ago. “He
thought perhaps Blayne—” It would be a long-shot at best. He shook
his head. “No. Not really.”

Chryss’s gaze dropped to his boots. “Better
get this one to the healers.” He hefted Silas more securely over
his shoulder and the hunt-leader mumbled something incoherent.
“With luck his state won’t be permanent.”

“With luck.” Ryley could hardly bring himself
to care either way.

The Elementals seemed to register everyone’s
distress for the first time, and they approached him with
uncharacteristic tentativeness. They huddled together and finally
it appeared Regni had lost the silent battle of wills over who was
going to speak. “We are all sorry Sehan Hope is so badly hurt,”
Regni said. “If we’d known what would happen when we shook the
earth and uh…. When that underground stream…. Um…. We’re very
sorry.”

Ah. So that’s what this was all about. Guilt.
Ryley couldn’t bring himself to care what had triggered this whole
painful disaster. It hadn’t been deliberate so what more was there
to say? Some things were destined and couldn’t be changed no matter
how hard you tried and what—or who—was sacrificed along the
way.

Suni glared Regni. Its form flashed bright
for a second before waning to a more comfortable level for human
eyes. “Come along Regni, Vindra, we must be going now. It’s been…
interesting.”

“Not so fast, Suni.” Kunnandi had appeared
behind the trio and the slight god was now observing them with his
head cocked to one side. “If it’s at all possible for Elementals to
look guilty about something, then you three certainly do. Do you
have something you’d like to confess?”

“Of course not,” Suni said. “Our actions in
helping you and your humans defeat that ghastly creature have been
beyond reproach.”

“See, Suni? I told you we shouldn’t have
gotten involved in this mess.” Regni vanished, followed a split
second later by its fellow Elementals.

Kunnandi communicated wordlessly with
Shikari, who threw back his head and bellowed, “They did what?” so
loudly Ryley’s ears rang. The two gods promptly vanished.

“Where are you two going?” Wisa called. When
she received no reply she tossed her silver hair back over her
shoulder. “Something’s up,” she said to Marc. “Coming?”

“I guess so,” Marc said. But he made no move
to follow her after she vanished.

Ryley pushed away from the wall and
approached his friend. “You look like crap,” he said. “What’s
wrong? I mean—” he gestured to Hope’s cocooned form “—apart from
the obvious. You might be a god but you can’t take responsibility
for what happened to her.”

Marc turned the full power of his gaze on him
and it was so terribly anguished that Ryley recoiled. “Merryn’s
dead,” Marc said.

Ryley briefly shuttered his eyes to compose
himself before meeting Marc’s gaze again. “When?”

“While we were fighting the wyverna. I felt
her calling me but I couldn’t leave you all. I tried to help her
and I… I did something that’s against the rules.” He curled
his fingers into little air quotes for emphasis. “Ryley, you need
to go to the Second Settlement—to Merryn and Kraig’s house. Now.
There’s someone you need to see.”

“Why?” He knew it had come out whiny but he
was too exhausted, too soul-sick about everything that had happened
to care overly much. Just like he didn’t care one iota that Marc
had broken “the rules”.

Marc opened his mouth, closed it. Shook his
head as though internally berating himself for something. Finally
he came out with a heartfelt, “Please. You need to do this.”

“Mom needs me right now. And I have to find
Dad. I—”

“I’ll see to Hope,” Marc said. “And I’ll find
Blayne and explain what happened. Please, Ryley. This is vitally
important.”

He wavered in the face of Marc’s plea. “Be
careful with my mother,” he said.

He felt Marc detach Hope’s cocooned body from
his compulsion and assume control. He drew on his will and as his
physical body dissolved, he heard Marc say, “Don’t hate me, Ryley,
please. I was desperate and I couldn’t think what else to do.”

He reassembled his corporeal body outside the
door to Kraig and Merryn’s house and paused, pondering Marc’s
words. A Seeing would be good right about now—so he had an idea of
what he was in for. Typically, he had nothing and would be going
into this cold.

He braced himself to deal with Kraig’s grief,
raised his hand and knocked. To his surprise his Aunt Maya opened
the door. “Aunty Maya, I’m so sorry about Merryn.”

She clung to the door and seemed to shrivel
and age before his eyes. “Thank you, sweetling.” She blinked
rapidly to prevent the welling tears from falling.

Even though he was bone-tired her surface
thoughts came clearly to him. Merryn’s baby had survived. A little
girl. Rynna. Thank the gods for some small happiness among all this
misery. He knew that Maya would need to hear about Hope at some
stage—they were blood-sisters after all. But now was not the
time.

“H-how did you hear?” Maya asked.

“Marc told me.”

“Marc.” Maya nodded slowly. “Now I’m
beginning to understand. Did he send you here?”

“Yes. Though I haven’t the foggiest clue
why.”

Maya beckoned him inside. “There’s someone
here I think you might want to meet.”

Presumably Rynna. Ryley plastered a smile on
his face and wondered how Marc expected him to coo over a newborn
when he felt numb inside and out.

A trio of people scrambled to their feet at
his entrance. “Beryn.” Ryley nodded to the healer, hoping to convey
with a glance what he didn’t want to say aloud. The man must be
gutted. Losing a patient like that….

“Where on earth is this place?” a voice
asked. In English. “Why can’t I go home?”

Ryley’s head snapped up. No. It couldn’t
be.

Cayl and Beryn shuffled aside to reveal the
speaker.

“Rowan.” Ryley’s heart was pounding so
fiercely, so very loudly, that surely everyone in the room must be
able to hear it. He stared at her, drinking her in, absorbing every
little detail he’d committed to memory. He wasn’t dreaming. He
wasn’t mistaken. She was here. Somehow Rowan Havers had travelled
across worlds to land here, in Dayamaria.

His brain made the connection. Marc. The
young god had brought her here to try and save Merryn. As Dayamar
had once chosen for Hope, so Marc had chosen for Rowan. She could
never go back to her old life. She’d been exposed to the airborne
spore and fundamental physical changes were already taking place in
her body and cells—irreversible changes. She would have to remain
in Dayamaria now, and live out her life in a far more primitive
world than the one she knew. And though he knew he should be
appalled he was secretly ecstatic. She was here now. With him.

He took a step toward her, one hand
outstretched. “Rowan.”

She shied back. Fear slid across her
features. There wasn’t an ounce of recognition in her eyes.

“Rowan? Don’t you remember me?” Idiot. He’d
spoken in Dayamaru. He repeated the words in English.

She shook her head and inched closer to the
Second Settlement healer.

He willed himself to calm. It was okay. The
trauma of travelling between worlds might have—

Clarity smacked him upside the head. Of
course she didn’t remember. He’d taken her memories of him to spare
her the pain of his leaving.

His heart shattered anew. Better she remained
ignorant of the love they had shared. Better she find another man
to make a life with. He’d wanted it this way—chosen his people over
her, comforted himself that she would move on and he would have
only his memories of her. But now he would have to watch Rowan grow
old and die as the years passed, while he remained youthful. And he
wondered whether he would be strong enough to bear it.

He should hate Marc for using Rowan to try
and save his old love. But he couldn’t. Not so long ago the young
god had been a young man who’d hitched a ride to Dayamaria
and fallen in love with a Dayamari girl. He’d loved Merryn with all
his heart and had been forced to give her up through the choices he
had made. And Ryley understood all too well what had motivated Marc
to tear Rowan from her world and take away her right to
choose. In Marc’s place he would have done the same in a
heartbeat.

He inhaled, held his breath, and let it out
slowly. He could do this. For her. “You don’t remember me, do you,
Rowan?”

She frowned, worrying at her lip with her
teeth. “No.”

He summoned a gentle smile. “That’s okay.
That’s a good thing.”

Rowan couldn’t take her gaze from him.
Despite the smile curving his lips he looked so desolate she wanted
to cry… and hug him… and slip her hands under that tunic thing he
was wearing and run her palms over his chest and— Oh my God, where
had that thought come from? She felt the telltale blush slash
across her cheeks.

Her hand crept to her chest and she fingered
the amethyst pendant she wore, rolling it between her fingertips.
It warmed, just as it usually did. But something more happened.
Something… opened inside her, and a voice whispered,
Remember him, my darling. You must remember him.

She blinked. “Harrison?”

The man standing in front of her, staring at
her like she was a long cold drink of water in a desert, jerked as
though he’d been slapped.

He’s your soul mate, Rowan. You’re meant to
be together. You love him!

“I do?”

You do. Remember him, Rowan. Remember….

Memories flooded her mind and she swayed on
her feet. Vaguely she felt someone take her arm but her focus was
all on him. Ryley. The man she loved to distraction. The man she’d…
forgotten.

“Ryley.” Her voice was barely above a whisper
but he heard her and the hope flaring in his eyes twisted her
heart. How could she ever have forgotten him? “Ryley!” She launched
herself at him and he swept her up and held her tight.

“Rowan.” He buried his face in her neck and
she felt him shudder. And then he’d pressed her up against a wooden
wall and he was kissing her like he’d never get enough of her and
all her worries vanished. He loved her. The joy buzzing through her
veins made her feel light-headed.

Someone cleared his throat. The doctor.

Healer, Ryley said inside her mind.
His name is Beryn. I’ll translate for you.

That would be good, she thought back
at him. And so would putting me down.

He grinned and pressed one last quick kiss to
her lips that made her toes curl before letting her slide down his
body until her feet hit the ground. She noticed the other two
people had left.

Cayl’s taken Maya to see her new
granddaughter, Ryley told her.

“I hate to interrupt your reunion, Sehan
Ryley,” the healer said, “but does your presence here mean the
wyverna has been defeated?”

“Yes, Beryn. It’s destroyed. For good, this
time.”

The healer breathed a deep sigh. “Thank the
gods.”

“One god, at least,” Ryley said. At the
healer’s quizzical glance he shook his head. “Later. It’s too
complicated to go into now.”

“Ah. Well, I’ll be going now. Nice to meet
you, Rowan. And thank you for trying to help Merryn. It… it
wasn’t your fault she died. There was nothing you could do. She’d
lost too much blood by the time Kraig called for help.”

Rowan nodded at him. “I’m sorry for your
loss,” she said, and Ryley translated her words for the healer.

Beryn took his leave and to Rowan’s relief,
Ryley slipped an arm about her waist and ushered her from the
house. He seemed to understand that she didn’t want to stay there
with the dead woman—Merryn—lying in the back room.

Outside he said, “Would you like me to take
you to my home?”

She snuggled into his side. “I don’t care
where you take me so long as we’re together.” Whatever weirdness
had happened in the past to make her forget him, whatever happened
next, he loved her. And she loved him. She was here now—wherever
the hell here was—with him. And right now that was all that
mattered.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty Two




The apparition standing in front of Rowan in
the vast Sehani Hall had shaggy blond hair. He was wearing scruffy
cargos and an equally disreputable t-shirt with a rude logo. He
could have walked down the main street of an Earth city without
anyone batting an eyelid… so long as he wore shades to cover his
remarkable golden eyes—eyes that were a match for her own since her
transformation into what the Dayamari called a Sehan.

Rowan shook her head. Okay, so she’d
witnessed all sorts of supernatural woo-woo since she’d arrived
here, but this guy took the cake by claiming to be a god. Hah. No
way.

“Yes, way.” He grinned at her.

“Prove it.” Rowan didn’t react to him reading
her mind. That was nothing special. Ryley did it all the time.

“Okay.”

She stared at him expectantly. And was
finally provoked to say, “So, are you going to get on with proving
it any time soon?”

“One point for me.” He traced a tick in the
air with his forefinger.

“I don’t think so,” she said, and curled her
lip. Pathetic. Did he think she was stupid or something?

“I don’t think you’re stupid.”

Ryley barked a laugh and fist-bumped the
delusional guy with the god-complex, whose name was actually plain
old Marc. “Very clever,” Ryley said, grinning widely.

“What’s very clever?” Rowan demanded, giving
both men her best glare.

“You’re speaking Dayamaru,” Ryley told
her.

“Excuse me?”

“You’re speaking our language, Rowan.
Not English.”

She stared at him, eyes slitted with
concentration as she probed his aureya, as the Dayamari
called it. Huh. He was telling the truth—or the truth as he
believed it to be. She turned her focus on Marc. “Really? You can
do that?”

He nodded. “Yep. Come on, babe, admit it’s
heaps more convenient for you to speak Dayamaru rather than
expecting Ryley to translate all the time. And sure, a Sehan could
have done something similar for you but it wouldn’t have been
exactly painless. I’m more attuned to Earth physiology, so I can do
it like that.” He snapped his fingers. “So. Considering I just did
you a huge favor, how would you like to show your
appreciation?”

Ryley growled deep in his throat. “Don’t push
your luck.”

Rowan crossed her arms beneath her breasts
while she worked herself up to a really good insult. “How about I
show my appreciation by not smacking you upside the head for
mucking around with my brain without permission, you arrogant… uh….
What’s Dayamaru for ‘pig’?”

“Boar,” Ryley said.

Marc snickered. “Feel free to insult me in
English, Rowan. Dayamaru sucks for swearing and insults. Okay, you
win. What can I do to prove to you I’m a god?”

She flashed hot-cold-hot. Had she really just
called a god a pig? Sooo not good.

Ryley slung an arm around her shoulder and
squeezed. “It takes a lot more than that to mortally offend Marc.
He won’t do anything to hurt you—will you, Marc?”

The scruffy young god blinked at the
underlying threat. “Of course not, dude. I’d never do
anything to hurt Rowan.”

That had sounded awfully sincere.

“You mean,” Ryley said, “other than ripping
her away from her life on Earth to bring her here and subject her
to a possibly life-threatening spore. Right?”

Marc had the grace to look abashed. “Well,
yeah. Aside from that minor little detail. I owe you an apology,
Rowan. I shouldn’t have brought you here without cluing you in and
giving you a choice.”

She smiled gently at him. “No need to
apologize. I understand completely. The sad thing is she didn’t
want to be saved.” As soon as she uttered the words she wished she
could take them back because Marc looked like he’d just been
sledgehammered between the eyes.

“You didn’t know?” Shit. She bit her lip and
puffed out a shaky breath. “I’m sorry, Marc. All she would let me
do was anchor her spirit to her body long enough for her to name
her daughter and say goodbye to Kraig.”

“Ah.” He disciplined his features into a
pleasant mask but Rowan had already noted the glimmer of pain that
had flashed across his face. “Anyway, Rowan, what do you think of
little old Dayamaria?”

“I haven’t seen all four settlements yet but
this one’s idyllic. Everything’s so… so… harmonious. I mean,
everyone fills their days doing whatever they’re best
at—leatherworking, weaving, sewing clothes or whatever—and then
they barter their goods for whatever they require. No job
dissatisfaction. No um, what’s the word?” She resorted to English
after realizing Dayamaru had no equivalent for the concept she was
trying to get across. “No politicians, no taxes, no pollution.
Everyone’s equal. It’s an anthropologist’s dream!”

Marc guffawed and Ryley broke into outright
laughter.

“What did I say?” she asked.

Marc’s eyes were sparkling with mirth.
“Wherever there are humans there’s the desire for power and status.
We’re no exception. Dayamaria is chock-full of petty little power
plays and nastiness. You merely haven’t seen enough of it to
realize that yet. Now she’s fully recovered you should have a chat
with Romana. With the exception of perhaps Ryley, here, she’s the
least entrenched in Dayamari tradition. She’ll tell you more
clearly than most what our failings are.” He seemed to tune out for
a moment, as though listening to a voice only he could hear. “Uh
oh. Wisa’s on her way. I’d better clean up my act. Last thing I
feel like is another lecture.”

He snapped his fingers and Rowan could only
gape. And blink. The disreputable-looking young man had been
replaced by a being who looked every inch a young Apollo. With each
movement he made the cloth of his tunic and trousers shimmered with
blindingly bright hues spanning the color spectrum.

“Hey, tone it down a bit.” Ryley shielded his
eyes with a hand. “You’re giving me a headache.”

“Sorry.” Marc dulled his glory ever so
slightly.

“Wow,” Rowan couldn’t help saying. “You
really are a god!”

“And haven’t I been trying to drum this very
point into you for years?” a woman’s voice said. “If you cared
enough to look godlike, perhaps it would be easier for you
to act like one.”

Marc mock-winced. Ouch, he mouthed at
Rowan.

Wisa’s disembodied lecture was followed by
the goddess herself—a gloriously beautiful woman with a perfect
complexion, golden eyes, and long hair that was a true silver no
hair-dye on Earth could ever replicate. “Hello, Ryley. And this—”
she smiled “—must be Rowan. Welcome to Dayamaria, Rowan. I’m Wisa,
Ryley’s grandmother, and soon to be your Grandmother-by-Joining, I
hear.”

Rowan swallowed, overwhelmed. Ryley had tried
to explain his complicated family to her but somehow she’d glossed
over the fact his grandmother was a bona fide deity. Or that she
regularly visited. “It’s lovely to meet you, uh—”

“Just ‘Wisa’ is fine. I don’t stand on
ceremony.”

Marc snorted and although Wisa didn’t deign
to look at him she sniffed.

Marc opened his mouth and Rowan hastily
intervened before he could say anything provocative. “Ryley’s told
me so much about you, Wisa.”

“Good things I trust?”

Rowan darted a glance at him. “Of
course!”

Wisa laughed and tossed her head. “I see. You
and I must have a private chat sometime, Rowan. I’m sure you’d
enjoy hearing all about the scrapes this young man of yours got
into as a youngling.”

“I’ll take you up on that.” Rowan arched her
brows at the man to whom she was unofficially Promised. “He might
seem almost perfect but I’m sure he must have a few faults he’s
hiding from me.”

Her Promised groaned and covered his face
with a hand.

“Does she know about Aryn?” Wisa asked, her
gaze intent.

“Aryn’s spirit is part of what makes Ryley
who he is,” Rowan said, and if her tone was possibly a little
sharper than might be considered diplomatic then too bad. “And I
love who he is. That includes Aryn.”

“Good.” Wisa smiled in a satisfied way and
Rowan got the distinct impression she’d passed a test.

Marc was smirking. He was enjoying this far
too much. Time for a little revenge. “You know, Marc,” Rowan said,
“there’s no way I wouldn’t have believed Wisa was a goddess. You
really should listen to her because first appearances do count for
a lot. I’d have been much more inclined to believe your claim if
you hadn’t dressed like you’d gone Dumpster-diving for your
clothes.”

Marc’s jaw sagged. “Rude!” he spluttered.

Wisa reached out to pat Rowan’s hand. “I
don’t understand exactly what ‘Dumpster-diving’ is but I think you
and I are going to get on very well.”

“One point for me,” Rowan said, and drew a
tick in the air.

Marc eyed her sourly. “Yeah. You’re going to
fit in here just fine.”

“Enough banter,” Wisa said. “Rowan, do you
think you’re recovered enough from your transformation to try to
help her?”

She gulped. “About that—”

Thankfully Ryley smoothly intervened. “We’ll
both try. We’ve discovered we have a kind of symbiotic
relationship—similar to the way Romana and Hopian’s powers
complement each other’s.”

Wisa quirked one eyebrow. “What are you
suggesting?”

Marc cocked his head and glanced from Ryley
to Rowan. He nodded slowly. “Ah. I See it clearly now.” A huge grin
lit his face. “Oh, I’m good. I’m really, really good.”

At that moment, Ryley knew absolutely that he
and Rowan would succeed in healing his mother. Exhilaration pulsed
through his veins. He was Sehani, yes, but he’d also been born with
an affinity for healing like his father. And in Rowan, he had found
a partner to complement him in every possible way. They truly were
soul mates.

“What’s going on, Marc?” Wisa’s voice had an
edge to it that should have had the Younger God falling over
himself to enlighten her. Marc being Marc, winked and tapped a
finger on the side of his nose. “Patience, Wisa. All will be
revealed in time.”

“Marc.”

The only word Ryley could think of to
accurately describe Wisa’s tone was “dangerous”.

Marc relented, but only slightly. “I’m about
to justify bringing Rowan to Dayamaria in such a huge way you’re
never going to hassle me about it again. And don’t glare at me like
that, either. I refuse to spoil the surprise and there’s nothing
you can do to make me change my mind.”

“Oh no?” She smiled in a way that made the
hair rise on the back of Ryley’s neck. “I believe the idea I came
up with for how Mother Nature could chastise the Elementals might
make you reconsider.”

Marc shrugged. “I admit that was inventive
even for you, Wisa. But I can take anything you can dish
out.”

Her eyes flashed. “You think so?”

“I know so.” A golden flash from Marc’s eyes
answered her challenge.

“Now might be a good time to make ourselves
scarce,” Ryley whispered in Rowan’s ear. “I suggest we meet back at
the Healing Hall.”

“Are you sure we can do this? What if our
meddling makes things worse?”

“How can they be any worse than they already
are? We have to try. We can’t just leave her like that. It’s too
cruel.”

She sighed and with it sloughed off all
self-doubt, replacing it with the fierce determination he loved.
“Let’s go.”

“Do you remember what I taught you about
transporting yourself from one place to another?”

“Even if I didn’t,” she whispered back, “if
it was a choice of remaining here with two gods about to throw a
tantrum, and risking ending up on the other side of this world
because I didn’t know what I was doing—” She vanished but her
thought floated back to him. If they wreck the building your Dad
will be furious!

 


~~~

 


 


 



Chapter Twenty Three




Even thin from the weight she’d lost, her
glorious eyes shuttered, her bright hair dull and lifeless, she
still took Blayne’s breath away. He stroked the deep red
kuruvinda pendant he’d given her when he’d first Promised to
her, and adjusted its position on her breastbone.

The healers had wanted him to remove the
rare, extremely valuable pendant when she’d first been brought to
the Healing Hall. It got in the way when they tended to her, they
said. But she’d never once taken it off since he’d given it to
her—not even to bathe—and he hadn’t been able to bear the thought
of her without it. So far as he was concerned she could take it to
her grave.

The healers hadn’t quibbled about the
opalescent ring she wore, however. The ring was a prison for the
being that had once possessed Romana. Even if it had been able to
be removed—which it couldn’t unless Hope consciously willed it
so—none of the healers would touch it for reasons that went beyond
mere superstition and rumor. It was beautiful in a way that made
people uncomfortable, as though they could sense that the evil
captured within had tainted it. And the ambre earrings
Varaya had given her were safely stored in his belt-pouch, along
with the rings that had belonged to her parents. He’d give them to
her when she woke.

It wouldn’t be long now.

He watched the rhythmic rise and fall of her
chest and thanked the Dayamari gods, the gods of Earth, and every
other deity in existence, that her sleep was a true sleep now.
Through his link to her he’d known the exact moment Rowan and Ryley
had brought her back—the moment her mind had healed and she’d
crawled from the dark abyss that had claimed her.

Her eyelids fluttered. She blinked once.
Again. And then her eyelids stayed open and she focused on his
face.

“Hello, you.” He smoothed the stray locks of
hair back from her temples.

She cleared a throat hoarse from disuse.
“Blayne.”

“How do you feel?”

“Weak.” She struggled to sit.

“Hey. Easy, now.” He supported her into a
sitting position with an arm around her back. “You’ve been
unconscious for a week. Are you sure you feel up to this?”

She rubbed her eyes and then she frowned.
“Blayne.”

“Yes, dearling?”

“Something’s wrong with me.”

His stomach lurched. No. Please gods, after
all she’s been through, don’t do this to us. His heart was racing
in his chest and he willed himself to speak with a calmness he
didn’t feel. “What’s do you mean wrong?”

She smiled tremulously at him. “I can see,
Blayne.”

He jerked back from her, uncomprehending.
“What do you mean?”

“I mean that I can physically see.
You. This room. Everything. I can see.”

The man in him wanted to snatch her up and
dance around the room. The healer in him remained skeptical. He
held up three fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“Three.”

“And now?”

Her smile was radiant. “Seven. And four.
Satisfied?”

Her beautiful golden eyes focused directly on
his face and he couldn’t dispute the truth any longer. He realized
he was shaking like a healer alone with his first patient. “How…
how do you think this could have happened?”

“I don’t know. Nor do I care. I can see,
Blayne! I can see.”

He gathered her into his arms, holding her
while she cried. And although he gave thanks to the gods for this
precious gift, a part of him quailed at the price that would be
demanded in exchange for this miracle. There was always a price.
Always. But hadn’t they’d both sacrificed enough?

 


~~~

 


In the crystal-clear water of the viewing
pond deep in the heart of their Realm, the four Dayamari gods
viewed the touching scene taking place. Marc turned to Wisa with
raised eyebrows. “Well? Was it a good surprise or not?”

She surprised him by hauling him into a hug
and burying her nose in his tunic. “Oh, yes,” came her muffled
response. “It was the best surprise I’ve ever had. Ever!”

He patted her back as she sobbed.

“Very good, Marc.” Shikari clapped him on the
shoulder.

“What he said,” Kunnandi said.

Marc beamed like an idiot. And his smile
lasted until Wisa used his t-shirt to blow her nose.

Kunnandi shook his head in mock despair. “You
always have to have the last word, don’t you, Wisa?”

“I can’t help it,” she said. “I was willed
into existence this way.”

 


~~~

 


Maya knocked hesitantly on the door to the
private quarters attached to the Sehani Hall. “Shhh.” She soothed
the fretful infant in her arms. “We’re meeting your Great-Aunty
Hope. Won’t that be exciting?” Rynna discovered her thumb and began
sucking it with enthusiasm. “It’ll be even more exciting than your
thumb,” Maya assured her.

Blayne answered the door. “Maya!” He hugged
her, careful of her burden, and ushered her inside. “How are
you?”

“I’m doing all right, Blayne. I’m coping
fine.” And to her astonishment she discovered it was the truth.

Blayne bent to scrutinize the tiny bundle in
her arms. “And who’s this little beauty?” He chucked her under the
chin and Rynna grinned gummily at him.

“Rynna, meet your Great-Uncle Blayne.”

He visibly winced. “That makes me feel
positively ancient, Maya.”

Maya smothered a snort. He appeared no older
than his fourth decade but he was older than she. Self-consciously
she patted her graying hair. “Like you’ve got anything to complain
about.”

He fixed her with his healer’s eyes—eyes that
although brown and not Sehani-gold saw far more than Maya was
comfortable with him seeing. “And Cayl?” he asked.

“He’s… okay. Most of the time. He misses her
dreadfully. As do I. If we didn’t have Rynna to dote on, I think
we’d both be a mess.” She nuzzled the baby’s downy-soft cheek. “He
wanted me to tell you he’ll visit soon. When he’s ready.”

Blayne nodded and she knew he understood what
she wasn’t saying. Blayne, too, had lost a daughter once. And even
though he’d known she still lived, the pain had almost been too
much for him to bear. And as for their son Aryn…. Maya shook her
head. If anyone deserved some happiness in their lives it was these
two.

“She’s in there, Maya.” Blayne gestured
toward the sleeping quarters. “She’s still weak but she really
wants to see you. Thank you for coming. It means a lot to her.”

She pushed past the drape.

Hope reclined on a heap of cushions, her nose
deep in some dry-as-dust historical tome. Maya shuddered, and
stalked over to pluck the book from her blood-sister’s hands. She
glanced at the title and groaned. “History of the Establishment of
the Elders? Gods’ grief, Hope. Haven’t you got anything more
exciting to read?”

Her blood-sister and best friend laughed.
“You’ve no idea how exciting it is to be able to read a book at
all, Maya. Any book will do.” She sat up, peering at the bundle
Maya held in the crook of one arm. “Is this little Rynna?”

“Yes. This is my granddaughter. Would you
like to hold her?”

Eagerness lit Hope’s face. “Please.”

Maya transferred her precious burden to
Hope’s arms, watching carefully to ensure the baby’s head was
supported correctly. But Hope seemed to be a natural. Her
expression was rapt with wonder as she cradled the infant. She
caressed Rynna’s cheek with a gentle knuckle. “Oh Maya, she’s
beautiful.”

Maya’s heart squeezed tight as she abruptly
realized that Hope had never physically seen any of her own
babies. And Maya felt very grateful to be a normal woman right
then—even one in her twilight years. “How are you, Hope?”

“Oh… I’m fine. Yumanos and Chryss think I’ll
recover full use of my Sehani powers in time. But you know
what?”

She already knew just from looking at Hope’s
face, but she played the game and asked anyway. “What?”

“I don’t really care. I’m happy to be alive.
I’m happy to have my sight. Ryley has been reunited with his soul
mate. Romana is well again. If Blayne and I could be left alone to
grow old together I couldn’t ask for anything more.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

Hope tore her glance away from Rynna’s
enticing baby features to focus on Maya.

Oh no. Here it comes. She braced herself.

“I’m so sorry about Merryn. If we hadn’t all
gone rushing off to kill the wyverna perhaps Ryley could have—”

Maya cut her off with a sharp gesture. “No.
Don’t you dare blame yourself. You’ve been through enough, you hear
me?”

Hope’s eyes filled with tears. She cuddled
the baby to her chest and her gaze slid away. “I can See her,” she
whispered. “She invades my dreams. And Romana’s, too. She hasn’t
passed on. Something holds her here, binding her to this plane of
existence.”

Maya’s insides twisted into a knot.
“Merryn?”

“Yes. She can’t rest.”

Sweet Wisa. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. I tried to help her pass on to the
spiritual world but she resisted. I couldn’t help her, Maya. She
pushed me away.” She choked back a sob as her chin lifted and those
drowning golden eyes focused on Maya again. “But at least she bears
me no ill-will. She haunts Romana. Literally.”

Maya sank to the edge of the bed and covered
her mouth with a hand. “But we buried her two days ago. Hopian
presided over the ceremony and he preformed all the rituals
correctly. What more can we do?”

“I think I know how to help her. If you’ll
let me.”

“Whatever it takes, Hope. Please.”

Hope handed Rynna back and Maya cuddled the
baby close, rocking her more for her own comfort than Rynna’s.

“Marc, we need you!” Hope called softly. And
then added as an afterthought. “Now.”

The young god appeared so abruptly at the
foot of the bed that even though Maya had been expecting him she
jumped. “You called?” he said.

“I did.” Hope smiled at him. “It’s good to
see you again, Marc.”

“Likewise.”

“You didn’t have anything to do with Hope’s
miraculous cure, did you, Marc?” Maya asked.

“Me? Uh uh.” He shook his head. “I’m in
enough trouble about Rowan.”

“Hmmm.” Maya narrowed her eyes at him.

“You don’t believe me. Ohhh, gutted.” He
flung the back of one hand against his forehead and mimed
swooning.

“Oh, please,” Hope said, rolling her eyes
ceiling-ward.

Marc laughed. “Look ladies, as much as I’d
love to take credit for curing Hope’s blindness you can blame Rowan
and Ryley for that one.”

“Really?” Hope sounded doubtful.

“Exposing Rowan to the spore did more than
transform her into a Sehan with an affinity for healing. According
to Kunnandi, the way she links with Ryley is a natural human
evolution that shouldn’t have occurred for another century or
three.” The young god grinned. “Hence why I’m so deep in the shit
right now. Anyway, when Ryley and Rowan linked together and looked
inside you, they discovered you’d always had the ability to see
things as normal humans did. You just didn’t want to. So they kinda
made you want to.”

Hope’s jaw dropped, and Maya found her own
mouth gaping, too. She snapped it shut. And then opened it again to
ask, “Are you saying that all these years Hope’s blindness was
purely psychological?”

“What she said,” Hope murmured.

“Yep. That’s what I’m saying.”

“Cervida-shit!” Maya said. And then glanced
at her granddaughter. “You didn’t hear me say that, by the
way.”

Marc shrugged. “Whatever. But she can see
now, right? And that’s all that matters.”

Hope rubbed her eyes with her knuckles and
blinked at him owlishly. “Right. I’ll have to think about that for
a while and get back to you. In the meantime, I’d like your help
with another matter.”

“Of course. What’s the problem?”

“Merryn.”

Marc’s lips compressed to a bloodless white
line and his open expression became shuttered. “I can’t bring her
back to life, if that’s what you’re asking.”

Maya shook her head. “As much as I’d give my
own life for that to happen, I wouldn’t ever ask that of you,
Marc.”

He sagged with what she suspected was relief
and her heart went out to him. He’d loved Merryn, too. This wasn’t
going to be easy for him. “Hope says her spirit hasn’t moved on.
Something binds it to this earthly plane. And she’s haunting
people. Can you help her, Marc? Please?”

All the brash confidence had vanished and
before her stood a desolate young man who didn’t resemble a god in
any way, shape or form. “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe.”

“Will you try?” she asked. “You loved her so
much.”

“I still love her.” His voice was rough with
grief that hadn’t eased. “She was my first true love. I… I thought
the reason I couldn’t find her in the afterlife was because she
didn’t want me to find her.”

Hope leaned forward, gazing at him intently.
“Call her to you, Marc.”

His face crumpled. “I don’t know how to do
that yet.”

“Just think about how you feel and call her
spirit, Marc. Ask it to follow you home.”

Maya rose from the edge of the bed and
approached him. She reached out to squeeze his hand. “I believe in
you Marc. You’re the only one who can do this.”

“Thank you,” he whispered. And then he
disappeared.

Maya opened her mouth but Hope held a finger
to her lips. “Shh. Listen.”

Merryn, are you there, sweetheart?
Marc’s voice echoed softly in Maya’s mind.

Marc…. The reply was a breathy sigh
brimming with longing and loss.

You need to rest, Merryn. You can’t be with
me if you don’t pass onward. Come with me, sweetheart. Leave all
this pain and hurt behind and come with me. It’s time to rest.

Yes… rest now… with you… forever.

“She’s ready now,” Marc’s voice said aloud.
“I’ll make sure she’s happy in the spirit world, Maya. I
promise.”

“Goodbye, dearling,” Maya whispered. Your
father and I love you.”

Love you, too… Tell Romana… I’m sorry… so
sorry….

A flurry of warm air caressed Maya’s cheek
like a phantom kiss.

“She’s gone,” Hope said. “Marc will take care
of her now.”

Hot tears trickled down Maya’s cheeks.
Someone—Blayne—entered the room and gently plucked Rynna from her
unresisting arms. And then, through her tears, Maya saw that Hope
was holding out her arms. Blayne gave her a little push and Maya
scrambled onto the bed and let her best friend hold her while they
both cried.

 


~~~

 


 


 



Epilogue




Dean Milton, known throughout Seaview as
Doctor Dean, shouldered through the doors to the Prime Roast Café.
He towed his recently acquired dog through the crowded café and
flung himself into the seat opposite Steve. Laptop crawled under
the table and lay down, resting her chin on his boots.

“Hiya, girl.” Steve bent to scratch the dog
behind the ears. He caught the waitress’s attention and placed his
own order plus Dean’s usual double espresso. “Anything new?”

Dean shook his head. Neither man had heard
from Rowan since her abrupt disappearance a month ago. And after
some digging. both had discovered the disturbing fact that Rowan
was at least the second woman to vanish from Seaview without trace.
Maybe even the third.

Around forty years ago, a blind woman named
Hope Delamore had disappeared. There was also a mystery surrounding
the woman’s daughter—Romana. Local gossips claimed when she was
just eighteen years old the girl had suddenly jetted off to
Switzerland to seek medical treatment, gifting her extensive family
home and estate to a trust she’d set up—the Seaview Children’s Home
Trust. She’d never returned to her hometown and no one had heard
from her since. No one knew what had become of her. Or if they did,
no one was saying.

Unlike those phantom women, Rowan Havers was
real to Dean. He’d gotten to know Rowan personally. He considered
her a friend. Which was why he’d become temporary owner of really
big stroppy dog with a ridiculous name. And friends didn’t roll
over and do nothing when people they knew upped and vanished. He
and Steve had called in a lot of favors to try and track Rowan
down. So far they’d turned up zilch. All they knew for sure was she
hadn’t been admitted to any hospital in this state.

As disturbing as Rowan’s disappearance was,
Dean had another problem. A rather serious one for a doctor. He
suspected he was going mad.

“You look like shit,” Steve told him. “Been
having weird dreams too, huh?”

He exhaled a huge shuddering sigh that left
him limp. “Thank God for that. Figured I was headed for the
nuthouse.”

“Nyuh uh.” Steve shook his head emphatically
and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Wherever that girl’s
disappeared to, she’s trying to let us know she’s happy. And she’s
with Ryley.”

“Yeah.” He pressed his thumbs into his eye
sockets to relieve the tension headache. “That’s the message I get,
too. I keep dreaming of Rowan in a fancy dress standing next to
Ryley. Lots of smiling people dressed like they’re at a promo for
Leathers-R-Us. Speeches, a banquet, toasts to the happy
couple—”

“Yup. Seems like a wedding to me.” Steve
snorted. “They both seem disgustingly happy and in love. What d’ya
make of the surroundings, though? Pretty damn primitive.”

“I guess.” Dean shifted in his chair to toe
off his boots and rest his stocking feet on Laptop’s back. The dog
huffed at him but didn’t move. She liked it when he used her as a
footrest, really she did.

“Looks like a place from the past.” Steve was
still fixated on the setting in those dreams. “Way, way back in the
past. And did you see the dog those kids had? Thing looked like a
damn wolf.”

Dean said nothing to encourage further
speculation. Things were weird enough already given he was dead
sure he recognized three of the men at Rowan’s wedding. The same
three men who’d visited the pediatric ward where he had been a
patient as a boy.

Faint memories of those men had haunted him
over the years—as had Ryley’s close resemblance to one of them.
Seeing those faces again in his dream raised far too many
questions. He blinked owlishly and rubbed his eyes. “What I
wouldn’t do for a decent night’s sleep.”

Steve pushed the carton he’d brought with him
aside to make room, and leaned back while the waitress placed the
orders on the table. “Unfinished business,” he said. “We figure out
what it is, Rowan lets us get some sleep.” He heaped food on his
fork and stuffed it in his mouth.

“Christ, how can you eat that greasy
stuff?”

“Easy. Want some bacon?”

Dean shuddered and drank his espresso. Right
now he couldn’t even face the toast and preserves he’d ordered.
“Got any ideas what she wants from us?”

Steve tapped the carton. “This, for one.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s a fancy tea service.” He grimaced
sourly when Dean raised his eyebrows. “And before you say anything,
smartass, I dreamed about the damn thing for a week before I
finally got the idea to go to Rowan’s house and look for it. Not my
idea of a recurrent dream. I don’t even drink tea, fer Chrissakes.
My fantasies run more to busty blonde starlets than tea
services.”

“How’d you get inside Rowan’s house?”

Steve tossed him a smug grin. “How’d you
think?”

“You did a spot of breaking and
entering?”

“No, genius. Rowan told me in my dreams where
the spare key was.”

“Nice.” Dean drained his espresso and
signaled the waitress to bring him another. That one hadn’t even
hit the sides. “But why cart the tea service all the way here? Did
she tell you to do that, too?”

Steve stilled, a forkful of food halfway to
his mouth. “Laptop!”

“Is perfectly fine. I’ve been taking good
care of her and—”

“Shut up for a second. I bet Rowan wants her
dog back, too.”

Dean scratched his chin as he considered the
idea. “You might have something there.” And then Laptop gave a
startled yelp and Dean’s heels abruptly hit the floor. He glanced
at Steve and then they both ducked to peer beneath the table. The
Malamute had disappeared, leaving behind her collar and lead.

They both sat up, mouths agape. Steve started
to say something and then choked. He pointed to the empty space on
the table. The carton containing the tea-service had also vanished.
“Okaaayyy.” He clicked his fingers at the passing waitress. “I’ll
have an espresso, too, please. Double shot.”

Dean reached down again to grab the lead and
collar from the floor. He coiled them up and placed them on the
bench seat next to him. “I kinda liked having a dog around. Might
take a trip to the animal shelter later on.”

“Think we’ll ever know the truth about what
happened to her?” Steve asked around another forkful of hotcake and
bacon.

“No. But I guess we can stop looking for her.
And I’m glad she’s happy, wherever she is. I’ve always been a
sucker for a happy ending.”

“Yeah. Me, too. But if you say anything to
ruin my hard-assed reputation at the hospital I’ll end you.”

Dean took both the espressos from the
waitress and passed one to Steve. “In your dreams.”

 


~~~

 


Rowan threw her arms around her dog. “Laptop!
I’ve missed you so much, girl.” The Malamute gave a series of short
yips then licked her mistress’s face. She raised her gaze to her
life-partner. “Thank you for twisting Marc’s arm, Ryley. This means
a lot to me.”

His gaze shot past her. “Don’t thank me yet,
dearling.”

“Why ever not?” Rowan twisted to see a huge
white wolf bounding toward them. “Oh my God!” she said in English,
and took a firm grip of her dog’s thick ruff. Laptop jerked easily
from her grasp. She bounded off, barking wildly at the newcomer.
Rowan held her breath… and then the Malamute flopped onto her side
and rolled on her back, paws in the air.

“Laptop, I’d like you to meet Furball,” Ryley
announced with a credibly straight face. “Romana’s kids named him,
not me.”

“Gods, she is such a flirt,” Rowan said,
flushing at the way her dog was wriggling and carrying on.

“Don’t worry, dearling, I’m sure the puppies
will be adorable.”

“No fear of that. I’m a responsible dog
owner. She’s been spayed.”

Ryley arched an eyebrow. “Have I ever told
you that my mother was infertile before she came here?”

She closed her eyes and gave a heartfelt
groan while his laughter rang in her ears.
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The Crystal Warrior




Excerpt

 


Whoa. Chalcey mentally fanned herself so she
didn’t do something stupid. Like hyperventilate, and get all dizzy
and fall on her ass. He’d been poured into those scarred leather
pants. And as for the chest-hugging leather vest and shit-kicker
boots…. Lord have mercy. He looked like a warrior king of old. He
could have stepped right out of one of her private nighttime
fantasies.

He turned his back on her and stalked toward
Ray. The stiffness of his spine, and the rhythmic clenching and
unclenching of his fists, screamed deadly intent and purpose.

Oh no. This could get out of hand real quick.
She wasn’t the sort who’d stand helplessly by, wringing her hands
in dismay, while a guy got pulped—not even if he did deserve
it.

“Hey!” She darted forward and clutched her
rescuer’s arm, hauling him around to face her.

His gaze latched onto hers again, ensnaring
her. She couldn’t look away. Her heart raced, its beat echoing
manically in her ears. Her bare skin prickled as though he’d run
cool, caressing fingers down her flesh. She flushed with heat as
parts lower down clenched and throbbed with lust. Her body
responded to him, cried out for him, even though she’d never met
him before in her life.

“Who—?” Her question died when he grabbed her
and planted a kiss on her lips that stole her breath.

He speared his fingers through her hair to
cup the back of her skull with one big hand. He held her immobile
and lowered his mouth to hers again. This time his kiss was hungry,
demanding, brutally intense. She was so stunned that she didn’t
even try to struggle. He took her mouth as though he would brand
her as his own. And she would have let him mark her. Hell, she
would stoop to begging!

When her legs wobbled, he clasped her so
tightly against his body that she was forced up on tiptoes. She
stared into his eyes. So intensely blue… like the sky viewed from a
mountaintop on a crystal-clear day.

His mouth hardened on hers, forcing her lips
apart so that he could thrust his tongue inside her mouth. Still
she didn’t protest. Her head spun. Her eyelids drifted shut. She
became a creature of pure sensation. There was only him and her.
His lips on hers, her body pressed against his. Her yearning for
him to fill a gaping hole in her soul that she’d not realized
existed before now. His needs and wants and desires, all of them
focused upon her, all of them centered around her. The rest of the
world dissolved beneath his sensual assault. Nothing else mattered.
Nothing but him.

“Hey!” somebody—Ray—shouted. “Who the fuck
d’ya think you are?”

Chalcey blinked. The hulking great hunky
stranger, the one who had dealt to the sleaze-bag mauling her, was
now… well… mauling her. Did she have “Grope Me” tattooed on
her forehead, or something? What was with this guy? He was just as
bad as Ray.

So she did what any self-respecting girl
who’s had enough of men would do—even if the man was an
incredibly hot one who kissed like there was no tomorrow. She
totally overreacted. She grabbed a handful of his hair and yanked
his head back. And kept on yanking until he quit kissing her and
released her enough that she slid down his body. The instant that
she had her balance, she drew back her arm and punched him in the
face. Hard. Putting all her strength and the power of her body
behind it.

He grunted and backed off.

“I don’t know you from a bar of soap. Where
the hell do you get off thinking you can manhandle me?” She flexed
her fingers, shaking out the pain as she squinted at him, trying to
spot where she’d hit him. She’d been aiming for his nose but he’d
angled his head at the last second and she’d missed her target. The
cheek, perhaps? A reddened patch of skin was the only evidence.

His gaze suggested that he was more shocked
that she’d dared hit him than hurt. Huh. Obviously she hadn’t
punched him as hard as she’d thought. And she didn’t quite know
whether to be relieved she hadn’t done him serious harm, or majorly
pissed that she hadn’t defended herself more effectively.

“Nice move, babe.” Ray peeled himself off the
pavement. He limped toward The Warrior, as Chalcey had christened
her would-be rescuer-turned-victim in a fit of inappropriate
whimsy. All semblance of boy-next-door good looks had fled, leaving
Ray’s features twisted and ugly.

In one hand he clutched a wicked looking
knife.

The unholy glee lurking in his eyes sickened
her. She lost it. She saw red—literally, for her vision became
washed in a blood-red haze. “Stuff your ego back in your pants and
fuck off, Ray!” Her shout hung in the air, unnaturally loud and
menacing in the stillness. “And while you’re at it, how about you
stuff that stupid knife where the sun don’t shine, too.”

Ray sized her up as though testing her
resolve. She straightened her spine and socked him with the “I’m
totally serious so don’t piss with me!” evils.

He resorted to what passed for charm for a
guy like him. “Just wanted to give you a lift home. Was worried
about ya, babe. ’Specially with assholes like him looking
for some hot tail to tap.”

“For fuck’s sake, spare me the ‘I’m such a
gentleman’ routine, Ray. You and I both know it’s a crock. Piss
off.”

Ray’s gaze cut to the man behind Chalcey, as
if sizing up his opponent. Then he had the nerve to turn his full
attention back to her and leer at her chest. “Shoulda told me you
liked it rough, babe. I can do rough.”

“Be gone, scum,” a voice rumbled from
directly behind her. “The woman is mine.”

“Excuse me?” Chalcey glanced over her
shoulder at The Warrior, and before she could so much as squeak, he
grabbed her and thrust her behind him.

Ray lunged at him. A scream ripped from
Chalcey’s throat. The Warrior slapped the knife from Ray’s hand,
sending it skidding across the pavement. Then he grabbed Ray by the
scruff of the neck and tossed him aside like he weighed nothing.
Again.

Ray scrabbled about on all fours, shaking his
head like a confused dog. The Warrior stood legs planted wide, arms
akimbo, lips curled in a derisive sneer. “Do you wish to try that
again, scum? I do not believe that you will provide much of a fight
but I find myself in the mood for some light entertainment.”

Huh. The Warrior was goading Ray.

Men! Testosterone-fueled dickwads.

Well, she refused to provide these two with
an audience while they beat on each other. She made a beeline for
the knife and crouched to pick it up between thumb and forefinger.
A full-body shudder racked her. Nasty. It was so going in the
Dumpster. She stood on tiptoe and tossed it in. The foul stench of
the garbage made her gag but it was all good. Ray wouldn’t be keen
on jumping in to retrieve it any time soon.

Next on the agenda was her handbag. She
peered around until she spotted it, stalked over and bent to snatch
it from the ground, then kept on walking. There. Just like that
she’d wiped her hands of Ray and The Warrior.

It was a pretty good plan except, fool that
she was, she couldn’t resist glancing back.

The Warrior had twisted Ray’s arm behind his
back. His piercing blue gaze caught hers and, as he forced Ray to
his knees, they shared a moment. A really intense “you’re gonna be
mine, all mine!” moment.

Commonsense finally crawled out from whatever
hole it’d been cowering in, and Chalcey took off at a flat-out run.
Jerk-off Ray she could handle, but this guy? Not so
much.

All the way home thoughts of him haunted her.
His eyes, that expression on his face as she’d turned away—she’d
never seen a man look so bereft. And as she searched for her keys
to unlock the street door to her studio, she was forced to admit
another truth. Never in all her twenty-five years, had she
experienced such instant, gut-wrenching wanting for a man.

 


~*~

 


Wulf eyed the pathetic excuse for a male
cowering before him. He speared his fingers through the man’s hair
and dragged him upright. The stench of the man’s piss stung his
nostrils. Weak-minded coward. For all his foulmouthed bravado, the
man was soft as a cushion. Even a cosseted priest could have given
Wulf a better fight. Or a woman.

One woman in particular. The woman he’d just
kissed. She slammed into his mind, rocking him back on his heels as
she pervaded his senses and sank deep into his soul.

Wulf did not hesitate to toss the man he had
been about to punish aside. Nor did he attempt to prevent him from
slinking off like a cowardly dog. A vision such as this was a
gods-sent portent, ignored at one’s peril. Wulf would not risk
inflaming the ire of those omnipotent beings who might, on a whim,
choose to pluck him from this alien world and return him to his
homeland. He closed his eyes and acceded to their wishes, allowing
the vision to sweep him away.

She was tall for a woman, slim but strong,
with breasts that would overflow even his large hands. Riotous
curls framed a strong, elegantly boned face. Bones could not lie.
She would be a beauty even in her dotage. Her syrup-dark eyes had
spat ire at him, before clouding with wanton desire as his mouth
possessed her full, soft lips. She’d worn a short, clinging gown.
It appeared to have been spun from spider’s silk kissed with
starlight, allowing tantalizing glimpses of the pale skin beneath.
She was a prize, indeed. A woman worthy of a Lord Keeper, worthy of
him.

An emotion he was loath to name clawed his
gut. It was a twin to the despair that had smote him when she fled
the scene.

He’d let her go, telling himself all the
while that chasing after a mere female was far less pressing an
engagement than dispatching an opponent. In truth, he’d let her go
because his reaction to her had troubled him to the very depths of
his warrior’s soul. One kiss had hauled him to the brink of losing
himself in her to the exclusion of all else, unworthy opponents and
lurking enemies alike. For a warrior of Wulf’s caliber, allowing
himself to be so thoroughly distracted when all about him was
unfamiliar and potentially deadly was unforgiveable.

He dared open his eyes, blinking until she
faded from his mind and his surroundings resolved into light and
shadow, and reality—such as it was—again held sway. He swept his
gaze about the alien surrounds and spotted his opponent climbing
into a strange conveyance the likes of which Wulf had never before
seen. Its exterior glinted like the hard carapace of a beetle.

The thing roared, and lamps that shone like
miniature suns pierced the darkness ahead. The wheels of its
undercarriage spun. Wulf’s jaw dropped as it rumbled past him. He
glimpsed the hunched form of the man inside, one of his hands
clenching a circular device, the other manipulating something in
the interior. He appeared to be directing the apparatus.

Gods above and below. What would the priests
make of such an infernal thing? Wulf had listened to the tales of
many an old warrior dispatched to alien worlds, but never had such
a thing been described.

His awe was a fleeting thing, soon supplanted
by disgust. If it had been he who had escaped a superior opponent
and could command such a device, he would not have hesitated to run
his opponent down. One should never leave an enemy at one’s back.
The man was not only craven, but a fool.

He made a concerted effort to cease flexing
his sword hand, aware that he sorely felt the lack of the weapon
that had become so much a part of him. If the conveyance the man
had climbed into was commonplace in this world, Wulf would have to
learn more about it, and quickly. He did not relish the task. He
much preferred dealing with living beings that he could bend to his
implacable will. Horses, for example, were simple creatures. Train
them to the bit and bridle, feed and water them regularly, pet them
and praise them when their behavior merited, and they were yours to
command. Much like a woman….

Hah. He snorted. The woman he’d
kissed, the woman who’d drowned his senses and haunted his
gods-sent vision, would doubtless protest such simplistic
treatment. She would chafe at the bit, challenge him. He would
enjoy taming a fiery one such as her.

He didn’t realize he’d moved until he found
himself standing at a crossroads of sorts. For the first time in
his life, Wulf was unsure, undecided which path to take. A tug of
insistence pulled him to the left. Stubbornness made him head
right. He managed half a dozen strides before pain knifed his
belly. A half dozen more, and pain spiked through his skull. He
forced himself to keep walking, and with each step, the throbbing
in his skull increased twofold.

So be it. Wulf was a stubborn man, but not
foolish, never that. He would not ignore such obvious portents. The
pain dimmed to a dull throb as he backtracked and took the
left-hand path. He would allow himself to be led by the nose. For
now. And, gods willing, he would find her again. The woman who’d
set his loins aflame with her kiss, and then shown her displeasure
at being manhandled without her permission by punching him in the
face.

He prodded the bruise forming on his cheek.
His lips curved ever-so-slightly upward. This world’s females were
not fragile creatures, easily cowed and overwhelmed by a man’s
superior strength. And, despite its unnaturally constructed
dwellings, and a myriad other aberrant sights that made his hackles
rise and his sword hand ache with the need for a weapon, this world
promised a thousand-fold improvement over the unending
black-on-black void of his former prison. At least here he could
feel—even if what he felt was a desire so intense he burned with
it. Even if his warrior’s soul yearned for something he could not
yet name.

So far as tortures went, lusting after a
woman and suffering the indignity of an unsuccored cockstand, was
an exquisite agony. Still worse would be to go haring after her,
and then, just as he reached her, pressed his lips to hers, filled
his hands with her, to be snatched up and condemned to the crystal
once more.

To be imprisoned again, eternally enduring
memories of the woman he had been so close to possessing. That
would be hell, indeed. But Wulf had never been one to back away
from a challenge.
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Chalcey shuddered at the memory of Ray’s
handsome face twisted by something dark and loathsome. It could
have been worse—so much worse. An unarmed man, no matter how
skilled, was no match for a man armed with a knife and the desire
to use it.

God only knows what she’d have done if Ray
had stabbed The Warrior.

All the perfectly logical reasons why she’d
never bothered to spend her hard-earned money on a cell phone
seemed ridiculous now that she’d been a hair’s breadth away from
being forced to watch a man bleed. And she had no doubt that Ray,
goaded into drawing that knife in the first place, would have then
turned his attentions on her.

Dragging herself up the two flights of stairs
to her studio seemed to take a lifetime. She flicked on one set of
lights, leaned against the wall and… slid slowly down it,
weak-kneed and shaking, her pulse beating a rapid tattoo. Whoa.
Between money worries, Ray’s unwelcome attentions, and The
Warrior’s far too welcome ones, she was about ready to break out
her last bottle of tequila. But she had an early start and a
helluva lot of work to put in before lunchtime tomorrow. She
crawled to her feet and wobbled through to her bedroom. Drowning
her sorrows would have to wait.

Not one, but two pieces of crystal spilled
out when she tossed her handbag on the bed. The crystal must have
cracked and broken when her bag hit the pavement. Shame, but hey,
wasn’t like she’d had to pay for it or anything. She placed the
pieces atop the crate that served as a bedside table, figuring
she’d give them to Francesca when her mother next decided to
inflict her with a visit. Francesca had been heavily into crystals
and all that New Age baloney, hence naming her daughter after the
crystal chalcedony. It was supposed to be a nurturing stone, or
crystal or what-the freak-ever, that absorbed negative energy,
removed hostility and promoted feelings of benevolence and
generosity.

Yeah, riiight.

She peeled off the cursed star-spangled
dress, smooshed it into a ball, and hurled it at the wall. It
didn’t make a gratifyingly satisfying splat that might have
appeased her somewhat. It merely unraveled enough to slither
gracefully to the ground. Damn thing. She was never wearing it
again. Ever.

She stalked through the studio to the women’s
bathroom to tend to her scrapes and bruises. Turned out none of
them were bad enough that they’d bother her during classes. Ditto
her feet, thank goodness. Limping ’round during classes because
she’d been stupid enough to run through the streets barefoot,
wouldn’t give that good of an impression to new students. At least
she’d had the presence of mind to curl her fingers into a proper
fist so she hadn’t damaged her hand when she’d landed one on the
big guy’s face.

Dammit. She’d forgotten the makeup remover.
She trudged back to her bedroom, promising herself that one day
she’d earn enough to rent a really nice apartment. The novelty of
living in her studio and sharing the bathroom designated for female
students was wearing off real quick.

While she creamed off her barely-there
makeup, she wondered how Sam was making out with that other guy.
Marcus. He seemed halfway decent. And he wasn’t lacking in the
looks department, either. Definitely more Chalcey’s type than Ray.
Mind you, after getting to know him better, any guy was more
her type than Ray. What a creep. A scary, sinister,
horror-movie-worthy creep. If he ended up haunting her nightmares,
so help her, she’d track him down and finish him off herself.

But the last thing she saw before she crashed
into sleep was a pair of intense blue eyes in a darkly tanned face.
She relived The Warrior’s hunger when he’d kissed her. And the
profound despair that she’d witnessed on his face as she fled from
him pierced her heart.

An insistent pounding echo yanked her from
the bliss of sleep. She rubbed her eyes and rolled onto her back.
It took her a few moments to realize that someone was banging the
bejesus out of the street door downstairs. It’d be Sam, of course.
Funny that she hadn’t rung, like she usually did when she visited,
but whatever. Or perhaps Chalcey had been too deeply asleep to hear
the phone.

She flung herself out of bed, yawning as she
made her way through to the main studio. For such a small woman,
Sam was sure making a hell of a racket. But at least she was
dropping in to help out as she’d promised—and doubtless to burn
Chalcey’s ears with all the icky details about her latest sexual
exploits, despite knowing very well it grossed Chalcey out.

Honestly? Considering Chalcey hadn’t had a
date in like, forever, it was plain depressing hearing about guys
with magic tongues who gave multiple orgasms—especially when she’d
never had a multiple orgasm.

She flicked on the studio lights and padded
across the cold floorboards. And she resolved not to squirm and
make “eeeew!” noises if Sam got too personal with her descriptions.
It would only encourage Sam to elaborate. Instead, she would—

The clock on the studio wall slammed into
focus.

Three-thirty in the freaking morning? She
would wring Sam’s darned neck, that’s what she’d do.

She stomped down the stairs. Various weird
and wonderful torture methods caroused through her sleep-deprived
mind. She rarely bothered with the security chain on the street
door, so the instant she disengaged the lock, the door flung
inward, nearly rearranging her nose. “Jeez, Sam! Watch it, will
you?”

Except it wasn’t Sam. A large hand grabbed
her and spun her around. Before she could utter a word, another
hand covered her mouth. A big body crowded her forward into the
small stairwell entranceway. The door slammed shut and the sound
resounded loudly in her head like a knell of doom, shutting her
away with the consequences of her stupidity.

Instincts zoomed into overdrive. She wasn’t
going down without a fight. She managed to pry open her jaws just
enough to sink her teeth into the hand covering her mouth.

The intruder released her and as she whirled
to confront him, the shadows resolved into a really large man
dressed like an advertisement for “We Love Leather”.

He was back.

The Warrior. The man who’d kissed her. The
man she’d run from because he scared her—not because of his
physical strength and the way he’d dealt to Ray, but because of
what she’d felt the second she’d laid eyes on him. Instant lust.
Instant wanting. A need so powerful that her heart ached, and her
body demanded things she’d never before wanted from a man.

He was dangerous. She didn’t want to admit it
but it was the stark truth. And this time, she might not have the
strength to resist him.
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Glossary of Characters and Terms




Dayamari

 


Blayne (m)

- Panakeya (First Healer), Hope’s life-partner,
father of Romana, Ryley and Aryn

 


Aryn (m)

- Ryley’s twin, exists as a living soul inside
Ryley

 


Beryn (m)

- Second Settlement healer

 


Cayl (m)

- Maya’s life-partner, Merryn’s father, Hope’s
blood-brother

 


Chryss (m)

- Hope’s mentor, previously the fourth Dayamari god
known as Merchryssi

 


Dayamar (m),

- Previous First Sehan, Hope’s blood-father
(deceased)

 


Gerran (m),

- Historian

 


Hope (f)

- First Sehan, Blayne’s life-partner, mother of
Romana, Ryley and Aryn

 


Hopian (m)

- Second Sehan, Romana’s life-partner, Lin and
Matti’s father

 


Johan (m)

- Healer (deceased)

 


Katya (f)

- Maya’s sister, Sehan (deceased)

 


Keeta (f)

- First Elder

 


Kirstyn (f)

- Chryss’s lover

 


Kraig (m)

- Hunter, Merryn’s life-partner

 


Lin (f)

- Romana and Hopian’s daughter

 


Lukas (m)

- Master Tracker

 


Matti (m)

- Romana and Hopian’s son

 


Maya (f)

- Cayl’s life-partner, Merryn’s mother, Hope’s
blood-sister

 


Marya (f)

- Chryss’s first human life-partner, Dayama’s mother
(deceased)

 


Merryn (f)

- Child-minder, Cayl and Maya’s daughter, Kraig’s
life-partner

 


Nesala (f)

- Previous lover of Hopian’s

 


Romana (f)

- Hunter, Hopian’s life-partner, Matti & Lin’s
mother, Hope and Blayne’s daughter

 


Ryley (m)

- Third Sehan, Hope and Blayne’s son, Aryn’s twin
brother

 


Silas (m)

- Hunter, First Settlement hunt-leader

 


Soraya (f)

- Varaya’s apprentice

 


Symon (m)

- First Settlement healer

 


Varaya (f)

- Batyk cloth-maker, Willem’s life-partner, Hope’s
blood-sister

 


Willem (m)

- Hunter, Varaya’s life-partner, Hope’s
blood-cousin

 


 


Gods & Other Entities

 


Daemon (m)

- Banished Ergaiya, also known as the Daemoni

 


Dayama (f)

- Demigoddess, daughter of Chryss and his lover
Marya (deceased)

 


Ergaiya

- Energy beings

 


Kunnandi (m)

- Elder God, Child figure, overseer of afterlife;
chosen animal form: serpent

 


Marc (m)

- Younger God, previously a human man from Earth who
took Merchryssi’s place as the fourth Dayamari god

 


Regni

- Elemental, aspect: rain

 


Shikari (m)

- Elder God, Father-figure, protector, chosen animal
form: wolf

 


Suni

- Elemental, aspect: sun

 


Vindra

- Elemental, aspect: wind

 


Wisa (f)

- Elder God, Mother-figure, Seer; chosen animal
form: owl

 


Yumanos (m)

- Ergaiya, first of his people to ascend

 


 


Earth-dwellers

 


Dean Milton (m)

- Private pediatric specialist for Seaview
Children’s Home , AKA Doctor Dean

 


Harrison Havers (m)

- Rowan’s husband (deceased)

 


James Woodford (m)

- Rowan’s elderly neighbor

 


Jean and John Gibbs

- Marc’s parents

 


Jonathan Woodford (m)

- James’s Woodford’s son

 


Laverne

- Receptionist at Seaview Hospital

 


Leesa (f)

- Physiotherapist at Seaview Children’s Home

 


Marilyn (f)

- Manager of Seaview Travel Agency, Rowan’s boss

 


Mona (f)

- Employment agent at Seaview Employment Agency

 


Richard Meeks (m)

- Managing Director of Seaview Children’s Home

 


Rowan Havers (m)

- Travel agent at Seaview Travel Agency

 


Steve Kearney (m)

- Pediatrician at Seaview Hospital

 


Zach Mallory (m)

- Teenager

 


 


Terms & Explanations

 


Ambre

- Gold-colored fossilized resin, prized as
jewelry

 


Anthemisia

- Low-growing herb with a fragrance like apples, and
daisy-like flowers with yellow centers; used widely as a tea;
valued for its calming properties, but also used to reduce fevers,
toothache, clear skin eruptions. Also useful as an insect repellent
and as a poultice to speed wound healing.

 


Aureya

- Psychic energy that surrounds the human body and
all matter, both animate and inanimate

 


Batyk

- A ‘dye-resist’ method of painting colored designs
on cloth by applying melted beeswax before it is dipped in the
dye.

 


Bollas

- Hunting weapon, heavy chiseled stone balls
connected by a strong cord

 


Buffala

- Wild cattle with high humped shoulders, large head
and forequarters covered with long woolly hair, a tufted tail and
distinctive long chin hairs forming a ‘beard’. Have short, sharp,
up-curved horns. Hunted for hides, meat and horns.

 


Cervida

- Deer-like herbivore, hunted for hide, meat and
antlers

 


Cichoria

- Woody, perennial herbaceous plant with bright blue
flowers; used as a diuretic, and believed beneficial for stomach
upsets, and to aid digestion by reducing acidity of the stomach.
Leaves can be eaten raw but are rather bitter-tasting. Preferred
for its roots, which are baked.

 


Cigala

- Small green stout-bodied insect with transparent
wings, known for the distinctive buzzing and chirping chorus they
‘sing’ over the summer season.

 


Dayamaria

- ‘Dayama’s Land’

 


Dayamari

- People of Dayamaria

 


Dayamaru

- Spoken language of Dayamaria

 


Joining

- Dayamari custom, similar to marriage.

 


Kuruvinda

- Deep red-colored precious gem

 


Lavendula

- Fragrant herb with distinctive silvery foliage
covered in fine hairs, and purple flower-heads. Used in balms,
salves and infusions. Valued for its antiseptic properties; used to
soothe insect bites, burns and headaches, and to help with
insomnia. The dried buds add a slightly sweet floral taste when
used in cooking.

 


Life-partners

- Joined couples, similar to married couples

 


Panakeya

- Highest status healer, i.e. First Healer

 


Promise/Promising

- Dayamari custom, similar to engagement. An
exchange of gifts is made during the Promising ceremony,
traditionally a bracelet or necklace featuring the color red.

 


Sehan

- Generic term for Seer

 


Sehani

- Of, or regarding, a Sehan

 


Sekar

- Alcoholic beverage made from fermented fruit

 


Wyverna

- Two-legged dragon-like creature with iridescent
multi-colored hide, wedge-shaped head, red eyes, wings and a barbed
tail. Originally created by the gods.
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Book 2: Freaks in the City
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Book 2: Phase

 


Dangerous Boys Anthology

 


Sara Hantz: Written in the Stars

Maree Anderson: Tangent

Vanessa Barneveld: Live Fast, Die
Young

Robyn Grady: Raising Hell

Ebony McKenna: Dangerous Honesty

 


~*~

 


 


 



About the Author




Maree Anderson writes paranormal romance,
fantasy, and young adult books. She lives in beautiful New Zealand,
home of hobbits, elves, and kiwis—both the fruit and the two-legged
flightless variety. Her first novel for young adults, the
multi-award-winning Freaks of Greenfield High, was optioned
for TV, and currently has over 2 million reads on Wattpad. Alas,
Freaks didn’t make it to the small screen, but it sure was a
fun ride while it lasted. Readers will be pleased to know she is
definitely planning to write more books in her popular Crystal
Warriors and Freaks series.

 


For blurbs, excerpts, reviews and more,
please check out the Books page of her website: www.mareeanderson.com.
Contact Maree at: maree@mareeanderson.com.
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This novel is a work of fiction. Any names,
characters, places and events portrayed in this novel are products
of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance
to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is
coincidental. All rights reserved; the right to reproduce this book
or any portion thereof in any form whatsoever in any country
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forbidden.

 


***

 


License Notes

 


This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment
only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this book with another person, please
purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading
this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your
use only, then please purchase your own copy.

 


Thank you for respecting the hard work of this
author.
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